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Chapter 1

“THIS CANNOT BE allowed!”

The administrator of the School of Spirit Power was nearly choking with rage. However, he could only display emotions of such intensity towards Candidates of lower ranks. Our Diamond rank made us impervious to his vitriol. If he had spoken softly, like mentor Guerlon, I might have been concerned. I sighed, looked upwards, as if beseeching Heaven to grant me strength, and reiterated,

“Is this point stated explicitly in the rules of the School of Spirit Power? Could junior please demonstrate the corresponding passage to me?”

“Whether or not it’s written down is irrelevant! What you’re asking for is unacceptable!”

“This brings us back to the rules concerning what is and what isn’t acceptable. So, who determines that? Perhaps you, junior?” I emphasized the rank of my interlocutor, a grown man, which only angered him further. The Golden-ranked Candidate had grown accustomed to being near-omnipotent within the vast domain of the school, yet here was a strange pair of Seekers breaking every imaginable rule, and no one could do anything about us. The Seeker’s plaque guaranteed our immunity. More accurately, it guaranteed the possibility of retaliation against any upstarts causing trouble, and the sight of the three thoroughly-stripped sophomore students lying on the ground nearby and groaning piteously gave any would-be aggressors second thoughts. We hadn’t killed anyone, but Vyllea couldn’t restrain herself and removed a few fingers from a particularly vocal commentator. Who would blame her? Certainly not me. This fool had dared to tell my companion that a beauty such as her could find someone better-looking than yours truly for company and that he, the embodiment of the Deforean Empire’s bright future, was better suited to taking care of a girl like her. Now, it seemed, he’d need to take care of having his fingers reattached before he could pay attention to any of his other concerns.

“I will complain to the headmaster!” The administrator finally decided to play his trump card.

“You are free to do all that the rules of the School of Spirit Power allow you to. You may complain — or choose to refrain from complaining. You may argue. You may shout. But, most importantly, the rules do not forbid you from providing the two of us with private accommodation. And us Seekers stick together, junior. Do you object to that?”

I struggled to keep a smirk off my face. The students of the School of Spirit Power were housed in several common barracks, boys and girls separately, and these barracks were positioned as far away as possible from all the important places on school premises such as training grounds, dining halls, academic buildings, and workshops. However, some of the particularly distinguished students were housed in small cottages where they could indulge in relaxing pastimes such as meditation while they prepared for their classes and whatnot. There were few such cottages and many contenders for them. For the most part, they were reserved for the offspring of the major houses. The rules forbade them from staying in their family residences — without official permission from the head of the school, at least. The school year was to start only in a month for the freshmen, so some of the lodgings were currently empty, but the administrator understood that if we moved in, evicting us would become impossible. Moreover, he found our demand to live under one roof completely scandalous. Yet such were the wishes of our official mentor, an Overlord of the Silver rank.

“Zander, haven’t you had enough of this?” Vyllea asked, a note of irritation tingeing her voice as she gestured towards the nearest cottage. “Junior, from now on, this cottage belongs to us. We’ll be back with our belongings, and by the evening, I expect to find two beds here. If I fail to, there will be consequences. Come on, Zander, I’m getting sick of this place.”

The administrator began to protest, but his words fell on deaf ears. Today, two Diamond-ranked Candidates, both of whom had just turned sixteen, were officially admitted to the School of Spirit Power. After examining Vyllea, the headmaster had accepted payment for two years and issued us with passes. We were free for the next month, and I, for one, had no desire to avail myself of House Wang’s hospitality. I requested a copy of the school’s rules and studied them meticulously. I discovered that we were allowed to lodge on school premises for the month leading up to the start of the new academic year free of charge.

Yet we still needed to pay a visit to the palace, at the very least. Our mentor understood he might not survive the process of making us Seekers, so he had unloaded all his possessions, including the money for school fees and all our personal belongings, in his room. We could have retrieved them immediately, but I hadn’t known where we’d be staying earlier that day when the clan head’s advisor had left the First Tier. Now that I did know, the last thing I wanted was to stay on House Wang’s premises a minute longer than I absolutely needed to.

However, as was often the case, our wishes didn’t quite align with the options we had at our disposal. We’d only reached House Wang’s palace by nightfall. Moving through the city on foot proved to be enormously inconvenient! The vast spaces that Vyllea had initially enjoyed were annoying her enormously towards the evening. I reminisced about the ideal layout of Zou-Lemawn, where everything was compact and confined. Here you could almost feel yourself age traversing from one city section to another.

Yet it wasn’t the distances or the late hour that compelled us to linger at House Wang’s residence. Upon arriving to the inner courtyard, we found ourselves expected. An imposing Taoist, whom I saw as a spot of darkness in my spirit vision (a Master, since our mentor had referred to him as “junior”), stood in the yard alongside Carmin, Elda, and a stunning redhead, the sight of whom made my heart skip a beat.

“Trouble?” Vyllea whispered, squeezing my hand.

“Nothing serious so far,” I answered. It was well established between us that although Vyllea was physically stronger, I had a keener sense for danger. At that moment, there was none. Yet we had to be circumspect.

“Elder,” both Vyllea and I managed to bow almost simultaneously, though it was a bow among equals rather than a juniors’ bow. A twinge shot through my back, but quickly subsided.

“My name is Darna Feng,” the redhead introduced herself. Her voice was as beautiful as her appearance. House Feng was a conglomerate of various families atop the Phoenix Clan’s hierarchy in the Central Tier. Our mentor hadn’t said much about them, deeming a meeting unlikely unless it happened centuries from now.

“Seeker Zander and Seeker Vyllea,” I introduced us formally.

“Seekers?” The Master’s face became contorted in a grimace of skepticism. “Junior, aren’t you presuming a bit too much?”

“I never presume, Elder,” I replied, feeling a sharper sting in my back this time.

“Is that so, junior? Can you substantiate your claims?” The Master clearly hadn’t forgotten our mentor’s blade at his throat. He tried to suppress us with his aura, but Vyllea and I, still hand in hand, withstood the pressure easily enough. Breaking us would require considerably more effort.

“Stop,” commanded Darna, paling visibly, and as the pressure lifted, Carmin and Elda gasped for air, clearly more affected than we were.

“May I see your plaques, Seekers?” Darna asked. “As far as I know, they don’t admit anyone below Golden-ranked Apprentices into Seekers.”

“Everything happens for the first time, milady Darna Feng,” I responded, removing the plaque from around my neck. Vyllea and I hadn’t figured out where to keep them, so we wore them like amulets. Vyllea followed suit, displaying her plaque. The Master’s face stretched in surprise. Carmin reached out towards the plaque, but I shook my head. It wasn’t wise to do that.

“Well, that explains a lot,” Carmin chuckled, withdrawing his hand. “Losing to a Diamond-ranked Seeker doesn’t tarnish one’s reputation. Though I wouldn’t mind a rematch. Elder, would you care to demonstrate your skills once more?”

Vyllea didn’t reply, choosing to give Carmin a withering look instead. Even I felt uncomfortable under her gaze. My partner could sure leave a lasting impression when she wanted to. But Carmin’s words spoke volumes — they had run background checks on us and sent their reports to all interested parties. That explained the absence of people around. The servants and representatives of House Wang were afraid to so much as approach the windows.

“Today you enrolled into the School of Spirit Power,” Darna confirmed my suspicions that not only had we been investigated, but our movements through the city had been monitored thoroughly as well.

“Milady Darna Feng, I have a proposal. Let’s be straightforward about what you need from us. It’s the most effective way to get results,” I suggested, while my heart was ready to burst from my chest. I was overwhelmed by intense feelings for another person for the first time, and I was immensely grateful to our mentor for teaching us to control our emotions.

“Do you know who I am?” Darna asked unnecessarily.

“You’re the daughter of one of the Phoenix Clan’s chief advisors. A resident of the Central Tier. A Diamond-ranked Candidate, which is quite unusual for where you’re from. The Elder next to you is either your guardian or mentor, most likely a Golden-ranked Master. Carmin represents the Bao family from the Third Tier; he’s an Apprentice of the Silver rank. I don’t know anything about Elda’s family, but since she’s from the fourth Tier, she likely belongs to House Lee, and is also a Silver-ranked Candidate. This meeting is important to you — so much so that you’ve intimidated the entire Wang palace into abject terror. People are afraid to even approach the windows. Did I miss anything?”

“I told you he was a sharp cookie!” Carmin chuckled, but he faltered when the imposing Taoist glanced at him.

“The fact that I am a Diamond-ranked Candidate is known only to a select few in Tier Zero.” Darna’s look was ominous, but I had an excellent response ready.

“Our mentor is not just a Seeker, but also an Overlord of the Silver rank. I hope that’s a sufficient answer.”

The reaction of the imposing Taoist suggested he wasn’t privy to such information — my back finally stopped aching. Not every Master would dare harm the students of a Silver-ranked Overlord.

“Zander, aren’t you tired of this yet?” Vyllea had held her patience until the end, but she finally snapped. “Why do you keep talking to them? Our mentor taught us to act, not to bow down to everyone we meet. Elder, do you have any questions or complaints?”

Vyllea looked at the master, who was so flabbergasted by her audacity that he didn’t even know how to respond. Had the girl been able to sense danger, her back would undoubtedly have been throbbing mercilessly by now. However, Vyllea lacked this ability. Despite the master’s best efforts, he couldn’t penetrate her indifferent gaze.

“So, the answer is ‘no,’ then. Elder, we’ve had a tough day. We’ve met with the Phoenix Clan’s advisor, sorted out issues at The School of Spirit Power, fought for our housing, and trudged here across the entire city! I’m exhausted and in dire need of rest. Let’s go, Zander. By the time they manage to say something coherent, it will be morning already.”

“The Phoenix Clan has been called to participate in a competition,” Darna finally decided to get to the point. “There are five teams, one representing each tier. Candidates from Zero, Apprentices from the First, and so forth. The only requirement is that the competitors must be official students of some ascension school, having studied in their rank for at least half a year. That’s why my father sent me here — I’m guaranteed to lead the Candidates’ team of the Phoenix Clan. The team must consist of five people. In two weeks, there will be a qualifying round for the immortality-seekers of the Candidate stage. The winners will earn the right to join my team and represent the clan in the upcoming competitions. I want you to participate in the selection.”

The offer was… unexpected. So I clarified,

“Why us? You’re from the Central Tier. I assume there are many folks just like you there. Diamond-ranked Candidates who could easily pulverize any Candidate from Tier Zero. There are bound to be geniuses — if not in the Central Tier, then surely the Fourth.”

“I won’t beat around the bush — the group members are already known. All Diamond Candidates from the Central Tier are trained by the best mentors, and we’ve already held several joint training sessions. The competition is merely a nod to tradition, nothing more. No one from the outlying tiers stands the slightest chance of winning. I wouldn’t have even looked your way this morning, but today my father contacted me and strongly recommended that I also involve you. I don’t like it and consider it a waste of time, but I must obey. This is an invitation to the qualifying competition. I need your signature.”

Darna extended a golden sheet. One sheet. Whoever had made it considered yours truly and Vyllea a single entity. It seemed only the deaf hadn’t heard about our full conjunction. I looked at my companion and nodded at the sheet.

“Shall we make ourselves some new enemies?”

“Weak and useless ones? What’s the point? I’d sign up for the second group. To have a crack at the Apprentice Taoists. That would be entertaining, at the very least. But mucking about with a bunch of Candidates… I don’t know. Darna, what’s the prize?”

“What prize are you talking about?” The girl exclaimed, bewildered. “It’s an enormous honor to be chosen as a clan’s representative!”

“You may have forgotten this, so I’ll remind you — we’re Seekers, Zander and I. Clashes within and between clans interest us far less than dealing with battlefields, anomalies, and wormholes, or exploring new lands. You’re asking us to forget about our interests and work for you. You’ve even declared yourself the leader, though you wouldn’t last a minute against us.”

“Isn’t that a bit presumptuous, greeneyes?” Darna was seething — I understood her; Vyllea could infuriate a stone. As for “greeneyes,” Darna seemed to be hinting at Vyllea’s alleged heritage. Only the members of the Tiger Clan had green eyes.

“I haven’t even started to get presumptuous with you, rednose,” Vyllea retorted. “If you want us to champion the Phoenix Clan, give us a reason. As for papers that say nothing about the reward we’re getting, why, you can use them to wipe your ass.”

Luckily, I was astute and observant. While the girls were arguing, I never thought of letting go of Vyllea, and kept my spirit vision active. A bright source of power appeared in Darna’s hand, and several nodes flared up, absorbing the energy. A tingling sensation ran up my spine, and a suit of Spirit Armor enveloped both Vyllea and me. The pain intensified, and as the energy in Darna’s nodes reached a critical mass, I subtly signaled to Vyllea that it was time to bolt. Darna wasn’t just releasing a Spirit Arrow — it was something far more powerful and dangerous. The energy from the nodes erupted into a bolt of lightning. Apparently, in the Central Tier this might be considered a playful flick on the nose. But in Tier Zero such actions could be deadly.

Stones erupted in all directions, yet we emerged unscathed some thirty feet away. Vyllea gasped, and it took considerable effort to keep her still, since she seemed ready to tear Darna to shreds for such an underhanded move.

“Zander!” Vyllea protested when she realized who was restraining her.

“Artifacts,” I replied, extending my free hand towards Darna. “Clan advisor’s daughter, your behavior is reprehensible. You will be punished for this.”

A Spirit Arrow burst from my hand, but Darna deflected it effortlessly with a jian that appeared suddenly in hers. The girl could see energy. Was she a mental absolute, I wondered? Or perhaps even a pure absolute? It was unlikely the advisor had appointed her as the head of the candidate group merely on the account of her having a pretty face. Darna’s nodes began charging with energy again. However, this time those were different nodes. The ones that had already discharged appeared like shriveled grapes in my spirit vision, needing time to recover. Darna had used up four nodes for her lightning strike, meaning if she continued using the same attack, she’d run out of juice before too long. As we evaded another attack in the nick of time, I realized my calculations were correct — the lightning had cost her another four nodes. She had fifty-two altogether, which meant she could launch thirteen of them, and had eleven left in her arsenal. As soon as she’d launch her last bolt, she’d have no choice but to engage in hand-to-hand combat with her jian or fists. Well, that much was clear. All that remained to me now was to see how proficient she was with the sword.

I extended my hand again, noting with dissatisfaction that the girl didn’t need to direct her lightning with gestures. I needed to work on not revealing my intentions to the opponent, too. A Spirit Arrow soared into the air, followed almost instantly by a second. Then a third. A tenth. I attacked without pause, and although Darna had blocked the first three techniques, she failed to stop the fourth. The arrow reached her, but then a protective amulet activated — her body flared up and absorbed my technique. The fifth, sixth, and seventh arrows had also gotten deflected, but the eighth reached its target once again. Again, the protection activated. When the twelfth arrow struck the girl’s chest and vanished without a trace, I lowered my hand and asked with a smirk,

“Do you understand that you have already lost to us as far as the competition is concerned? There won’t be Central-Tier amulets there. Three hits out of twelve, and we weren’t even fighting seriously. Are you sure, daughter of one of the clan advisors, that you are prepared to defend your clan’s honor with such training? Your lightning looks menacing, but how long will it take you to recharge the nodes? Will they even recover? By the way, are scrolls with techniques and spirit stones even allowed in Candidate competitions? I have serious doubts about that. What are you counting on, then? Extraordinary swordsmanship or hand-to-hand combat style? Well, I’ll disappoint you here, too — Vyllea will turn you into mincemeat within a minute. Do you know why? Because you’re simply not ready for a serious fight. You’re used to everyone being scared of your name and giving in before they even begin fighting for real. We, however, have spent four years in the demon lands, where every day was a battle for survival. A mistake there was punishable by death. Your father knows this. Have you ever thought, advisor’s daughter, why one of the greatest Taoists in our world had asked you to invite some unknown teenagers from Tier Zero to your team? You might do well to ponder that; it will be a worthy mental exercise. And when you decide to meet with us again, offering to join the team that defends the Phoenix Clan’s honor, I strongly suggest that you come with a specific proposal. Let’s go, Vyllea. Today has indeed been tough. We still have to walk to The School of Spirit Power. I feel no inclination to linger in this place a second longer.”

Having used two techniques, we found ourselves next to the palace entrance and walked inside. Judging by the stinging in my back, a strike from the Master had been in the cards until the very end, but he restrained himself. The show of strength was successful. Now it was up to Darna. If she truly was an absolute — even a mental absolute — she would realize that we were called here for a reason. The mentor had taught us to ignore spirit coins, but to be very vigilant for any spoils or reward one was due. If so, it was my sacred duty to squeeze her for as much as she had. I had grand plans, after all. The School of Spirit Power’s charter didn’t forbid students from having their own means of transportation. I’d even spotted a nice spot for parking. I grew tired of moving around Vorend and Tier Zero in general on foot from day one. A self-propelled cart was urgently needed, and I knew just who might help me obtain one.

We weren’t stopped, so we shouldered our bags and headed through the night capital of Tier Zero to the ascension school. I wasn’t worried about attacks. My sense of danger had proven its usefulness, our spirit armor was still intact, and it would only take a split second to drop our luggage and spring into action. But I kept an eye open through my spirit vision all the same — no one knew when the assassins’ guild might make their first move, after all. So I didn’t miss the moment when an odd type of energy appeared ahead. The person in our path was carrying poisoned needles.

“The one who calls himself Dee wishes to meet with you,” a voice announced. “You can leave your backpacks and bags here; they will be looked after. Our leader guarantees that nothing will happen to your belongings. At least if we come to an agreement. If not… Well, corpses have no need for worldly goods…”

“Right,” I dropped the cumbersome luggage to the ground. “Just a clarification. When we come to an agreement — and we will — we must pick up our belongings near the School of Spirit Power. If you are so impatient that you couldn’t wait for us to carry them there ourselves, then you’ll have to do that work for us. Vyllea, put everything down. I’ve found us some porters.”

I was beginning to enjoy the tingling between my shoulder blades. It brought me a special appreciation for life. And yes, after today’s meeting with Darna, my heart no longer skipped a beat every time I looked at that girl. She may have been breathtakingly beautiful, but even Vyllea with her open disdain for everyone weaker than herself was a more pleasant companion than a haughty scion of the Central Tier. I had my doubts she even considered us human. We were probably just pesky bipeds she had to deal with perforce and considered utterly unworthy of representing her clan. Well, let the Heavens be her judge, I thought to myself.


Chapter 2

THE ASSASSINS’ GUILD didn’t bother with any subtleties. If there were any official artificers’ workshops in Tier Zero, they surely belonged to House Wang. And thus we approached a regular forge on the outskirts of the city. There were no people around — this seemed to be an industrial area, and not a particularly busy one at that. Furthermore, the Seekers’ workshops were located on the same street — which reminded me that I definitely needed to stop by for a new cloak and dress for Vyllea. Seekers used a distinct pattern that made their enemies recognize them from a distance. But first I need to sort out my more immediate affairs.

Spirit vision revealed several Apprentice-stage Taoists, including the Gold-ranked individual who introduced himself as Dee. Today he went for a completely different image. There was not a trace of the dignified and affable gentleman in the faceless mongrel who’d approached us — the kind of person one didn’t see even when one looked straight at them. But I didn’t need to look at appearances. I couldn’t mistake this person for anyone else — I had seen his energy structure. I even took the trouble to count all his open meridians — there were 128 in total. Should this person acquire an energy core, he would become at least a Silver-ranked Warrior. There sure were interesting characters dwelling in Tier Zero. It was curious why he didn’t progress any further. Was it a rank limit similar to my father’s? He looked much better than my parent, incidentally. Apparently, he fed well on spirit stones.

The place where I was to demonstrate my expertise had already been prepared. Everything necessary for grinding herbs and bones had been brought in, along with a magnifying glass and a fine needle for etching sigils. Dee, as I decided to carry on calling him, unrolled a wooden scroll in front of me. That was quite strange — I distinctly remembered that the recipes from the Silver Heron School were written on regular paper and not on wooden strips bound by a ribbon. A single glance was enough for me to realize that the only challenge in this task would be the application of the needle to the base. There were no complex combinations of herbs or bones here. It was just meticulous work, which I had no intention of doing. After all, was I an artificer or not? If there was a chance to cut corners, one should always take it.

Herbs and bones were laid out separately, along with ten needles and a container with poison. Everything needed to start creating and prove that I was worth paying fifty spirit coins a month. However, I planned to show the assassins’ guild that they should pay me just a bit more.

“Do you need anything else?” Dee asked, pointing to the materials and tools. He noticed my hesitance and tried to understand its cause.

“Yes. Is there something to draw on? Since we are in a forge, and the furnace is still warm, I need to make something. It will be useful for you in the future.”

Naturally, there was nothing to draw on. Assassins didn’t carry paper with them. I had to take a piece of charcoal and sketch a certain contraption I had seen in a book by Huang Lung. Taoists had long had to work with small objects, transforming them into artifacts, and it wasn’t always possible to apply sigils to such objects directly. Working with each needle individually was sheer madness.

“What is this?” Dee frowned as he looked at my drawing, which resembled two boxes nested within each other, with low sides. The inner box was smaller than the outer, with a space between them.

“You pour the poison in here,” I began to explain. “These grooves are for the needles whose tips need to be covered in poison.”

“Why?” Dee didn’t grasp my concept. “Can you even etch sigils like this?”

“A lid is also needed, which will cover the vessel with the poison,” I ignored the head of the assassins’ guild. “Orimmal toad venom is dangerous even as a vapor. Have the boxes prepared. Also, I need two tulips, some oak bark, and bone dust. All from the First Tier.”

“Boy, are you sure you’re in command of all your faculties?” Dee’s expression remained emotionless, but a sharp pain in my back indicated a threat. They were deciding whether to kill me outright or let me suffer before death.

“Most esteemed Dee, I am fully aware of what I’m doing. You want ten needles, don’t you? I propose raising the stakes. If you provide everything I’ve requested, then you will receive a hundred needles… let’s say six hours after I receive the necessary materials. The number of needles isn’t actually crucial. The main thing is that they all fit into the container with their tips. I’m not interested in creating miniatures. I’m here to do what an artificer does.”

“Wait,” Dee said after a pause and left. Judging by how his assistants scrambled about, the orders he gave were clear, firm, and perfectly understandable.

“Care to explain?” Vyllea asked. While I talked with Dee, she had been inspecting the forge as if nothing special was happening. Just a bunch of cold-blooded assassins around. Big whoop! It wasn’t her first time, anyway.

“There are several methods of working with miniature artifacts,” I didn’t hold back, especially since I saw that Dee was behind the wall and could overhear our conversation. “The most common, popular, and familiar one involves working through sigils, which is what the creator of these needles did. I can’t imagine what kind of concentration it takes to meticulously apply a sigil to a needle, then fill the grooves with crushed ingredients, and seal everything with energy. Especially since the needle’s tip must be immersed into the toad venom for it to work. But there’s another way. Rare, known to few, but monstrously effective. Making artifacts via the creation of a formation. I’ll transform the two boxes they’ll soon bring us into an enhancing formation, specifically designed for creating a particular artifact — a poisoned needle capable of penetrating spirit armor. Most importantly, producing a hundred needles will require the same amount of materials as producing one. Thus, not only will Dee eliminate waste, but he’ll also save a fair amount of spirit coins on materials.”

“Why haven’t you used this before?”

“Have we ever needed to turn some small thing into an artifact in such large quantities? Except maybe your underwear, although… that’s not exactly something I’d call small…” I couldn’t resist the tease. Teasing Vyllea was like drinking water. If you didn’t do it at least once a day, you’d eventually wither up and die.

“I’ll kill you!” Vyllea growled, and a knife appeared in her hand. Knowing she could stab me as easily as look at me, I threw up my hands in a conciliatory gesture.

“Okay, okay! I was wrong. You wear the smallest underwear in the world.”

I had to dodge when the knife flew at my head. Apparently, she didn’t like my apology, either. Next, a jian appeared in Vyllea’s hands, which meant things were getting dangerous. Her bright green eyes glinted with malice and bloodlust, so I had to act on an old, well-practiced plan — rush to her before she could swing and embrace her, releasing several threads of bodily energy. Vyllea couldn’t resist such a thing and soon softened, channeling the energy through herself.

“Someday I’ll kill you, moron.” The bloodlust left my partner’s eyes. “Then I’ll devour you — and I won’t even choke!”

Responding to this wasn’t necessary. Instead, I clasped my hands, pressed my head against Vyllea’s, and for a while, we stood in such an odd pose to the onlookers. Like two lovers frozen before a kiss.

“Ahem,” came a delicate cough. I opened my eyes — it was already dawn outside. Had we really been standing like this for about six hours? Vyllea opened her eyes, furrowed her brow, not immediately understanding what had happened, then looked at me questioningly, demanding an explanation.

“I suspect we need to try this again, but in a calmer setting,” I replied, tuning into my sensations. It seemed I had managed to get a good rest, all while in the process of circulating energies. And what pleased me the most was the increase in my body’s energy volume, something that hadn’t happened in a very long time. I even began to think that we had reached our limit.

“Shall I leave?” Dee re-entered the scene. Everything I had requested was already on the table. The boxes were crudely made but perfect for my plan. The most important thing was that they had a flat and smooth surface on which I could draw several symbols. I had never created a formation before, but a beginner-level textbook from the Silver Heron School, which I had studied, gave me every reason to expect success. There was no mentor to question where I had learned such technology, and Vyllea certainly wouldn’t ask such questions.

“Your six hours start now, artificer,” Dee seemed to enjoy changing his persona. Now he had taken on the guise of a blacksmith, complete with burns on his face and a gruff voice. Nothing suggested that he was the head of the assassins’ guild except for the familiar meridian pattern.

Dee began forging, paying us no attention. As someone whose childhood had been spent in a forge, I must say he acted quite adeptly and properly, just as a blacksmith should. I smiled, impressed by Dee’s talents, and I took up the stylus. A formation needed to be created first.

“Vyllea, I need your help. This needs to be ground into dust. Can you handle it?”

“Are you sure I shouldn’t just stab you instead? Give it over.”

The girl began crushing the oak bark with such fervor that I worried about the material for a while. Excess emotion can also be harmful. Yet not a single speck fell from the mortar, and I relaxed. Vyllea might not be the calmest or most stable creature in the world, but she could focus when necessary. Meanwhile, I started drawing sigils on the prepared device. Four were needed altogether: three control symbols that would manage the formation’s operation, and the fourth was the sigil that needed to be applied to the needles. Several times anxiety gripped me; I may have looked like I was working with confidence, but I was actually performing this operation for the first time in my life, guided by a book I’d read four years ago. The sigils turned out perfectly, and as Vyllea ground the bark into dust, I began carefully filling the etchings with it.

It took us three hours to set up the formation. Despite Vyllea’s assistance, it was an incredibly meticulous task. Dee kept hammering away, pretending to be the master of this forge, and even had several visitors come by. Outwardly, everything appeared so ordinary that without spirit vision revealing one or two poisoned needles sewn into each visitor’s sleeve, one might really think that the head of the assassin’s guild was taking orders from clients as a blacksmith. What a bunch of odd characters.

“What now?” Vyllea leaned over my creation, examining the powder-filled sigils. It took a monumental effort to refrain from pulling her towards me — I was even afraid to breathe towards the device. One mistake, one gust of wind blowing a few particles aside, and it would all be over. We would need a new base, which the assassins would hardly provide us with. However, I managed to control myself and simply took Vyllea’s hand. Evaluating the sigils once more, I raised my free hand to the creation and emptied one of the meridians I hadn’t used for applying my techniques. It flashed so brightly it almost blinded us — even Dee stopped hammering and came over to see what it was all about.

“Is everything alright?”

“It’s just perfect,” I replied with a smile, looking at the glowing object. The steel boxes assembled on the floor had transformed into a stable formation.

“Can you explain what this is?”

“This will cost you a hundred spirit coins. Do you know how formations work?”

“Only superficially.”

“There are two types: dynamic and static. In both cases you need to create a control circuit that will activate the embedded techniques. Dynamic formations are like flags that form a protective dome. They split into at least four parts, scatter, and begin to activate the embedded techniques: barrier, silence, and so on. It always varies. Static formations don’t require scattering, so you can limit yourself to three symbols. These three in our case. And they don’t require any resources — just energy. This symbol activates the still-empty sigil, this one copies it onto the items in the grooves, and this one fixes the result. That’s basically how it works.”

“So, I can now fill this space with needles, pour in the poison, fill the grooves with symbol ingredients, and… what next?”

“Then you activate the sigils by supplying them with energy. A simple Tier Zero spirit stone should suffice, although it needs to be tested. I haven’t worked with needles as a base before.”

“Can I do it myself?”

“By all means. As I said, this will be your formation.”

“I’ve noticed you’ve said ‘will be’ instead of ‘is.’”

“Well, I haven’t received those hundred spirit coins yet.”

Dee didn’t respond. After wiping the mortar, he began grinding the herbs. Soon, all the ingredients were poured into the grooves. The head of the assassins donned a strange mask and gestured for us to step back from the table. After setting the needles, he poured the poison into the container and, without even closing the lid, directed energy onto the formation. There was no second light show. The symbol into which the ingredients had been poured flashed but then went out. Dee took one of the needles, turned it in front of him, and even brought a magnifying glass closer to examine the details. I knew what would be there. According to the book, the sigil had transferred to the needle by itself, without the painstaking and tedious work.

“How long will this formation stay functional?” Dee asked, still not removing his mask.

“As long as the sigils are not erased. The task was to demonstrate skill, not to create a formation for enhancing items. I’d say thirty of forty uses. It needs testing.”

“Do you have many such solutions?” Dee nodded towards the formation.

“It depends on what exactly is needed. Sometimes it’s easier to apply the symbol directly to the item rather than fuss with a formation. Such things are only used for trifles. Major artifacts are formed through sigils, but I’m not yet skilled in working with them. I need textbooks.”

“I’ve heard you. I need some time to test your creation and weigh its pros and cons. If the latter are fewer, you’ll get your hundred coins. I cannot cancel the contract on you, but I won’t send anyone after you for the next two months. Consider that a gift. You will be taken to the School of Spirit Power.”

“We’ll walk,” I declined the offer, earning a displeased snort from Vyllea. Dee said nothing, returning to the formation and studying the resultant needles. The audience was over. Grabbing the girl by the hand, I dragged her away.

“Are you mad? Walk? The school is on the other side of the city!” the girl berated me as soon as we stepped out of the forge. Several inconspicuous individuals immediately shut the door and hung a “Closed” sign on it. No one was to disturb Dee, apparently.

“We’re walking,” I pulled Vyllea along. She tried to resist for a while, but soon gave in. Then we found ourselves next to a nondescript workshop familiar to me. I was seeing it quite differently with my spirit vision now. What I managed to spot inside was quite noteworthy. There were several dozen artifacts, a wealth of spirit stones carelessly tossed into a pile, and some power spots — apparently, herbs.

“You might as well have taken me to a pigsty!” Vyllea clearly disliked the workshop’s interior. Four years had passed, but absolutely nothing had changed here — it was just as messy and just as empty as I remembered it. No visitors, no owner, no one but us. I approached the counter and pressed the bell several times.

“We’re closed.”

The tailor emerged from behind the counter with a sullen expression. Four years ago, he had resembled a dried-up raisin of a twenty-year-old, but now he looked like a miraculously ambulatory set of bones of indeterminate age. How he was still alive baffled me — work with energy had completely drained him. My spirit vision showed no sign of any nodes. If he was a Taoist, he was Silver-rank at best, despite working with first-tier artifacts and items! They had nearly burned him out, and it seemed everyone was indifferent to his plight.

“You’re open,” I replied. “We need a cloak, and this is the only place in Tier Zero where we can get one.”

The tailor’s stern gaze swept over Vyllea and me.

“Aren’t you too small to make such demands?” Despite his condition, his voice remained firm. In response, I removed the Seeker’s plaque from my neck and showed it to him. Vyllea, hesitating a moment, did the same. The tailor wasn’t a Seeker — that much was clear to me now. But he worked for us, helped us, and did everything necessary to supply us.

“What’s your rank?”

“Diamond Candidates.”

“A Second-Tier cloak will burn you. I’ll make one for the First Tier. Two enhancements. What do you want?”

“Just the base — I will apply the enhancements myself.”

“That’s even easier. I remember your measurements. The cloaks will be ready in five days. Two hundred spirit coins each.”

“How much?!” Vyllea exclaimed, but I managed to calm her with a gesture.

“We don’t have the money, tailor. I have another proposition — barter.”

“What can you offer me, Seeker?” The tailor’s face twisted, making him look even more intimidating than before. “Will you close an anomaly for me, perchance?”

“I can offer you a future, tailor,” I replied, unexpectedly finding myself grandiloquent. “You have no nodes, and working with artifacts is killing you. You’ve turned into a skeleton in the course of four years. In another two or three, you’ll be gone. You know this. Everyone knows this. But instead of working on developing nodes, you just snap at everyone.”

“Do you think I haven’t tried?!” The tailor trembled with rage. “I can’t break through to the Golden rank! There’s a wall! A limit! I work with Qi, but I can’t control it! Do you know how many such well-wishers I’ve seen so far? Nearly a hundred in the last five years! All they could do was sympathize! I hate it all, dammit! I don’t need anyone’s freaking sympathy!”

“I’m not offering you sympathy, tailor. I’m offering you help. You sew us two complete outfits. Including backpacks, belt pouches, and shoes. First-Tier fabric, with the Phoenix Clan symbol on the chest. All of it free of charge for us. In return, I will make sure you develop a node. I can’t turn you back into a human — I don’t have healing techniques. You’ll have to get proper nourishment on your own.”

“You’ll open my nodes?”

“I’ll launch a process that will make them appear. You will have to open them yourself by working with artifacts and feeding your body well. So, what do you say, master? Barter?”

“Barter it is,” the tailor said in a firm voice. “What do you need?” The decision was easy enough. Faced with the choice between death and losing revenue, only a madman would choose the former.

“Spirit stones. A lot of spirit stones. Practically all those you have over there,” I nodded toward the pile in the inner rooms. If the tailor was surprised, he didn’t show it. He approached the door, hung up the ‘Closed’ sign, and locked the workshop. Watching him walk, I was genuinely surprised not to hear the clatter of bones. He hardly seemed human anymore.

“What needs to be done?” the tailor asked as we approached the table with the spirit stones. Each stone contained little energy — they were clearly from Tier Zero, but collectively, they could provide the volume of energy I needed. Still, I decided to take precautions, and Vyllea’s hands found their way to my neck. I seated the tailor on a chair, sat opposite him, and took his hands in mine, closing my eyes.

Overlord Nurgal Lee (I wondered if he was related to Elda) had once claimed I was an “opener” — that is, someone capable of working with the nodes, meridians, and cores of others. The Overlord mentioned nothing about a conjunction being required for this, so I assumed physical contact should suffice. I initiated three whirls of energy within my body, giving none of it to Vyllea standing beside me. The tailor’s form reluctantly materialized before me, as if resisting and wishing to remain unseen. I didn’t want to send energy into him by force, unsure how he might react, so I acted on intuition. I needed the contours of the person before me to understand where to start forming nodes. When my mind couldn’t sketch this, I reached for the Qi energy forming in the invisible meridians between me and Vyllea and sent it adrift. I usually collected energy; this time, I released it, enveloping the man before me. It worked perfectly — I saw clear contours appear before me. Finally, my mind connected, highlighting the areas where nodes should form. There was emptiness — his body was not ready to accept so much as a single node. Instead of diligently training and circulating energy through his body, this madman had absorbed energy from artifacts, believing it would further his ascent. His body needed healing, but I couldn’t provide it. According to my mentor, all healing techniques required an energy core. Anyone who attempted it without one would die.

I couldn’t heal, and I’d remain unable to do so until I reached the Warrior stage. But what I could definitely do was draw a new portion of energy from the meridians I shared with Vyllea and spin it towards the highlighted places. The spirit stones on the table were insufficient. Dreadfully so. Now that I had begun forming a node, I realized this all too clearly.

One node equaled one depleted meridian. It was grim and unpleasant news. To bring the tailor back to life, two nodes were necessary, which would deplete the energy of two meridians. It was a lot. An immense amount, in fact — but, unfortunately, I had no other choice. We needed the Seekers’ attire. Everyone should immediately recognize whom they were dealing with — that was one of the rules our mentor had spoken about. So there was no point regretting the loss of energy. Seekers never went back on their word.

Two bright spots flared up within the tailor’s body, greedily absorbing the free energy. I had planned to form only small nodes, the way I had done for Vyllea, but it seemed I had overdone it. I’d opened actual nodes in his body. I didn’t even need to direct energy flows into them — the nodes did it all by themselves.

“All done,” I released the hands of the freshly-minted Golden-ranked Candidate. “Of course, this won’t allow you to work with Second-Tier items, but First-Tier artifacts won’t burn you anymore. Find a Warrior — you need treatment. And the sooner you get it, the longer you’ll live. We’ll come for our clothes in five days.”

The tailor wanted to say something, but I stopped him with a gesture of my hand and almost laughed. Mentor Guerlon used to stop me with that same gesture when I tried to say or ask something. I hadn’t realized I’d picked up his habits. I took Vyllea by the hand and pulled her out of the workshop. Then I drew a heavy sigh. It was evening again. Our belongings were somewhere near the School of Spirit Power. I wondered if they had already been scattered, or if the assassins’ guild was still guarding them.

“Is everything finally done now?” Vyllea asked discontentedly. “Or are you planning to save half of Vorend?”

“It’s all done. We just need to figure out how to restore the energy. One meridian requires a Warrior grade stone, and those aren’t available anywhere in Tier Zero. Although… you know, I have one idea, but you won’t like it. Shall we run? If we walk, it will take an eternity to reach the Wang House palace.”

“Why’d we go to the palace? Our stuff isn’t there!”

“I told you that you wouldn’t like it,” I couldn’t help but smile. “Trust me, we need to go to the Wang House palace first. We should remind the head of the house about an agreement between him and our mentor. Catch up!”


Chapter 3

“THERE’S ONLY TWO MONTHS left. Why would you need this now?” Hurikki Wang asked wearily. It was funny that the head of the house was morally prepared for the students of the troublemaker to continue his great work, so he didn’t yell at us or try to argue when I made my demands. He just sighed heavily and buried himself in documents.

“We want to take a look,” I replied. “Our mentor never took us there, so it seems we must go ourselves. By the way, can we book it for another year?”

“That’s out of the question, black anomalies are not meant for…” Hurikki Wang began, but stopped short, looking at Vyllea and me. Candidates were forbidden from venturing into black anomalies without the accompaniment of mentors or Seekers. Seekers! That means I could accompany Vyllea, and she could accompany me, and it didn’t matter that we were both Candidates. The official status of a Seeker opened many doors.

“So, it is possible, right? — I brought the silent representative of House Wang back into the conversation. “We have a year and two months during which no one else will claim the anomaly, am I right? Is there a description of what happens there?”

“Uncontrolled energy bursts of Second-Tier level at random locations, an abundance of traps, and Warrior-stage golems,” Hurikki Wang replied, although I already knew this description. The phrase “energy bursts of Second-Tier level” was particularly appealing to me, as it was exactly what we needed to replenish our depleted meridians and form new ones. Of course, the presence of Warrior golems and a multitude of traps didn’t sound pleasant, but I was counting on my spirit vision. It would help us find optimal spots to avoid trouble. Without high-level energy, Vyllea and I would soon become just like ordinary Taoists, which was unacceptable.

“We’ll book it, then,” I nodded and sighed. What I saw with my spirit vision didn’t please me, prompting a reaction. “Tell me something, o esteemed head of House Wang — how much does a self-propelled carriage cost?”

“Come again?” Hurikki Wang was clearly taken aback by such a question.

“A carriage. There’s one in my father’s village; I want one like it. How much does it cost?”

“The most basic ones begin at two thousand spirit coins.” I whistled inwardly. “But no one would want to ride in that. Decent ones start from four thousand and up. Did your mentor leave you that many spirit coins?”

“Not exactly. Vyllea, have a seat. We’ll be spending some time here.”

“I don’t understand…” The girl frowned but fell silent when two people burst into Hurikki Wang’s office.

“Where have you been?!” Darna Feng seemed upset. “We’ve been looking for you all day, and you’re sitting here!”

“Elder,” I ignored the girl and greeted her guard. Vyllea reluctantly echoed me. She disliked all these formalities, and I completely agreed with her. If the protector had been at least a Gold-ranked Apprentice, I would never have bowed before him. But a Master could squash Vyllea and me purely for entertainment, and we had to accept that.

“Why didn’t you say you had a full conjunction? Why didn’t you say who she was? And who you are! Why did I have to learn all this from my father?!”

For the first time in my life, I experienced genuine disappointment. Even when my parents sold me for two hundred spirit stones to Mentor Guerlon (for which I was actually immensely grateful to them — it occurred to me that a visit with my family was long overdue), it hadn’t felt like this. When I first saw Darna, she seemed like the Heavens incarnate. Beautiful, incredibly attractive, sensuous — the kind of woman hundreds of suitors vie for. But her current behavior made her seem about as attractive to me as your average lamp post. I’d even gotten angry — a rare occurrence for me.

“And who are you to demand explanations from me?” I did my best to make my voice glacial, mimicking my mentor.

“Say what?! I’m Darna Feng! I’m the daughter of the clan leader’s advisor! You should be tiptoeing around me and jumping at my every whim!”

“That’s where you’re wrong, Darna. You are merely a Diamond-ranked Candidate who’s unable to use techniques independently. A Taoist dependent on artifacts from the Central Tier who’s gotten accustomed to having everyone clear the way and agree with any decision you make. Our confrontation was yesterday, but you still haven’t restored your nodes. You mentioned speaking with your father, which means you paid a visit to the Central Tier. If the energy accessible there was insufficient for this task, then you have serious problems. Either you’re unable recover, or someone doesn’t wish you to. Either way, you are weak and useless. Report to such a Taoist, let alone jump at her every whim? The Heavens would not approve, Darna of House Feng. Vyllea, would you bother with such a Taoist?”

“Why bother with indigestion?” Vyllea snorted and turned away. “Zander, let’s just go to the black anomaly already! I didn’t come here to listen to this nonsense!”

The news was actually terrible, and I didn’t know how to react. Darna had been told Vyllea was a demon, that I was a mental absolute, and that we had full conjunction. I saw no restraint in the words of House Feng’s representative, so sooner or later Vyllea’s true identity would become known to the entire Tier Zero. There was never any shortage of those seeking revenge on demons for their slain kin in any tier, so first, the hunt would begin here, in Tier Zero, then proceed into the First, and so on. The Seeker’s plaque would only encourage confrontations. After all, there would be no punishment for our murder. I wondered how Seekers were regarded in the north and whether it might make sense for us to relocate.

The Master leaned over to Darna and whispered something to her. The girl turned sharply as if wanting to burn a hole through him, but her mentor remained calm. Darna bit her lip and turned towards Hurikki Wang.

“Forget everything you’ve just heard, Taoist. If a sound of it leaves this office, House Wang will cease to exist! Do you understand?”

“I do, Miss Feng,” Hurikki Wang was petrified, clearly not expecting anything of the sort.

“Seekers, follow me!” Darna commanded and exited the office. Vyllea and I exchanged glances and held hands, ready for an attack from the Master. None came. Like us, he was patiently waiting for the girl to return — which she shortly did.

“Seekers, please grant me a few minutes of your attention. I’d like to discuss something with you. Esteemed Hurikki Wang, may we use your office? We need to speak privately.”

Apparently, Darna had used some special secret calming technique. There was suddenly a calm, measured, and powerful young woman standing in front of us and exuding strength. Yet her glamour no longer affected me. The charm had dissipated, replaced by annoyance. I wanted to leave this place as soon as possible.

“Yes, Miss Feng.” Hurikki Wang looked even more terrified than before. Within moments, he had vanished. The Master produced a flag and enveloped a large part of the office in a formation of some sort.

“I apologize for my earlier lack of restraint. My father has informed me that there will be two conjugated pairs among the Tiger Clan Candidates. There’s no detailed information about the level of their conjugation. Among the Phoenix Clan representatives, the two of you are the only ones who have conjugation, which is why I’ve been tasked with bringing you in.”

“We need a self-propelled carriage,” Vyllea didn’t hold back for a second. “It’s infuriating to have to walk everywhere around this world. If you want us to work with you, give us a carriage.”

“Are you really a demon?” The wall of composure and decorum cracked. Darna’s voice held genuine interest.

“And are you really just a Candidate from the Central Tier? Despite the insane levels of energy that floats there?”

“Do you have any idea of what you’re talking about?” Darna was astonished. “It’s dangerous to transition to another level of ascension before eighteen. The body may not endure it.”

“Typical humans,” Vyllea snorted. “Oh, it’s so dangerous, you might stub your toe. Don’t go there, a twig might fall on your head. Either you decide when and how to ascend on your own, or you’re a slave waiting for your master’s orders. My mother became a Warrior by seventeen! And it happened in the Second Circle, without any access to the Primordial Soul. If she hadn’t given birth to me in Circle Zero, I would have already become a Warrior! Because that’s my will! Do you hear that, human? Mine! Not some mentor’s or custodian’s. Mine and mine alone! If you want us to defend your clan’s honor, you’ll have to furnish us with a self-propelled carriage. That’s all I can say to you.”

“Defend my clan’s honor? You’re taking on quite a lot, aren’t you? You’re not even part of my team yet, demon!” Darna seemed to return to her usual state, where the whole world owed her a favor.

“Your team?” Vyllea even laughed. “Let me return your own words to you, human, do you have any idea of what you’re talking about? Take off your artifacts and let’s go outside again. How many seconds will you last? And Zander and I won’t care whether you’re alone or with your much-touted team from the Central Tier. We’ll tear each one of you a new one and you won’t even notice. The conjugated fighters from the Tiger Clan will treat you in the exact same way. A self-propelled carriage, Darna Feng. That’s the only thing that can make me take the side of any humans.”

“Your words need to be proven in action, demon!”

“Are you a complete idiot?” Vyllea even glanced at the ceiling and shook her head. The sense of danger surged so high that I literally felt how the enraged Master would turn us into mincemeat. I had to intervene.

“Vyllea may use harsh words occasionally, but she did point out the essence of what’s happening here quite astutely. It’s not every day you meet someone so eager to destroy the reputation of one of the clan chief’s advisors.”

There! The desire to kill us instantly disappeared. The anger in Darna’s eyes was replaced with confusion, which was a relief. I needed to build on this success, so I continued.

“The right to be called a Seeker was granted to Vyllea by the clan leader and the Emperor. They had crafted her plaque; they had decided she was not a demon, but a Seeker. Every time the respected Darna Feng calls my companion a demon, she digs a grave for the clan leader’s advisor, who has disclosed this secret information to her. Do you think, Darna, that your father had the right to reveal the secret of Vyllea’s origin to you? It was kept secret for a reason, wasn’t it? Or perhaps he was allowed to tell you about our full conjugation? Do you think your threat will affect Hurikki Wang? House Dun of the Tiger Clan has a finger in every pie in Vorend. How soon will they learn that their conjugated group will be facing the conjugated group of the Phoenix Clan in the competition? You gave the information that your clan’s spies had gathered at the cost of their lives away to your enemies for free — it’s a done deal now. Why would you do that? The only logical answer is you want to destroy the reputation of the person who has informed you. Surely the Tiger Clan will wonder how they found out about us, right? Is such behavior worthy of the daughter of a clan advisor? Elder, have I made any incorrect assertions just now?”

I looked at the Master. He ignored me for a while, but eventually shook his head. I was right about everything.

“Vyllea has stated our demands. If there’s a self-propelled cart in it for us, we will participate. If not, we’ll venture into the black anomaly of Tier Zero, since that would be doing what Seekers are meant to do. The Heavens have given you a chance to become a great leader of men, Darna. So be it. Don’t let emotions control you. We’ll stay at the School of Spirit Power for five days, and then we’ll leave. This is just information for you to consider — I’m not implying anything. Elder, please remove the formation.”

I grabbed Vyllea’s hand and, before she could blurt out anything else we might later regret, exited the office.

“Shall we run?” I proposed. It was already dark outside, but staying in the Wang palace was a completely unappealing prospects. It was better to sleep on the streets than here. Just then, a sharp pain jabbed my back so suddenly that I jumped on the spot.

“Your hand! On the right!”

Three crossbow bolts struck my chest, but the spirit armor held. I had managed to put the protection up just in the nick of time. The shooters were on the roof of the next building; several more people were running down the street towards us, but there was no time to become distracted by them. The shooters had to come first. Steps, Support, Support once again, and then Steps. It seems Vyllea and I had reached a point of understanding where no time for signaling was needed. We just knew what to do and when.

Nobody was waiting for us on the roof. Three crossbowmen were hastily reloading, not even looking our way. What we had pulled off was beyond the capacity of any Candidates. These bastards knew that — they had been Candidates themselves! Ordinary freaking Candidates! Without so much as a single node! I let go of Vyllea’s hand, and the girl charged forward. Both of us knew how to kill, but she was the one who truly relished it. The demon reveled in the blood, and I wasn’t going to stop her from enjoying herself. The other two didn’t even realize what killed them — their heads got severed from their bodies in a fraction of a second. But the third one uttered a terrible scream — now I knew what people screamed like when they were being flayed alive and scalped at the same time.

Footsteps sounded from below. The creatures waiting for us fled, sensing something amiss.

“We’ll be back!” the girl promised as she broke the legs of the body that had by that point resembled nothing but a raw piece of flesh. Her bloodied hand joined mine, and I used Steps several times. While the technique worked perfectly the first time, the second was problematic — it didn’t activate in midair. My legs got scorched with intense heat as if they had been dipped in boiling water. We fell from the height of a two-story building onto stones and lay there for some time, unable to get up. The pain was monstrous. It reached the point where I even had to look at my legs — it felt as if they were gone. However, nothing had happened to them visually — they were still intact. So, it was all just a reaction to the use of the technique in midair. Oddly, no one had mentioned that it couldn’t be used while jumping.

“They’ll escape!” Vyllea gasped.

“Never,” I assured her, squeezing her hand again. Now, I had to clearly indicate the direction and timing of the jump. One technique. Two. Three. By the fourth, the pain had subsided — my body had managed to adapt. Another dozen Steps, and we saw the backs of the fleeing corpses. Future corpses.

“Leave the right one for interrogation,” I suggested. From the way Vyllea squeezed my hand, she agreed. Five steps, and two bandits fell onto the stones. I decided not to be too gentlemanly with the third. Especially since Vyllea needed to vent her frustration somehow. I knocked him to the ground and stunned him with a blow to the jaw, then tore his belt in two and tightly bound each leg just above the knee.

“Chop’em off. If he proves useful, he’ll be able to crawl away. He’s run his last.”

Vyllea didn’t need to be asked twice. A terrible scream of pain erupted again — the prisoner had awakened. Footsteps sounded from somewhere in the distance — someone else was running towards us. Spirit vision revealed two Gold-ranked Candidates, but how many more ordinary Taoists were accompanying them was unclear. In any case, it was time to get ready.

“Your hand!”

“In the name of House Wang, halt!” A formidable cry sounded, and my spirits lifted. The Guard was coming!”

“Seekers under attack!” I shouted and pulled out the Seeker’s plaque from under my cloak. Vyllea did the same. We were soon surrounded by six guards. Two of them, who were Gold-ranked Candidates, held some strange spears in their hands. Undoubtedly artifacts, as they contained energy, but without a detailed analysis, I could not understand precisely what they did and how they worked.

“May I?” one of the guards holding a lantern nodded at my plaque. I remembered that mentor Guerlon had passed it without any problems, so I saw no harm in it. Except that I had to work with one hand only. I wasn’t about to let go of Vyllea.

“A Seeker indeed,” the man said and returned the plaque. Apparently, he was the squad commander. “Why did House Dun attack the Seekers?”

“House Dun?” Vyllea and I exchanged glances. “Are you saying these aren’t ordinary bandits, but representatives of the Tiger Clan?”

“It’s the symbols on the chest,” the squad commander said as he brought the lantern closer to the unconscious truncated body. There were two images displayed. One was unknown to me, but the second depicted a snarling tiger, poised to tear its adversary apart.

“Can you bring him to his senses?” I nodded toward the prisoner. “The simplest way to find out why they attacked us is to ask.”

The commander nodded, and soon our prisoner screamed in pain. Unpleasant, but he turned out to be useless. Their squad commander had been killed — we had chosen the wrong captive. All he knew was that they were ordered to eliminate dangerous criminals who had set fire to a clothing store in the city center. He didn’t know who gave the orders, why, or whom to report to. However, an important fact was confirmed: the group from House Dun had attacked the Seekers first. We were in our rights.

We left the bodies with the guards. We also told them about the shooters on the roof. Vyllea was upset — they didn’t let her finish off the scoundrel who’d wanted to shoot me. Although, after what she did to him, I suppose he was as good as dead. The legless one as well. I felt an urge to visit House Dun and lodge a complaint, but Vyllea convinced me not to. Faced with the choice between a bath and killing useless Candidates, from whom not even any meridian threads could be harvested, she preferred the former.

Our belongings lay neatly piled near the entrance to the School of Spirit Power. The guard, a Copper-ranked Apprentice, probably thought that the roof of the neighboring building was the perfect place to hide, so I didn’t bother him. Let him squirm. The gates to the school were closed, and we had to wait a long time for the sleepy guard to deign to open the doors. Not only did this Silver Candidate take forever to come to us, but he also didn’t want to let us in! He said students were only admitted in the morning. Poor fellow. He stood between Vyllea and a bath, so he had no chance at all. The frenzied girl didn’t even bother to draw her sword — she nearly pinned the big guy to the wall with her fists. After seating him by the gate, we closed the doors and made it to the chosen house. Fortunately, there were two beds already for us inside. They had officially assigned this residence to us now.

The next five days could be described in one word — bliss! A visit to the dining hall, followed by the training grounds, meditation, the dining hall again, and a hot bath in the evening — it seemed the last time I had enjoyed such a calm and measured life was before my mentor took me in. Sophomore students looked at us strangely, but kept their distance — the rumor of a wild girl capable of maiming three guys had already spread through the school. We weren’t allowed into the library — despite having a pass, initiation into the students was required, and only after that could we enjoy all the benefits of this place, including access to the places of power. So, it was just food and training in the fresh air. A perfect pastime. Unfortunately, it eventually came to an end — we had to leave the school to retrieve our clothes.

The tailor had undergone a significant transformation — he now looked like a living human being. Outwardly, he still resembled skin stretched over bones, but a healthy complexion and a truly demonic appetite indicated improvement. Even while engaging with visitors who had appeared out of nowhere, the tailor managed to keep eating. His depleted body was trying to recover what was lost as fast as it could.

“Seekers!” he exclaimed, smiling broadly at us, eliciting mixed feelings. On one hand, we were welcomed warmly; on the other — the smile on his face looked ghastly. “Your clothes are ready! Would you like to try them on right away?”

Vyllea and I exchanged looks and decided to immediately put on the patchy clothes. The ones issued to us in the already burned store seemed to weigh down on our shoulders. Moreover, they had become dirty — I hadn’t reinforced them. We headed to the fitting rooms under the intense stares of the other visitors. The tailor had done a perfect job — the robe fit as if it were made for me. Nothing felt off — not even the wide sleeves or the swaying purse on my belt. After attaching the scabbard with the jian to my belt, I turned several times, squatted, and jumped on the spot, getting used to the new sensations. Nothing pulled, strained, or seemed like it might tear. The only thing that upset me was that the tailor had reinforced all the items. Cleanliness and durability. The standard set for travel clothes, but I had wanted to do that myself. Practice never hurt.

When I stepped out of the fitting room, Vyllea was already twirling in front of the mirror, examining herself from all the angles. Judging by her face, she disliked the practical Seeker’s clothes with their patchy pattern. There were no ruffles, bows, or ribbons. The look she gave me spoke volumes. It contained so much disappointment and a desire to discard the ugly garb that I had to defend the clothing.

“You look magnificent in it! It suits you really well!”

“Shut up, Zander, I feel nauseous enough as it is! Why does it have to be this color? Why this style? It should have been a dress!”

“It needs to be practical and comfortable, something that by its mere appearance makes the enemies feel terror. It’s… Your hand!”

Vyllea and I had never discussed who led our group. It was silly while the mentor was still around, and after he had left, there just hadn’t been the time. There wasn’t much point in it, either. We both understood that she was significantly stronger. Conversations and energy work came more naturally to me. We could argue, tease each other, or maybe even try to kill each other as we had in the forge. But as soon as I sensed danger, all of that instantly receded into the background. Survival was our main priority, and my companion did not want to be like Darna. Nor could she, really — our mentor had long since beaten that nonsense out of her.

“A Bronze Apprentice and a Gold Candidate,” I described the strangers entering the workshop.

“Is that unusual?”

“We’re in a workshop for the Seekers. Visitors appear once a year, if not less often. Yet today, it’s crowded. Too crowded. It’s unsettling and gives one pause to think.”

“Shall we take a look?” Vyllea touched the jian at her belt. “I’m tired of sitting around doing nothing. I feel like smashing someone’s face in for a change.”

“Let’s smash away,” I nodded, as there really was no other option. The only way out of the fitting rooms was through a wall, and I wasn’t yet prepared to take such a step. I didn’t want to activate spirit armor, either — energy needed to be conserved. And though my premonition didn’t hint at anything dire, I drew the jian to deflect a potential crossbow bolt or arrow, just in case. Vyllea and I stepped out into the main hall together. The crowd had indeed grown. My attention was immediately drawn to another skin-wrapped skeleton. I’d met him for years ago — he was the weaponsmith who had sold my mentor my jian. A Golden-ranked Candidate cradled the man like a child, while a Bronze Apprentice cleared the way and seemed to provide security.

“Still using my weapon, I see?” A barely-audible voice said. “That’s nice. But it appears you don’t take good care of it. Going up against serious opponents with such a weapon is dangerous. It might break. And that toothpick the girl has is downright laughable. It can hardly even be called a weapon in the first place. Rumor has it, Seeker, that you can perform miracles. How about a barter?”

A murmur spread through the hall — guests began to whisper discontentedly among themselves. The weaponsmith just smirked,

“Hey, forgive me, folks, but I have a more pressing matter. I’m sure the Seeker will deal with each of you in due time…”

Only then did I realize what was happening and why all there was suddenly an abundance of visitors in a workshop where they were normally scarce and why they were looking at me in such a manner. None of them was a Golden-ranked candidate. Yet the rumors of miracles had already spread through the city. It seemed I was in big trouble, and I had no idea how to get out of this predicament.


Chapter 4

“SO THERE’S TALK of miracles?” I looked at the tailor in some astonishment, then turned my gaze to what remained of the weaponsmith, and then to the other guests. Now my attention began to catch on various details. All the guests were connected to manufacturing in some way. Armorsmith, blacksmith, alchemist — everyone here was involved in manufacture in one way or another. But they looked remarkably hale and well-nourished for those who supposedly worked with First-Tier artifacts. The only person who truly needed help was the weaponsmith. The rest had not come here because their lives were in danger. So why, then?

Heavens! Had they decided to break through to the Golden rank with my help? The lack of energy in Tier Zero was not conducive to node growth. To progress, one needed to visit either places of power in schools of ascension, anomalies where this energy is present, or the demon world. In any case, energy was crucial; without it, nothing could ever be achieved. It felt disgusting. These people had not come here to be saved, but to freeload their way to the peak rank of the Candidate stage. Judging by the bellies of some of them, I wasn’t even sure they had reached the Bronze rank!

“So, Seeker, what do you say to a barter?” The weaponsmith asked.

“A barter? Didn’t the tailor list the conditions required for the miracle to happen?”

My surprise was so genuine that everyone looked at the suddenly pale wretch. He stumbled over his words, trying to explain,

“But… I thought… a barter…”

I could only sigh dramatically.

“Understood. No, I’m sorry. The barter was offered solely to acquire this clothing, which, I must note, is made perfectly! During what the respected weaponsmith called a miracle, you had nearly died twice. And only the assistance of my companion kept you on the brink. Had she erred even slightly, or been a moment late, you wouldn’t be standing here now. You had nothing to lose, so we decided to take the risk, and the Heavens have smiled upon us. The likelihood of your death was immense. But even that isn’t all. To begin the process that you refer to as a miracle, I would have to bring your body up to the necessary state. All the pain that you have experienced over five, or maybe ten years working with artifacts, would descend on a person at once. You told me once, most esteemed weaponsmith, that I would have to endure a minute of intense pain during the binding, and you laughed when I started screaming. What I had experienced then could be considered a feather’s touch compared to what people will endure undergoing the procedure in the question. For the body must almost die. It must stop resisting. Only then can a miracle happen.”

“You know, Seeker, I don’t really have a choice,” the weaponsmith said with a bitter smirk. “A chance of dying? Well, it’s better to risk and lose than not to risk and still lose. I’m ready!”

“If only it were that quick. I need two Copper-ranked spirit stones of the Warrior stage,” I muttered, frustrated that my speech hadn’t had the intended effect. I had tried so hard to scare everyone off, and only a few people had scurried out of the workshop sideways. I had intended for everyone to leave!

“Getting the stones isn’t a problem — I have the necessary contacts, and I have the spirit coins for payment. But transporting them from the Second Tier will take six months at least. I’m afraid I won’t last that long.”

“Assuming the spirit stones are provided, how do you plan to use them?” A nondescript figure detached from the wall. A wide straw hat obscured his face, and his gray clothes bore no distinguishing marks. He seemed like just another lower-ranked Candidate, but the way my spine tingled from an invisible needle driven between my shoulder blades convinced me otherwise. And I wasn’t the only one who felt the danger — within moments, all the well-fed visitors had fled. The Golden-ranked candidate and the Bronze apprentice remained, sweating profusely. They, like me, understood that the Taoist invisible to spirit vision was death itself.

“What does it matter to you what we do with the stones?” Vyllea was her usual self. Her mind didn’t grasp danger, so she saw the nondescript Taoist exactly the way he presented himself — as a vagrant from the streets.

“Absolutely nothing, Seeker,” the voice replied, clearly amused by Vyllea’s reaction. “Just clarifying. Put the weaponsmith on the counter. I must make use of your shop, tailor. Everyone except the Seekers and the weaponsmith, please leave this place.”

“Seeker workshops are under the protection of the Phoenix Clan!” The tailor’s pride awakened. “You have no right to issue orders here, nameless Taoist.”

“You’re right, tailor, this place is under the protection of the Phoenix Clan. That’s why I’m here. Is that sufficient?”

The Taoist spread his palm open, and a sphere of water materialized above it. The water churned against its confines, struggling to break free, but the willpower of the Overlord prevented its escape. Indeed, only an Overlord could do this — Mentor Guerlon, despite having been a Master, had lacked the ability to manipulate the element with such precision and finesse. However, it wasn’t this demonstration that shocked the remaining Taoists in the workshop. An Overlord had appeared, but so what? How many had we seen in recent years? The sphere had transformed, morphing into a proud phoenix. The Taoist demonstrated the symbol of the clan, and judging by how lifelike the phoenix appeared, considerable energy had been invested in its creation.

“Elder!” The tailor and both Taoists who had brought in the weaponsmith bowed respectfully. Even the weaponsmith himself wanted to stand up and bow aside them, but he lacked the strength.

“Please leave us alone once more,” the Taoist said, and the sphere above his hand disappeared. This time, no one argued, and the room emptied quickly. The Taoist waved his hand, releasing the flag of a protective formation. It divided into nine parts, causing me to swallow hard — it was the most powerful artifact I had ever seen.

“Nice trick with the water,” Vyllea remarked in the silence that hung in the air. “We’ve seen similar acts in the square. Not by Overlords, of course, just regular magicians, but the presentation was quite similar.”

“There’s no need to pick a fight where none is needed, daughter of Almyrda,” the Taoist responded. Vyllea inhaled sharply, ready to protest, but our palms were still joined, so I squeezed her fingers in a special way, signaling her to remain silent. The Taoist meant us no harm, was somehow connected to the Phoenix Clan, and knew of Vyllea’s origin. Add to this the appearance of Darna in the city with her mentor, a potential selection phase for the Candidates, and the advisor’s intention to involve a couple of conjugated Diamond-ranked candidates — the conclusion was obvious enough.

“So the clan didn’t know about our ability to perform miracles? By the way, what do you call yourselves? Spy service? Watcher squad?”

“The Nameless Ones,” the Taoist replied, apparently smiling, though his hat still obscured his face completely. “The internal and external intelligence service of the Phoenix Clan. Those who handle the clan’s sensitive matters. Does that answer satisfy you?”

“Sounds impressive,” Vyllea couldn’t resist commenting. “And is there a plaque or something similar to prove these words?”

“Wasn’t the demonstration of the symbol enough?”

“I could repeat the bit about the magicians in the square. Could they also be considered Nameless Ones?”

“Funny. I see, daughter of Almyrda, that you are terrified. Terrified out of your wits. To the point of near-fainting. But here you stand, trying to put on a brave face. Why?”

“Because I am the daughter of Almyrda, Taoist!” my companion blurted out, and only then did I feel that she was truly trembling. “I’m not intimidated by any Overlords!”

“Overlords?” the Taoist smiled again. “You are mistaken, daughter of Almyrda — I am no Overlord. I am but a humble Copper-ranked Candidate, barely stepping onto the path of ascension. I believe your companion can confirm this.”

“I don’t give a damn who you are! Either show us a plaque or leave!” Vyllea seemed on the brink of hysteria, her grip on my hand so tight it felt as if it might snap.

“Vyllea’s right. Anyone can stage a fancy show. Very few carry plaques that confirm their status.”

“Today’s Seekers sure are skeptical,” The Nameless One chuckled, tossing a small rectangle my way. “Have a look if you wish.”

Such immense power radiated from the plaque that it seemed it might sweep both Vyllea and myself away. To avoid being overwhelmed, I had to channel the flows into my depleted meridian. The plaque of the Nameless One was similar to mine, differing only in the name. The Taoist before me wasn’t truly nameless; he did have a name — it was Clyed Feng. A stark realization hit me: mentioning that I knew his name even once would mean death.

“Does that settle things?” The Taoist asked, taking back the plaque. “How many spirit stones will it take for you to start performing miracles?”

“To form two nodes, I’ll need two stones — one for each node.”

“And what will it cost you?”

“I’m not sure yet,” I replied truthfully. “The tailor’s rescue has cost me two meridians. The stones are actually needed to rebuild the meridians so that I would be able to perform the so-called miracles. Pulling energy from the stones directly would both be wrong and dangerous.”

“That is indeed the correct procedure. Did Overlord Nurgal Lee teach you that?”

“Hasn’t he gotten in touch yet?” I was surprised. “I’d assumed that a Taoist who had disappeared for two centuries would certainly attract the clan’s interest.”

“Not everything is straightforward with Seekers, especially ones of legend. Are you sure this is the ideal place to extract a Warrior stage spirit stone? It would kill this fine Taoist in a minute. Who would you show your miracles to then?”

“The stones can wait,” I conceded as I moved toward the weaponsmith, who had been silently observing us, his gaze flicking between the clan spy and me in shock. I took his hands and closed my eyes. Breaking all personal boundaries, Vyllea hugged me from behind, slipped under my mantle and shirt, and placed her palms on my stomach. She trembled as if she had been out in the bitter cold for hours. As she stood there clinging to me, she seemed to find some sense of protection in the contact, so I didn’t flinch or make any comment. Later, however, I’d surely tease her about her vulnerability. How could I pass up such an opportunity to rattle my partner’s nerves?

The weaponsmith presented no issues — the nodes formed just as they had with the tailor. By the way he sighed in relief when I stepped back, it was clear he had been bracing for the possibility of death he’d been warned about. The Nameless One approached the weaponsmith, and even standing next to me, remained concealed beneath the wide brim of his straw hat. An intuition told me that looking underneath it would only bring trouble. The clan’s spy placed his hand on the weaponsmith, then performed a healing technique. The unfortunate man’s skin visibly returned to its natural color, just like the tailor’s.

“Ensure you eat well, drink plenty, and take two days off from working with artifacts. You can attend to the Seekers’ swords later. Now, I would request everyone to leave this place; I need to speak with the miracle worker. I hope I don’t need to mention that nothing at all happened in this room and not a single word has been uttered by anyone about anything whatsoever?”

“No need, Elder! I’ve heard nothing and seen nothing,” the weaponsmith hesitantly climbed off the counter and stood up, testing his legs, which held him steadily. Struggling to hold back tears that welled up in his eyes, the Golden-ranked candidate left the workshop. The protective formation did not hinder him.

“Didn’t Overlord Nurgal Lee warn you that those with opening abilities should hide their talent as carefully as possible? Once the world learns of your capabilities, it will divide sharply into two camps. Some will want to kidnap you and force you to work for them; others will want to kill you so that you belong to no one. To understand the importance of secrecy — everyone who was in the workshop is now dead. Except for the masters themselves, of course, although they, too, will not last long in this world. They’re too unreliable. And why? Because you’ve failed to warn the tailor to keep his mouth shut. Your mistake has cost the lives of twelve people, Zander. Vyllea, care to snack on the essence of a Copper Apprentice? A dead one, though. It won’t taste good.”

The girl growled gutturally, as only a beast ready to pounce on its enemy could. She was still trembling, but even in such a state, she was ready to fight to the last.

“Not interested? Pity. Then his life has been wasted.”

“The clan didn’t know I was an opener. So, you’re not here to take me away and hide me behind high walls. What then? Have the rumors of what Darna Feng has done reached you? Has the Tiger Clan started to stir? Do these competitions mean so much to you?”

“You have no idea how much,” the wide-brimmed hat nodded. “I appreciate your deductive skills, but some of your conclusions are troubling. The clan has no intention of confining you behind high walls, Seeker. Nor will it leak information about your abilities to other houses or clans. It seems you’re managing that quite well on your own. The assistance I provided today is just a small demonstration of what not only houses, but even clans are willing to do to acquire a controlled opener. Your life will be brilliant and thrilling, yet brief. The Assassin’s Guild will reach you eventually. My sole mission here was to ensure your survival until the selection trials. I shouldn’t even have been visible. Had you not been advertising yourself as an opener, you would never have known about me.”

“There will be no competition until we have a self-propelled cart,” Vyllea declared, her voice more a beastly growl than human speech.

“Yes, many have found that demand amusing. It will be interesting to see how Darna manages it. Here are two Warrior stage stones.” Two small boxes appeared on the counter. “This workshop is yours until the morning. Farewell, Seekers, and a word of advice from a mere Copper candidate: do not flaunt your capabilities openly. Among those who face the barrier of birth, there are many envious, wealthy, and influential individuals. If the Heavens did not allow them to ascend, why should others — and so easily, too?”

The Nameless One disappeared, simply vanishing like smoke. It was definitely some technique, but I couldn’t even discern the movements of the energy flows. Behind me, the girl sobbed — her nerves were finally getting the better of her.

“Come here.” I detached Vyllea from my back and turned to face her. Immediately, I was enveloped in a hug, her arms sneaking under my mantle. Judging by how Vyllea was still trembling, the encounter with the Nameless One had not been easy for her. All that was left to do was open the box and hold her close, embracing her by the shoulders.

By morning, the two stones had disintegrated into dark dust. Opening my eyes, I realized once more: entering a state of conjunction on our feet was far more pleasant than lying down. Moreover, the two meridians I had restored looked more robust than the others, as if an additional thread had appeared that wasn’t present in the adjacent ones. It was crucial to test the limits of this ability. I had a feeling it could exceed fifty-three times.

“Is it because we’re not completely lying on top of each other?” asked Vyllea, who, like me, sensed a significant difference between the conjunctions. “Or is it because I’m touching your body directly, without any clothes to hinder us?”

“We need to test it,” I didn’t have a precise answer to her question, even though there was no direct contact in the forge. “Maybe it’s because we have few points of contact. If we achieve exactly seven, the result might be even higher. Or it could be because we’re standing, not lying down. This reduces the area through which energy can dissipate into the ground. Vyllea, I honestly don’t know. Overlord Nurgal Lee never mentioned anything about this.”

“We’ll certainly test that,” Vyllea assured me, no longer trembling. “Zander, I don’t like the idea of various spies watching us. Are you sure we need to stay in Vorend? I say we flee from here. We can return in a month when the classes begin, although I don’t see any point in attending them. What can they teach us? The history of your world? Why would I need that?”

“I completely agree that we should flee. Do you need to pick up anything? Or can we leave right away?”

“I do need a few things,” Vyllea pondered. “Especially now that we have these convenient backpacks. Toiletries… What’s that?”

“Darna,” I sighed, as the Diamond Candidate with the blackness representing her companion entered my spirit vision. “She’s coming this way.”

It was amusing to watch as the flags of the formation suddenly lifted and flew out the window. Our attendant continued his duties. Darna burst into the workshop, nearly taking the door off its hinges.

“Registration for the Candidate selection competition ends in an hour,” she declared. Apparently, this statement was supposed to inspire us to great deeds, but instead, I echoed the local proprietor’s usual greeting, which he had used on me twice before.

“The workshop is closed today. Come back tomorrow.”

Darna was momentarily flustered, trying to understand the meaning of my words. However, she quickly recovered and continued,

“A self-propelled carriage costs two thousand spirit coins…”

“Five thousand,” I interrupted her. “You wouldn’t use a carriage for two thousand yourself. That’s not even a carriage — it’s a cart with levers.”

Darna’s face didn’t flinch, but I could feel her burning desire to throttle me. Specifically hers — when her companion wanted to kill me, the sensations were much sharper.

“I can’t bring a self-propelled cart into Tier Zero. But I can give you two thousand spirit coins to buy it for yourselves.”

“Five thousand,” I corrected her again.

“You’re not worth five thousand!” Darna regained her composure. “Such money is only paid to those who have already proven their strength. You, aside from your status as a conjugated couple, are no different from the crowd of other candidates. Two thousand is all I can afford to spend just like that, without understanding what result I’ll get first.”

“Alright, let’s determine what result you want.”

“The essence of the selection competition is to be the first to cover the entire distance from start to finish. Everyone starts simultaneously. Everything is allowed to stop the opponents, up to and including killing them. There is no place for the weak in this world. The first four who reach the finish line will join my team. If you’re as good as you claim — win the trial with such an advantage that no one doubts your strength. Then we’ll talk about a new amount. If you fail or lose, you’re not even worth two thousand.”

The terms didn’t sit well with me. There were too many uncertainties and implications at play, but I saw little choice. Without a self-propelled cart, traveling through Tier Zero was a daunting task. I needed to reach my secret cache, retrieve everything Mentor Guerlon and I had hidden, gather the necessary ingredients, and visit Huang Lung’s cave to access my personal inventory. All these locations were vast distances apart; it would take us months, if not years, on foot.

“Alright, Darna Feng, we agree. Two thousand spirit coins now, and three thousand later, when you’re finally aware of our true worth.”

“No one said anything about three thousand more!” Darna disliked my addition, to which I only smiled.

“Registration for the selection competition ends in less than an hour. We still need to get there somehow. Are you sure you want to keep bargaining?”

“You’ll get the coins after you win! Let’s go! There truly isn’t any time.”

Outside, a cart from House Wang awaited us, and we entered the palace shortly, being ushered directly into a room with an active portal.

“Put these on,” Darna handed Vyllea and me stunningly beautiful amulets bearing the image of a phoenix, each inscribed with our names — ”Seeker Zander” on mine and “Seeker Vyllea” on hers.

“This is both a pass and protection to ensure you don’t burn up in the Central Tier. They’re tuned to your auras. Remove them, and you die. Follow me!”

She stepped into the portal unhesitatingly and disappeared. I felt Vyllea’s hand; she remained calm and fearless, but still wanted to hold hands. With our fingers interlocked, we followed the daughter of one of the clan’s advisors. If they’d wanted to kill us, they would have opted for a simpler method. Nevertheless, there was a certain anxiety — using a portal for the first time was unnerving.

The space before my eyes blurred, settling into a wide clearing amidst a tall and dense forest. The amulet on my chest lit up, and I noticed a number next to “Seeker Zander” — 7788. Vyllea’s read 7789. The number of competition participants was beyond any imaginable limit. I pulled Vyllea closer and stepped away from the still-active portal — as participants continued to arrive, their amulets lighting up, registration was straightforward and clear. Some participants carried the banners of their houses. Apparently, these were particularly distinguished candidates, the pride of their houses and the Empire at large. Each banner was accompanied by a large group of Taoists. The houses had not skimped on candidates. I scanned the clearing — banners were everywhere within sight.

“More human folly,” Vyllea muttered. “If you do something, you do it in such a way that afterwards everyone involved feels monstrously ashamed. The participants, the organizers, the spectators… Why gather such a massive crowd? What’s the point? Remember how things are organized in Zou-Lemawn? Precise, scheduled, everyone knows what to do. Do you have any idea of what we’re supposed to do here, Zander?”

“I suppose we need to defeat them all somehow. Just need to figure out what they mean by ‘victory’ here. And Darna disappearing so inconveniently doesn’t help, either…”

Our companion had indeed vanished into the crowd. An attempt to probe the area with spirit vision nearly blinded me — the energy was so intense that the entire space appeared as one large blur. Unpleasantly, I couldn’t manipulate any of this energy — I couldn’t latch onto a single thread to channel into our meridians. The confounded amulet not only protected us from the energy, but also completely blocked any ability to use it.

“The registration is complete!” a loud voice announced, and the portal shut off. “The number of participants in the Candidate stage competition among Taoists is eight thousand one hundred and seventy-two. A reminder of the rules for participants: you must travel thirty miles, climb a mountain, and seize a flag. The use of technique scrolls, spirit stones, or artifacts is prohibited. The first four to reach the flag will join the Phoenix Clan’s team. Your goal looms ahead of you, and the path you take is yours to choose. The amulet each participant wears will monitor rule adherence. Anyone who fails to abide by the rules will be punished. Fight and prove that you are worthy representatives of your clans! Let the trial begin!”

A gong sounded, and eight thousand candidates set off from their places, racing toward a mountain looming on the horizon. Taoists jostled and cursed — there was even blood drawn in a few places as everyone sought a more advantageous position. It seemed that winning wouldn’t be as easy as I’d initially expected.


Chapter 5

“SHALL WE RUN?”

Vyllea was nearly swept up by the general fervor. Driven by a thirst for victory, the crowd surged directly forward, forgetting everything else. Only Vyllea and I remained in place, along with a few adults — clearly not candidates — who busied themselves with their own tasks, casting sidelong glances at us.

“Zander, why are you dallying?” Vyllea clearly disliked my calmness.

“Remember the Forest of Dandoor?” I asked. “Was it easy to reach the destination our mentor had set out for us? The situation is roughly the same here, only there’s no forest behind us. Shall we check?”

“What if we lose?” Vyllea grimaced.

“Do you really care that much? If we lose, we won’t represent the Phoenix Clan. What do we lose besides the close attention of the powers that be?”

“We won’t get a self-propelled cart. I hate running around.”

“You’ll have your cart,” I promised. “We’ll earn the money and buy one.”

“A cheap one for two thousand? I want a good one! Zander, you owe me a nice, expensive cart. And red one! It must be red.”

“Catch up if you have your sights set on a red cart!” I grinned and began running in the direction opposite our main objective. Soon Vyllea caught up, and we set a pretty decent pace. The terrain was almost flat with little grass and no significant changes in elevation, turning our run into more of a brisk walk. Soon, as I had predicted, the forest curved, and we ran parallel to our goal for an hour — at least ten miles, no less! It was easy to run, and the thought to speed up crossed my mind a few times, but the mentor had taught us not to take unnecessary risks. The goal was thirty miles away. We had just voluntarily extended our route by about eighteen more. If we expended our energy on an initial sprint, we might not last the entire distance.

“Your hand! On the right!”

Ironically, I felt no panic, despite our precarious situation. If this was indeed the Central Tier, then the beasts here should be of a ferocity to match, capable of destroying us with their mere presence. Yet, since we were still alive and nothing but some subtle prickling between my shoulder blades hinted at any impending doom, it was time to see about our defense. A shadow flickered above, followed by a devastating blow that shattered our spiritual armor, which, despite having failed, had fulfilled its purpose by shielding us from the initial attack. We didn’t allow for a second strike — I unleashed a spiritual arrow before even identifying our assailant. The energy struck the beast, and only then did the space fill with monstrous roars. Two of them.

“A tiger!” Vyllea cried out in delight. “Zander, it’s a tiger! It’s mine!”

“Don’t you dare!” I struggled as hard as I could to keep Vyllea in place as she tried to break free, eager to finish off the wounded beast personally. Yet I doubted she could win in hand-to-hand combat. The spirit arrow had left a deep cut on its paw when it should have severed it.

“It’s mine!” The demon within her seemed to have lost all control. “Forget the competition! Forget everything! I must devour this tiger!”

Heavens, why me? The beast was already back on its feet, growling fiercely, swiping its sides with a powerful tail. Unexpectedly, a cloud of energy formed in front of it and charged towards us. I thanked our mentor — despite Vyllea’s near-madness, she still responded to commands. A few steps carried us aside, and the spot where we had just stood exploded, with clods of earth flying in every direction. The beast was using techniques, and advanced ones, at that.

“That striped pest!” I fumed. “Vyllea, it will be yours! You have my word!”

The tiger had gotten unlucky. Perhaps if it had fled, I might have persuaded Vyllea not to pursue it and to continue our race. But the tiger decided it was the master of this forest and entitled to do as it pleased. It had guessed wrong. It had taken twenty spiritual arrows to turn its paws into pulp and a few hundred jian strikes to break its spine. I had to exert all the strength of a Diamond-ranked candidate, along with the flying capabilities of my artifact. By the way, the amulet on my chest didn’t react to this in any way — though the artifact was a First-Tier item, as a Candidate, I was fully entitled to wear it, because the binding lifted all restrictions. Or that’s how I figured it out, anyway. The beast growled, employing several more techniques, but I dodged them easily. Although I couldn’t use spirit vision to observe the world, my ability to see techniques remained intact. Even in the Central Tier.

Vyllea’s hand disappeared into the wound, and soon she extracted the essence with seven threads still attached to it. A Golden-ranked Apprentice. We had just killed a Golden-ranked Apprentice beast! Unaware of the gravity of our act, the demon inside her began stuffing the still-active meridians into her mouth, but without the mentor, she couldn’t fully succeed. The tiger had died too soon. Vyllea looked at me with clouded eyes and even smiled, as if apologizing for her behavior. It was a tiger, and she couldn’t resist. I knew what would happen next: she would collapse for at least twenty hours. And that was if I stuffed her inside the animal — she had never devoured a Golden Apprentice yet. I was really reluctant to do it — we didn’t have that much time. Anger welled up in me, and I pulled the twitching girl close. Laying her on the tiger to somehow calm her shaking, I collapsed on top.

“Someday I’ll kill you,” I promised the demon and plunged into a state of conjunction. The processes that happened inside Vyllea were hard to describe in words — the body’s energy whirled chaotically, unsure of where to go. There was so much of it that I was taken aback at first — we had never generated so much together before.

Stabilize…

A command that seemed to echo from the past spurred me into action. Overlord Nurgal Lee had shown how to quell the tumult of heat within the body during our conjunction. It required the cold of reason. There was no time to extract it bit by bit. I needed to completely break the dam to save my partner. Mentally grasping the place from where I always pulled the cold threads of reason, I tugged hard. Something resisted me. Something didn’t want to give. This infuriated me even more than Vyllea’s antics. The body resisted being subdued by my will. Unacceptable.

“Give, damn you!” I shouted, engaging even the nonexistent legs. My back arched, circles danced before my eyes, the coupling threatened to collapse, but before it did, the dam restraining my mind burst. It surged into the body like an icy torrent, capable of freezing its host completely. But it wasn’t me that needed freezing — it was the raging whirls of energy inside Vyllea. The two elements collided, sparking a bright flash that nearly blinded me, but somehow I managed to see thick ropes of stabilized energies pulsating through our bodies. The heat of Vyllea’s body merged with the cold of my mind and at least tripled in intensity. I tried again to reach the energy floating around in the world, but I could not. The Qi simply refused to touch our bodies.

Ideally, we should have let the ropes of energy settle naturally onto our muscles, veins, and bones, but I couldn’t afford such a luxury. We had already lost too much time. We needed to make our way to the mountain — our extraction would only happen from there.

I opened my eyes and frowned — something had changed. Vyllea had regained consciousness, but still lay with her eyes closed, so I got up from the tiger and looked around. The forest was the same as before, but something felt changed. Everything has become… clearer? Sharper? I could notice details that I would never have paid attention to before. Was this because of the dam of reason being broken? If so, maybe I should risk doing it again?

I braced for a headache and a bright flash, but none came. My spirit vision seemed refreshed, allowing me to calmly observe what was happening in the forest of the Central Tier. It was astounding! Every tree was at some stage of ascension. Most of the giants were at the Apprentice stage, though Warriors were occasionally spotted, too. Within the radius of a mile, there were also animals. All were golden Apprentices with seven meridian threads. I took a few steps forward and bent over an inconspicuous plant — a Golden Apprentice stage flower. It was astonishing! While a shaky Vyllea was getting to her feet, I had already filled my backpack with ascended herbs. They grew virtually everywhere!

“Zander…”

“Are you alive? Ready to continue running?”

“How long was I out for?”

“You don’t remember anything?” I was surprised.

“No. I remember you started attacking the tiger, and then… nothing. Did we lose?”

“About three hours,” I glanced at the Earis. “You were out for about three hours.”

“That quick?!”

“I had to help. We entered a state of conjunction, and I managed to deal with the energy you’d absorbed. Vyllea, it might sound odd, especially in this situation, but… I can’t find the words to express my gratitude. If not for your actions, I wouldn’t have been able to break through the dam of mental energy. My spirit vision is working again!”

“So you’re not going to scold me?” Her blood-smeared eyebrows shot up.

“Why scold you when it was the Heavens that have sent us this tiger? When did you eat last?”

“In the Forest of Dandoor,” Vyllea shocked me. “Haven’t had a chance since then.”

“I see. That’s why you snapped when you saw the beast. We’ll need to figure out how to help you avoid such breakdowns. The weaponsmith hinted he could get Warrior stage stones — maybe he can find Apprentice stage animals, too? Without tigers, you’ll start lunging at people. Alright, let’s go. We’ve already lost a ton of time.”

“How about we cut off its paw?” Vyllea suddenly suggested. “We’ve lost, anyway, so we might as well roast and eat it.”

“Let’s do it! I’ve just gathered some herbs. No idea if they can be mixed, but we’ll try. Just carry the leg yourself — my backpack’s already full of herbs.”

“Of course I’ll do it myself! I can’t trust just anyone with such a prize!” Vyllea had returned to her usual self, which was a relief. However, it was quite a task to carve decent pieces of meat. The skin and body of the Golden Apprentice resisted fiercely.

An hour of running later, the forest finally ended. We turned towards the mountains and even picked up our pace. Our bodies, energized by the conjunction, were eager for action. We devoured mile after mile without strain, only stopping occasionally because I couldn’t pass up areas of power. Mushrooms, bones of small animals, herbs — everything that attracted my attention went into the backpack. We reached the base of the mountain in about five hours, maybe even four — I wasn’t familiar with the position of Earis in the Central Tier, so I could be mistaken. The forest we had run parallel to reached all the way to the mountain. Had everyone really rushed straight forward? That seemed… imprudent. But who was I to judge, having done exactly the same in the lands of the demons? The cliff appeared almost vertical, but when had that ever stopped us and Vyllea? Hand in hand, we began to leap like grasshoppers. Our footholds clung perfectly to the smooth stones, allowing us to move vertically at a decent speed. We reached the summit after using fifty-seven techniques. And all that just from a single meridian! The two meridians that looked more powerful than the others now allowed us to use techniques not fifty-three, but fifty-seven times, with a little extra remaining! It was unusual — and alluring.

“Over there,” I pointed towards the next cliff, actually a continuation of our own, but about six miles to the side. Running along the cliffs turned out to be less convenient than initially thought, but still more pleasant than navigating through the forest. Again, I couldn’t resist gathering everything my eyes noticed. There were so many Apprentice-level herbs here that my Seeker’s nature would never have forgiven me if I had missed them.

Sixty-two altogether — what a remarkable meridian we had now. Or, rather, two meridians. The rest needed to be upgraded to be up to snuff. Plus nine uses of techniques available to us just because we performed our conjunction while standing! Wasn’t that wonderful? We definitely needed test further. What if this wasn’t the limit and we could become even stronger?

To reach the summit of the second cliff, we had to tap into the second meridian — the side we approached was almost vertical again. The last foothold was behind us, and finally, we found ourselves on a huge flat platform. I couldn’t help but turn around — the view from here was breathtaking. The entire forest lay before us, including its borders, and if you looked closely, you could even spot the clearing where we had first appeared. Ahead, a few miles away, some structures were visible. Apparently, that was where we needed to go. Vyllea and I didn’t count on anything anymore — we had spent too much time on our conjunction.

There was no longer any rush, so we decided to walk the remaining distance at a leisurely pace. However, when the buildings came into my spirit sight, I felt an odd sense of something amiss. There were no Candidates in the camp. There were eight black figures and numerous places of power, but not a single Candidate! Neither Gold, nor Diamond. It was really odd.

“Looks like we’ll have to run, after all,” I said, and within a couple of minutes, we were near the camp. It was located not far from the edge of the cliff. Upon our arrival, the representatives of House Feng greeted us and checked our amulets at once. They glowed steadily, showing that neither Vyllea nor I had broken any rules. From the looks exchanged by the members of the welcoming committee it was clear they weren’t expecting us.

“Juniors, why are you covered in blood?” One of the overlords took the initiative at last.

“We’ve fought a tiger, Elder. We’ve brought a few chunks of its meat. We’d like to cook them if we can.”

“A tiger?” The puzzled looks returned. “Meat?”

“Elders, am I correct in understanding that we need to capture two flags to confirm our arrival?”

“What do you have in your backpacks?” The overlord asked instead of providing an answer.

“Herbs. Bones. Mushrooms. Meat,” I opened my backpack, showing off my findings.

“So, you have not only reached your goal twelve hours after the competition began, and not only managed to kill and skin a tiger, but you also filled two backpacks with valuable herbs?” It seemed the Overlord was finally losing grasp of what was happening. “Is this some kind of joke? Are you mocking us? This clearly smells of cheating! It’s impossible for two Candidates, even of Diamond rank, to complete the trial in twelve hours!”

“I’ll tell you more, this pair not only finished off a Diamond Apprentice, and not only gathered resources that some gatherers cannot manage in a week, but they had also rested for four hours!” A familiar voice sounded, and near us, a figure materialized in the air. A straw hat was hiding the face, the figure was wrapped in a gray shapeless robe, and the hands hidden in the sleeves. An unremarkable individual whose mere appearance forced all greeters to bow, folding their hands in front of them.

“Elder!” they exclaimed almost in unison.

“I’ve been observing them. There were no violations, they acted strictly within the rules. I think you should capture two flags, Seekers. Being first is a huge honor for a House, but since you have no House, no one will earn that honor. Still, I have a question right away. Seeker Zander, do you know how to properly cook tiger meat?”

“No,” I answered, barely suppressing the urge to bow deeply and say ‘Elder’. If I hadn’t done it in the tailor’s workshop, why start now?

“I consider it extremely negligent on the part of your mentor that he didn’t teach you how to gather herbs, mushrooms, and other valuable items. You can’t even imagine how many valuable herbs you’ve overlooked. At a glance, I’d say the total worth of your collection is around six hundred, at most seven hundred spirit coins. Meanwhile, this flower, which you’d almost stepped on without noticing, is easily worth as much as everything you’ve collected put together.”

“That’s centenarian heather!” exclaimed one of the Taoists who’d greeted us, sounding quite astonished, as the clan spy showed him a certain flower.

“I propose a barter, Seeker,” the Nameless One apparently smiled again. “You give me all the loot you’ve collected so diligently, while I take the meat and turn it into a culinary masterpiece, and you receive this.”

The Nameless One pulled his hands out of his sleeves and showed me a stack of very thick books.

“A full beginner’s course in botany, including an advanced version for deeper study. A full beginner’s course in mycology, which is a discipline that studies fungi. A full beginner’s course in dendrology, including instructions on processing and extraction. And, of course, a beginner’s course in cooking. I believe no sensible Taoist should go without studying this subject.”

“Why foist upon us what we will learn at The School of Spirit Power anyway?” Vyllea now held herself more dignified than during the encounter in the workshop. Apparently, the hearty meal had had its effect.

“Yes, all these subjects will undoubtedly be taught to the students,” the Nameless easily agreed. “With one small difference — in the Tier Zero school all you will encounter is the basic and very limited version of the textbooks. What I am offering is taught in the Central Tier schools — and I’m talking private classes for select students.”

“We agree!” I said, before Vyllea could think of a new question. I had no reason to doubt the words of the Nameless One, nor did he have any reason to lie. The elongated faces of the overlords listening in on our conversation indicated that the exchange was more than worth it. I was tempted to ask where the Nameless One had suddenly gotten so many beginner textbooks from, but I decided not to anger the Heavens. It was more than enough that we had them at our disposal now.

“One clarification, Seeker — you do not have the right to take these textbooks out of the Central Tier. Their presence in Tier Zero might attract unwanted attention. You will need to study them here and return them before you leave this place.”

The elongated faces of the Overlords returned to normal, and satisfied smirks appeared upon them. I was not a Warrior, so I could not have any memory techniques. The Nameless One dangled a beautiful carrot in front of me, but when he gave it to me, it turned out the carrot was not real. A perfect punishment for upstarts who somehow managed to appear on the mountain before everyone else.

“Flags, Seekers. Don’t forget about the flags,” the Nameless One said, placing the books on the ground and swiftly emptying our backpacks. Soon, a fire was lit next to the spy, and the area was filled with the incredible aroma of roasting meat. The Nameless wasn’t just grilling it — he had managed to marinate it in some solution, which gave the meat an incredible flavor, and kept adding various spices during the cooking. Even the Overlords seemed interested, surrounding the fire and savoring the scents. Vyllea and I would have joined them, if not for one thing — I was frantically trying to cram all the information into my memory. The books were thick and numerous, and absorbing one textbook took about a quarter of my meridian energy, as I found out through trial.

“The first serving is for the hunters!” The Nameless One personally approached Vyllea and me, offering skewers with the incredibly aromatic meat. The Taoist had added vegetables and herbs, making the dish even more delicious. Vyllea grabbed her skewer, bit into it, and growled like a beast. Judging by the speed at which she devoured the still-hot meat, it was well worth it.

“Gentlemen, won’t you join us? I believe fifty spirit coins for a skewer of a Diamond Apprentice’s meat — and a tiger’s at that — seasoned with Villerian herbs is not just a fair price. You’re practically getting it for free. Those wishing to try this creation are to pass the coins to the procurers of the meat. It belongs to the Seekers, and they should profit from it.”

No one declined the roast. Unexpectedly, Vyllea and I became richer by four hundred spirit coins. However, after I ate my portion and realized there would be no second helpings, I felt slightly cheated. The Nameless One had managed to create a true culinary masterpiece from tiger fillet, which I realized was not the best cut of the meat.

I worked with the books throughout the night and for most of the morning. Vyllea had shamelessly slept through it all, and I had to touch her occasionally to avoid problems with memorization. When the last book was finally secured in my memory, the Earis was already at its zenith. I stretched languidly, knowing I had a huge task ahead of me: I needed to systematize what I had read. I habitually scanned the area with my spirit sight and grinned — candidates of all ranks were crawling towards us. They were still far down, at the very edge of my scanning range, and had about a mile to climb up the nearly vertical cliff. It had taken Vyllea and me just about twenty minutes.

Darna was the first to leap onto the platform, predictably, accompanied by a group of Diamond-ranked candidates like herself, albeit with fewer nodes. The group following them lagged considerably, about half a mile behind. Darna’s group consisted solely of males, judging by the symbols on their chests, all of them from House Feng. The group rushed towards the flags, but stopped when they realized something was amiss. Only three flags were left.

The entire group’s gaze turned toward us as two flags stood prominently behind Vyllea and me. It was satisfying to watch Darna’s brown eyes widen. Heavens, but she was beautiful, despite her unbearable personality!

“You?! But how?!” was all the girl could manage to say. How was she planning to lead a group with such eloquence, I wondered?

“Yes, Darna Feng. It is indeed us. I won’t answer the second question. It costs five thousand spirit coins, which we still haven’t received. If they don’t appear, you’ll have to defend your clan’s honor with your great group, whom we’ve had to wait for here for an entire day. What were you doing all this time anyway? Napping? Elders, when will we be sent home? I have a black anomaly waiting for me!”


Chapter 6

“ZANDER, HOW MUCH MORE of this am I supposed to endure? How much longer do we have to sit here? Not only is she a complete idiot, but she’s a liar to boot! There goes my beautiful dream of a self-moving carriage! And I knew it would end like this! To think I would ever trust humans again in my life! Never!”

“If you haven’t noticed, you’re human, too. And so am I. Will you never trust me, either?”

“You were a demon for two years; that worked out well for you. But the rest of humans are scum! Worthless creatures that I wouldn’t even bother looking at! Heavens, and I had even thought of a name for our little carriage! Molly! I would have pampered, cherished and coddled her. I’d have wiped every speck of dust off my Molly!”

All that was left for me was to sigh heavily. Paradoxically, I agreed with Vyllea. People were indeed peculiar creatures. Trusting them was a risky affair, even if you really wanted to. We had been sitting in Vorend for a week, waiting in vain for Darna to appear. The absence of the councilor’s daughter was disheartening. Apparently, she had decided to renege on her promise. Vyllea and I took the first two places in the competition and, to everyone’s surprise, did not advance to the next round. Yes, it turns out that can happen too. Someone decided that two Seekers would bring bad luck, so they chose not to break up the established team from the Central Tier. The fact that we had beaten them by more than a day interested no one.

What infuriated me most in this pointless wait was that we were getting nowhere! The black anomaly was at one end of Tier Zero, the cache at the other, and Huang Lung’s cave lay right by the ocean! If we hired horses and a carriage, it would take two to three weeks to travel in each direction. However, when we approached the curator of the incoming first-year students, we were told that those who’d missed the initiation ceremony would not be admitted to the school. They would have to wait for the next initiation. It wasn’t the end of the world, of course, but I didn’t want to linger in Tier Zero. I wanted to see the First Tier, start developing my meridians, and learn new techniques. Everything I needed lay on the other side of the barrier, and I didn’t want to waste a year of my life because of our foolishness — or the foolishness of those around us.

As we watched the workers from the School of Spirit Power scrub the houses nearby, Vyllea couldn’t help but comment.

“Running around like cockroaches. Although why say ‘like’? They are cockroaches,” she observed, as even the school’s administrator arrived to personally supervise the cleaning process. They cleaned everything: windows, floors, and walls. It seemed someone had even climbed onto the roof to clean the tiles. The houses were being prepared for high-ranking guests. It was unpleasant to watch. Vyllea and I had to fight tooth and nail, literally clawing our way to claim our little cottage, while everything was being laid out neatly for Darna and her team.

“It’s disgusting to watch,” Vyllea grimaced as the overseer shouted at a slow worker.

“Vyllea, shall we go downtown? We need to stop by the weaponsmith.”

“On foot again?” she sighed.

“But this way someone might take offense at us simply breathing the same air as them. Want to get into a fight?”

“That’s what you should have started with!” Vyllea jumped to her feet. “Let’s go!”

We had split our four hundred spirit coins into two, each of us carrying fifty in a pouch on our belt, and the remaining one hundred and fifty stored in our backpacks. Where else would we put them? It’s not like we could just deposit the money in a bank. When I suggested that to Vyllea, she nearly stabbed me with a knife. To her, handing hard-earned money over to some bank was like throwing it into the ground in a field, hoping it would multiply tenfold by the next day.

The weaponsmith’s shop was on the other end of the city, so we had to hire transport. Prices in the capital of the zero region were steep. Getting a comfortable ride cost us an entire spirit coin! For less, they refused to take us. Though it must be admitted, there was nothing smaller to break it into. A single coin was worth twenty spirit stones, and carrying around a whole box of them would be quite the pleasure. All the way, Vyllea grumbled about how you can’t deal with people. Her red Molly was now a thing of the past, and it seemed we would have to save up for a crooked and pitiful self-moving carriage, which she would never call Molly.

“Listen, where does this love for carriages come from? Didn’t you have any at home?”

“No. Those are artifacts of the Third Circle. I don’t know about your place, but where I’m from, carriages are accounted for very strictly. There are few, and each one is fought over. From what I see, it’s the same here. Though you mentioned your village has one, which is strange. Aside from those bearing the Wang House emblem, I’ve seen no others. Where did yours come from?”

“Honestly, I’ve never really thought about it. I always took it for granted. Don’t worry, once we get through the initiation, we’ll visit my home village, and I’ll ask my father how he got it.”

“You’re introducing me to your parents?” Vyllea was taken aback and even stepped back a bit.

“What’s so strange about that? I’ve already met your mother, so why can’t I introduce you to my parents?”

“If a male demon introduces a female demon to his parents, it means he plans to make her part of his family. I’m not ready for that! I’m only sixteen! Even if we do end up in your village, I won’t go with you!”

“Calm down, no one is trying to make you part of the family!” I reassured Vyllea, but I felt a heat between my shoulder blades that made me add, “At least not yet. We won’t even think in that direction until you’re eighteen. So nothing terrible will happen if you meet my parents. We are humans now, not demons, so we should live by human laws.”

The tingling sensation faded, and Vyllea stared out the window, sulking, and remained silent for the rest of the ride. We had never discussed our relationship. We had been together for almost three years, starting from that first trip to Zou-Lemawn when the mentor decided to trade Vyllea for spies, and over that time, I had come to see her as a sister of sorts. Even when she lay on me, her lips touching mine, there were no romantic intentions on either part. Nothing stirred in my chest. Likewise for her — Vyllea had never looked at me the way she did, for instance, ogle Dee, head of the Assassins’ Guild in Tier Zero. Heavens, what was I thinking? That was it, I absolutely couldn’t sit still for more than five days. Idleness made you invent problems out of nothing. Soon we’d be arguing about what we were to each other. Conjunction partners, how about that! And that was more than enough.

The weaponsmith’s shop for Seekers hadn’t changed at all since my visit four years ago. It was still shabby, unremarkable, and in desperate need of a major renovation. However, there was one difference — it was now bustling with people, and the weaponsmith himself was behind the counter, actively discussing something with a customer. From the snippets of conversation that reached my ears, they were talking about a discount and how it was completely out of the question. The man had changed — it had been only five days since we last saw him, but he no longer looked like a skeleton with skin pulled over the bones. There were no bags under his eyes, as seen on First-Tier artifact masters. Just a thin man who had recovered from a severe illness and was now recuperating nicely. Upon noticing us, he hurriedly agreed to a discount, and then cleared everyone out of the workshop. Sales were done for the day.

“This place has become popular,” I noted as the disgruntled customers left the premises.

“It has always been this way. Weapons from the First Tier are only found here and at a couple of other craftsmen’s shops in Vorend. But their prices are such that many ignore the sign and the uncanny nature of my shop. Show me what you’ve done with your jian, will you?”

I pulled out the weapon and handed it to the master craftsman. His face fell.

“Have you been trying to chop stones with it?” There was so much pain in his voice I felt as if I had just told him I killed his beloved pet.

“I’d used it to chop trees — not ordinary ones, though, but those infused with spirit energy. I’d also used it to cut through the bones of beasts at the Apprentice stage. I even used it on a Diamond Apprentice once.

“A Diamond Apprentice? As a Gold Candidate, you wouldn’t have even managed to scratch such a beast!”

“That’s just it — I didn’t cut it. The jian did all the work itself. I just lodged it into the body, and then it would leap back into my hand. The artifact did all the work, not me.”

“Did that actually work?” The weaponsmith asked, taken aback.

“Wasn’t it supposed to?” I asked in return, puzzled.

“No. The jian is bonded to you; it’s no longer a First-Tier artifact. It’s an enhanced weapon of Tier Zero. It shouldn’t be able to cut through Apprentice-stage beasts, especially not Diamond Apprentices.”

“I feel like we’re just wasting our time here,” Vyllea declared. “This fool knows nothing about weapons if he thinks we didn’t slice up a diamond apprentice with your sword.”

“I’d ask you to watch your tongue, Seeker!” The weaponsmith’s voice sharpened, but it had no effect on Vyllea.

“And what if I don’t? Will you kick us out of the shop? You’ve promised us swords, so stop blabbering and bring out your steel.”

Vyllea was in her element, confident in her strength over the weaponsmith and thus unrestrained in her display of emotions. She was bored and disliked idle chatter, which she made clear. If anyone had a problem with that, it was their problem, not hers.

The weaponsmith’s countenance darkened. He had not envisioned our reunion after his miraculous recovery unfolding like this. He disappeared into another room without a word, and soon returned with two swords. Vyllea critically examined one, testing its balance with a few twirls before sheathing it again.

“It’s adequate. Not the best I’ve seen, but far better than what I currently have.”

“Do they come with techniques?” I took the other jian, drawing the gloomy weaponsmith’s attention back to me. This sword was slightly larger than the one I had currently — after all, this one had originally been chosen for me when I was twelve. Two symbols were engraved on the blade — one I didn’t recognize, and the other signified durability. The first likely allowed the artifact to return.

“No, I initially chose the base items without any techniques. You’re still candidates, albeit mighty unusual ones. In two years, when you’re ready to move to the First Tier, we can discuss crafting weapons with techniques.”

“So, you were the one who transformed the base item into an artifact?” I asked. The weaponsmith looked even more somber. He disliked such discussions, but couldn’t avoid answering.

“Yes. They bring them from the First Tier, and I turn them into weapons here.”

“I’d like just one look at the contents of the scroll with the return sigil. This is it, right? Just to take a look at it. You can keep it in your hands. I won’t even touch the scroll. I swear by the Heavens.”

“Why would you want to see it, then?” The weaponsmith seemed to consider my sworn promise. “You can’t learn the technique after casting just one glance at it, anyway.”

“All I need is one look, master craftsman. I promise. We could even time it — let’s say thirty seconds.”

“Zander, stop begging!” Vyllea couldn’t hold back any longer. “He owes us his life! Just tell him you want the scroll with the technique; he can’t deny you! Stop bowing down to those beneath you.”

“I apologize for my companion’s lack of restraint,” I tightened my grip on Vyllea’s hand, signaling her to be silent. “And I don’t need the scroll. All I want is to take a look at it. Also, I need the new weapons to be bound to us. Without that, they’re useless as artifacts. That much has been proven already.”

“I can do the binding right now,” the weaponsmith looked towards Vyllea. “For her as well?”

“Yes, for her too,” I confirmed. “Vyllea can be blunt, but she truly is kind-hearted. Without her, I wouldn’t have succeeded in unlocking the nodes. Please don’t take her behavior to heart. After all, she is a Seeker and tends to act contrary rather than to please.”

Vyllea breathed heavily and even growled softly. I sensed she was about to explode with more of her commentary on what was transpiring, so I quickly intervened with a calming gesture. Surprisingly, it worked.

“Let’s proceed,” the master craftsman gathered the weapons, and soon we found ourselves in a stone chamber. The weaponsmith began his preparations, and I gestured to Vyllea, prompting her to take a seat first.

“Zander…” Vyllea turned pale. “I’ve heard about the binding. I don’t think it’s a good idea…”

“Trust me, whatever you’ve heard is trivial compared to what you’re about to experience. When I was here last time, I think I wet myself twice. See, there’s even a special drain for such occasions. So go ahead, Madam Vyllea! Prove that you’re the daughter of Almyrda, not a servant who’s suddenly gained power. I’ll even hold your hand if it helps.”

“Thank you,” she murmured and sat down in the chair. The weaponsmith secured her and rolled up the sleeve on her right arm. As promised, I stood by her side and took her hand. I got a sudden brainwave and decided to initiate a conjunction, even if just at one point of contact. Energy surged into Vyllea unexpectedly, and she inhaled sharply, feeling a sudden boost of strength. The energy flow reversed, magnified — Vyllea generated a surge of additional warmth.

“I’m about to begin,” the master craftsman warned and made the first incision. Vyllea didn’t flinch — she seemed not even to feel the weaponsmith’s actions. She continued to gaze into my eyes with hers, an incredible hue of green, as if delving into the innermost depths of my mind. The weaponsmith busied himself inside Vyllea, but her intense gaze remained fixed on me. Yet, internally, she flinched. The energy flows in her body increased nearly to our maximum. Sweat beaded on Vyllea’s forehead. My body began to burn as if much of the pain was transferring to me, but I wouldn’t let go of my partner, even if it meant fainting from the pain. Those green eyes, looking straight into my soul… The hope and pain entrenched there… Never! I would never let go of Vyllea, no matter the cost.

“Done,” the weaponsmith whispered nervously ten minutes later. He closed the wounds using a healing technique. Now, as I carefully observed him through spirit vision, it was evident that he utilized the technique through a scroll and a spirit stone. Each time the master had used this healing before developing the nodes in his body, he took another step down the path that turned him into a skeleton. It turned out that it wasn’t so much working with artifacts as this type of healing that had been the real reason behind his skeletal appearance.

Vyllea swallowed hard, and we spent a few more minutes quelling the tumultuous energy flows. She stood up and clenched her fist. Her jian leapt into her hand like an obedient dog. With a swing, Vyllea thrust the jian hilt-deep into the stones, causing the master a strange bout of coughing. She summoned the weapon again, and the jian jumped back into its owner’s hand, smashing through the stones.

“Will you help?” I asked, looking at Vyllea. She turned pale, remembering all she had just gone through, but nodded. I sat in the chair, and as the shocked weaponsmith began to strap me in, I stopped him.

“No need. I don’t like being tied up. Just begin when you’re ready.”

“But…” It seemed this day would forever remain in the poor master’s memory. I had almost completely disconnected from what was happening — only the green eyes of my partner existed for me. A terrible pain pierced my hand, but the body’s energy flows took it and distributed it throughout my body, allowing me to endure. Moreover, some of the pain transferred to Vyllea and did not return, settling in her instead, but all this was happening far away and apparently to someone other than me. For me, there was only Vyllea and her incredible eyes the color of spring leaves.

“Done,” the weaponsmith’s voice was filled with strange emotions. They conveyed respect, astonishment, but most of all, fear. It seemed it was the first time in his memory that someone not only hadn’t screamed, but hadn’t so much as flinched during the procedure. And I wasn’t even tied down.

“Excellent!” I clenched my fist, summoning my new jian. The old one felt dead to me now — just a useless piece of iron. “I have a few questions for you, but first I want to say that I, Seeker Zander, consider the debt for our having saved you fully paid. Any further relations between us will be based on your goodwill and, perhaps, pleasant discounts for me and my companion. It would displease the Heavens if we made you work for us for the rest of your life for free.”

“Foolish,” Vyllea immediately declared. “We could have made him a servant to fulfill all our whims. But, since you’ve decided this way, I, Seeker Vyllea, acknowledge that the mediocre weaponsmith from Vorend who works for the Seekers owes us nothing further.”

“Thank you,” the man even bowed. “That means a lot to me. What questions do you have, Seeker?”

“First — where can I obtain the artifact binding technique? Second — how can we get scrolls with healing techniques? Third — I need a gold-ranked beast of the Apprentice stage. Preferably a tiger. No, not preferably — definitely a tiger. You mentioned you had access to Second-Tier spirit stones; perhaps you can help us with this? Or introduce us to someone who can handle such matters; that would also be of great help.”

“Hmm… an interesting challenge. And you’ll need to look at the summoning technique too, right?”

“Haven’t we already agreed on this?” I reminded him. “Thirty seconds; the scroll remains in your hands.”

“Showing someone the technique is no problem, especially since the scroll will remain with me. There’s nothing secret about the artifact binding technique itself — it’s taught in the second year at all the schools of ascension. Haven’t you both enrolled into The School of Spirit Power? Once you reach the First Tier, you’ll learn it there during your second year, or even earlier if you manage to find a second-year textbook. As for your second and third requests, this is where it gets complicated. The healing scrolls are given to us by House Wang with strict accountability for who and how we bind artifacts to. We are only permitted to work with Seekers, and there are very few of you in Tier Zero. It’s rare for anyone from the First or Second Tier to come here — they only do it occasionally, when they come here on business. As for a Golden-ranked Apprentice tiger, that’s a serious problem. Releasing such a creature inside the city would wreak havoc on Vorend. Who here could handle such a beast? School heads, guild leaders, maybe a couple of geniuses from House Wang. Golden-ranked Apprentices are not just rare in Tier Zero — they’re almost nonexistent.”

“But you didn’t say it was impossible to solve our problem. You said it was an interesting challenge. I assume it’s a matter of spirit coins?”

“It’s not just about spirit coins, but what you intend to do with the beast. Scrolls are one thing, but a beast is a much more serious matter.”

“The beast will die within an hour of coming into our possession. If it arrives with broken limbs, that would be perfect.”

“Practical clarifications.” The weaponsmith pondered for a moment. “A hundred spirit coins now, another three hundred upon delivery of the beast. Ten spirit coins for each healing scroll. How many do you need?”

“Ten will suffice.” I pulled out a heavy pouch from my backpack, containing exactly a hundred coins. The weaponsmith took it and, without concern for what we might think, dumped the coins onto a cloth on the floor. After counting them, he scooped them back up and nodded.

“The scrolls will be ready in a week, but getting the beast is not so simple, especially given the specific nature of your order. We’ll need to find a hunter in the First Tier, then locate a tiger, which is not the most common creature in the southern regions, and a Golden-ranked one to boot, which makes it even harder, and then transport it here. It will definitely take three to four months.”

I looked at Vyllea. She nodded, barely containing herself from throwing her arms around me in gratitude. What Zander promises, Zander delivers.

“As soon as possible would be preferable, but we can wait four months.”

I decided not to ask how long the weaponsmith had been working with smugglers at such a level. I needed results, not an investigation. We returned to the workshop, and soon the master brought out a wooden scroll. The technique was limited — only suitable for Apprentice level artifacts. He held the scroll open for exactly thirty seconds, then rolled it up, casting wary glances my way several times. He had absolutely no reason to — I had memorized everything written on the tablets within the first three seconds, and these tablets were now useless to me, as they carried no power in themselves.

“Why I need the return symbol? It’s simple — I was planning to enhance the knives with it. Throw one at an opponent, clench your fist, and the knife returns. The only issue is how to differentiate the jian from the knives, since the binding is done directly to the active hand. But wait, there’s also the matter of distinguishing the return of different knives. Basically, I urgently need a second-year textbook. The first-year material is no longer sufficient…”

“Zander… do you see that, too?” Vyllea stopped dead in her tracks. Near our home, on the very platform she had chosen as a parking spot, stood a carriage. Given its appearance, it was definitely self-propelled. You couldn’t hitch horses to such a vehicle. It resembled our mentor’s carriage in some ways, but there were also differences. Everything looked… more simplistic somehow? As if someone had seen the perfect two-person carriage and tried to replicate it, but their result was less successful. A lantern was lit inside the house, although I clearly remembered blowing it out when we left.

“Someone has paid us a visit,” I nodded towards the window. Vyllea stopped circling the carriage. A jian appeared in her hand, and before I could utter a word, she burst into the house with a wild cry,

“Who the hell has the audacity to barge into my home? Fancy yourselves immortal?”

I ran after her, realizing I was too slow. My spirit vision didn’t show any guests, but I knew at least one person who could perfectly hide their ascension. If it was an actual immortal inside, only Heaven knew how they would react to such words from a Seeker.

There was no one inside the house. Just a contemplative Vyllea, standing by the table and holding a golden sheet of paper. She silently sliced her palm with the blade of her jian, stamped the paper, and handed it to me.

Seekers Zander and Vyllea! You are invited to participate in the inter-clan competitions, which will take place in two and a half months. You will compete as an independent team of two. Should you accept, the self-propelled carriage parked outside your home will be at your disposal for the duration of your stay in Tier Zero. Should you decline, the carriage will be repossessed. This is the sole condition. Simply sign the letter, and you will be registered as participants.

The Nameless One (who has a name).

Vyllea looked at me so intently that I had no choice but to mimic her actions. I sliced my palm and sealed the letter, which immediately disappeared, continuing its journey through the necessary channels.

“They’re all bastards, anyway!” Vyllea declared as we stepped outside and looked at what was now our means of transportation, albeit temporarily. The crests of the Phoenix Clan and House Feng were a perfect guarantee of safety. Even a completely unhinged thief wouldn’t dare steal an item like this.

“What’s wrong now?” I chuckled.

“It’s not red! And Molly cannot be Molly if she’s not red! We need to think of a new name for the carriage.”

* * *

“Are you sure?”

“Absolutely. I had been observing them for a whole week before the qualifiers, and I had gone through the entire stage with them. Seekers don’t usually work in teams. Never. I don’t know how it happened, but during their operation, they act as one entity. Not as two Diamond-ranked candidates, but as a single Copper Apprentice, albeit somewhat limited in techniques. Considering who the guy is, if they receive proper training, they could become an extremely formidable force. But only independently. A demon will never bend. They’d die first. It’s remarkable, but she is a Seeker to the marrow of her bones. The guy is more rational and capable of compromise. She is not.”

“So you’re saying they’ve won, yet at the same time, they’ve lost?”

“I understand it sounds completely outlandish, but I suggest we address the clan council with the proposition to include this pair of candidates as an independent team. As representatives of the Seekers, say. None of the current rules and amendments prohibit this. Why the Seekers, bankers, assassins, or any other official guilds haven’t put forward their candidates is a question for them. But I would definitely like to watch this pair. I have never seen such coordinated work with such scant resources. And I’ve seen a lot over the last three hundred years.”

The Head of the Nameless Ones, who was one of the main advisors to the head of the Phoenix Clan, paused for a moment.

“Alright, I will air the proposal at the council. The competition is in three months. How do you plan to prepare them?”

“I’m not.”

The pause was so long that any actor would envy it.

“You’re not? Didn’t you say they could become a formidable force with proper training?”

“I did — and for that exact reason, they must not be tampered with at all. They have achieved everything either on their own or with the help of their mentor, who’s jumped from a Diamond-ranked Master to a Silver-ranked Overlord, by the way, which is another thing that hasn’t happened in quite some time. If we interfere in their training, how will they be different from Darna and her group? No, I insist that they need to develop independently, as the Heavens dictate. Only then will they truly be able to win.”


Chapter 7

“AND WHY HAVE WE ENDED UP here?” Vyllea looked at the people bustling between the stalls with extreme displeasure.

“We need to buy something.” I checked the list of ingredients again that had been stored in my memory for four years. Some resources were in the cache created by our mentor, including the most crucial one — the millenarian lotus. Without this plant, my dreams would forever remain nothing but dreams. However, now that Vyllea and I unexpectedly had a self-propelled carriage (and quite a nimble one, too) as well as three whole weeks before the start of what I considered pointless classes (I couldn’t fathom what a Tier Zero school of ascension could possibly teach me), it was time to turn my dreams into reality. Especially since Dee, or rather, one of his representatives, had appeared and handed us a hundred spirit coins. The head of the Assassins’ Guild had appreciated my creation and hinted through his envoy that he wouldn’t mind seeing another interesting invention next month.

I was currently spending all the coins received from the assassins. I barely understood the workings of the personal inventory of Huang Lung. To be more precise, I didn’t understand it at all. Why didn’t this artifact require a base? What were the mechanisms of the ancients for? How did it all work and what was it attached to? Probably some personal notes of the deceased founder of the Silver Heron School contained these answers, but right now, I didn’t feel like heading that way. I knew that as soon as I showed Vyllea the cave, she would demand we take everything. Leaving such valuables unguarded, hoping no one would find the entrance, was too foolish and felt altogether improper. First the vault, then everything else.

That’s why we headed to the central market. Rumor had it you could buy anything your heart desired here, provided it was within the confines of Tier Zero needs, but after several rounds among the stalls, I was disappointed. The local market didn’t hold a candle to Zou-Lemawn’s. At one point, I even considered traveling to the demon world to buy everything needed there. Crossing the border with our Seeker plaques was no issue; theoretically, demons shouldn’t be inclined to kill us on sight. The warning about the path being closed applied to our mentor, not us. The only thing stopping me was that even on our new carriage, it would take over a month to reach Zou-Lemawn. We wouldn’t make it back in time for the initiation ceremony. So we had to choose from what was available. Vyllea watched my purchases for a while, but when I started picking up ancient devices and gadgets, she lost all interest. A few times, I even had to drag her away from stalls displaying various girlish trinkets — hairpins, brooches, beads, and so on. Useless junk, but my companion seemed to be quite the magpie. She bought so many combs, mirrors, ribbons, pins, and hair slides that she filled half her backpack. When I reasonably asked why all this was necessary, she looked at me in such a way that made me want to drop the subject immediately. There was a clear desire to kill me in here eyes, and if I had persisted, she would have happily traded my life for all those useless baubles. Apparently, I’d never understand girls.

Ultimately, I managed to buy everything I needed, although it required not a hundred, but closer to two hundred spirit coins. If the Assassins’ Guild didn’t place any orders for artifact production in the next couple of months, I’d have nothing to pay for the tiger with. It seemed I might have to sell something from the cache. Anyway, most of that loot was useless in the First Tier.

“We’ll be back in three weeks,” I sought out the administrator of the School of Spirit Power specifically to inform them of our departure.

“If someone moves into our house, they’ll die,” Vyllea interrupted me, immediately clarifying the reason for our visit. “And after that, you’ll die, on a Seeker’s word!”

All I could do was spread my arms, acknowledging the girl’s correctness. I had planned to argue long and hard that no one should move into our house, but Vyllea solved the problem with a couple of sentences. Anyone who goes against the Seekers will die. Simple and secure, like a slab of granite.

“If you’re late to the initiation ceremony, the cottage will be given to someone else regardless,” the administrator managed to find the strength to stand his ground, and as unpleasant as it was to admit, he was right. The rules indeed had the clause that lodgings could only be occupied by students or those enrolling in the first year of study.

“We have three weeks. During this time, the house is registered in our name. Vyllea, let’s go. You don’t need to kill anyone right now,” I said in a placating tone. Judging by my companion’s mood, she was ready to make good on her threats. As any demon, she hated it when juniors got cocky in her presence.

Half an hour later, we drove through the gates of Vorend. I began to understand our mentor, who occasionally drove his carriage at breakneck speeds. The feeling of total freedom, the blood surging from the speed — it was so exhilarating that I nearly collided with the slowly moving horse-drawn carriages on the road several times. Those sluggish turtles were infuriating. I wanted to overtake them, but our gift from the Nameless One had an annoying feature — it was not meant for off-road travel. The narrow wheels, lack of mudguards, and the absence of an independent suspension system with properly selected springs made the carriage fast, but practically it was a rickety bucket on wheels. Within twenty minutes, I had to significantly reduce our speed to avoid jarring our spines. It was mercilessly bumpy.

Vyllea sat with a sour expression on her face the entire time. It seemed to dawn on her that having any self-propelled carriage was not a source of happiness. After spending two years riding in what was presumably the best carriage in the world, all the others seemed like cheap and woefully inadequate substitutes. When another heavy sigh broke the silence, I couldn’t take it anymore and asked,

“What’s wrong?”

“Everything is wrong. I got so used to sitting in your lap during rides that now it’s all terribly uncomfortable! Zander, why don’t you let me climb over to you?”

“Not happening!” I protested, but nevertheless, I stopped the carriage and climbed out. “Take the controls. The mentor never trusted you with them; time to correct that mistake. Let’s make a driver out of you!”

The speed with which Vyllea moved to the driver’s seat with the expression of utter bliss on her face was astonishing. Even our mentor hadn’t moved as quickly as the delighted demoness.

“Start explaining what does what, then!”

“You mean to tell me you didn’t pay attention to any of this in two years?” My astonishment knew no bounds.

“Of course not! Why should I bother remembering something I never plan to use? Living in the world of pathetic humans, who are lying, deceitful, and always looking to deceive a poor demoness, wasn’t part of my plans. Zander, don’t be daft! Show me, or I’ll start trying things out myself.”

“Just you dare!” I panicked. The self-propelled carriage was certainly reinforced with sigils, but I knew what Vyllea was capable of. Better to be on the safe side…”

An hour later, I began to suspect something was amiss. Three hours in, my suspicion turned into conviction. By the evening, six hours after I had let Vyllea take the controls, my thoughts crystallized completely.

“Heavens help us, how did you even learn to hold a jian in your hands?!”

Vyllea was absolutely hopeless at it. She, who could perform wonders with weapons, who had achieved near-perfect control over her own body, and who could juggle several sharp daggers with ease, simply couldn’t manage the relatively simple task of driving the self-propelled carriage. It got to the point where we flipped over! And in the middle of a perfectly flat field, to boot, with no trees, potholes, or ruts — nothing but short grass! But that was enough for the klutz — no, I shouldn’t call my partner that — for Vyllea, who, having sped up, turned the steering lever sharply, so the carriage tried to execute the maneuver, the wheels slid on the grass, caught on a lump, and we went tumbling as a result. Somehow, I managed to grab Vyllea’s hand and activate the spirit armor, though I can’t explain how I managed that in the nick of time. Thanks to that, we were unscathed — the armor activated three times before we stopped. Had it not been on us all the time, our adventures would have ended right there. A Diamond-ranked Apprentice beast couldn’t kill us, but a self-propelled carriage almost did.

If anyone thought the crash would stop Vyllea, they were deeply mistaken. She got up, flipped the carriage back onto its wheels, sat in the driver’s seat, and continued to torture the transport. Her persistence was undeniable. Yet, while she could drive straight without issues, during maneuvers Vyllea seemed to switch off her brain completely. She performed such feats that I began to fear for her.

“I suggest we continue in the morning,” I said as I pulled several bags from the beleaguered carriage and began setting up the tent. The Nameless One had provided us with a worthy carriage — it had honorably survived the first day of training. Nothing had fallen off, and nothing had been dented. Even the canopy, which protected us from the scorching rays of Earis, had remained in place. Soon, Vyllea tired of racing around the field, and she stopped by the tent… well, not so much stopped as demolished it, having sped up too much and failed to brake in time. Again, the grass was to blame. Who else? Certainly not my companion, right?

Heavens, where did I manage to find so much patience? The mentor would be proud of me! Instead of scolding, I helped the woman out, moved the carriage, and set up the tent again. I had to fuss a little with the broken pegs, but nothing critical had happened. Vyllea sat silently by the fire all this time. I sat next to her and handed her a piece of bread with cheese.

“You know, four years ago, when we first crossed paths, your jian skills were horrendous. It seemed like you didn’t even know which end of the sword to hold. Two years ago, I would beat you in ten out of ten attempts. A year ago, my best hope was to emerge alive from a duel. Now, I don’t know a single Taoist at the Candidate stage who can match you in swordsmanship. Remember Carmin? The guy you laid out in a few seconds? He’s a body absolute. His father is a Third-Tier sword grandmaster, and Carmin trains around the clock, but even he was just a human puppet compared to you. Just because you can’t do something today doesn’t mean you won’t be able to tomorrow. Or the day after. Or in a month. Or a year. One thing I know for sure — if my Vyllea wants something, she’ll achieve it.”

“Your Vyllea?” the girl lifted her head. “Aren’t you getting ahead of yourself, human? I haven’t given you my consent yet!”

“So, out of everything I’ve said, that’s what caught your attention?” I was taken aback. Here I was, supporting her, motivating her, showing incredible patience, and she chose to nitpick on words? Fine, let her latch onto that. “Besides, since when do I need your consent? Once I decide you’re mine, that’s how it is. I have a hunch you’d decapitate anyone who disagreed with that, anyway. You know, looking at you, I realize something important.”

“What?” Vyllea asked in a strange voice. In the firelight, her green eyes flickered mysteriously.

“We’ve never actually been alone together before. Just the two of us, out here in the field. Around us, there’s no soul, at least none with a flicker of energy. And only now it hits me that…”

“What?” Vyllea whispered.

“We have absolutely no protection, silly! Our mentor was always the one responsible for our safety, and we never worried about it. Now it’s just the two of us, and if we both fall asleep, some particularly cunning bug might crawl up at night and either kill us or steal our stuff. I don’t know how to keep watch while I sleep. Vyllea, what are you…”

A flare of heat erupted between my shoulder blades, and I instinctively jumped aside just in time — a jian struck down where I had just been sitting.

“I’ll squash that little bug,” Vyllea’s voice was anything but human. It was as if a snake had suddenly learned to speak. She crouched, ready to pounce on me and finish the job, but I was faster — wrapping my arms around her from behind, I poured all the warmth I could muster into her. My companion exhaled loudly and slumped. Turning around, she clutched my fingers with such force that tears nearly sprang to my eyes. Something even crunched.

“Since you didn’t think about protection, you won’t get any sleep tonight. Think harder next time, you idiot! And remember, human — I didn’t say ‘yes’!”

“But you didn’t say ‘no,’ either, demon!” I retorted, aware that I might be risking broken fingers. Vyllea restrained herself, which was uncharacteristic for her. Draining her energy, she let me go and crawled into the tent. It seemed I wouldn’t get any sleep tonight, after all.

There were no driving lessons the next day. Vyllea climbed into the passenger seat silently, scowled, and stayed that way until we stopped at a small village just before the uninhabited areas began. Demons and their sympathizers had slaughtered everyone there. The roads had overgrown — no one had used them for two years. People avoided these places, so our biggest problem on this journey wasn’t bandits or treasure hunters, but wildlife. The animals had grown bold; once, a clumsy bear approached our camp, trying to figure out who had trespassed into its territory. Big mistake — Vyllea didn’t even draw her sword. She took out all her anger on the poor beast, turning the master of the forest into a burger patty. She didn’t kill the animal, but the bear wouldn’t be getting up for a week. Only after venting did Vyllea return to her usual demeanor — that of an impossibly glamorous princess in a world of oafs.

“This is where the wormhole was,” I observed, gazing out over the vast tract of what used to be forest, and now just a memory. The explosion of the Seeker’s plaque, with its subsequent burst of energy, turned this section of Tier Zero into a massive clearing many miles wide. Over two years have passed, and yet the land hasn’t recovered — the soil remained black sand. The Central Tier’s rampant energy had turned everything to dust. The rock where our cache was hidden seemed to be in place, but I still felt uneasy. If the explosion’s energy had reached the cavern, it could have put an end to my dream of a personal inventory. Harvesting a millennium lotus here without Mentor Guerlon would be impossible. We might as well try conquering the black anomaly of a Warrior level. We’d likely die in a matter of seconds without even understanding the cause of our death.

“Let’s go!” I hoisted my backpack onto my shoulders, leaving the carriage under the trees. It took us several hours to reach the rock, forcing our way through the forest. The plain covered by the black dust had no bottom — that I had fortunately checked with a stick before stepping on it. A six-foot-long branch disappeared completely into this dust without ever touching any bottom. Sizing up the size of the area again, I could but sigh. I didn’t care about the demons, but how many animals perished here?

I felt a surge of warmth when my spirit vision revealed our cache. The mentor hadn’t set up any protective formations, so the cave shone like Earis at midday in the world of energy flows. When we reached the site, I moved the stones aside and smiled — everything was exactly as Mentor Guerlon had left it.

“So, how are we going to carry all this? You didn’t drag me out to this wilderness just to leave it all here, did you? Remember, I’m still mad at you!”

I wisely chose not to ask why she was mad at me and replied, “I need some sleep, so you’re keeping watch. Don’t let anyone near — should anyone show their face, twist their head off at once.”

“Yours too?”

“If I happen to get up in the middle of the night for whatever reason, definitely.”

“So, you’re not going to explain? Decided to play Mentor Guerlon, did you?”

That stung — a reminder of how much I hated it when the mentor withheld any explanation, leaving us to figure every single thing out on our own. It was helpful now, but back then, it felt like constant mockery. I remembered how Vyllea’s former mentor pampered her, almost wiping her nose for her.

“Alright, I’ll explain. There’s a way to create something like an invisible spatial pouch. I read about it in a rare book and got the ingredients in Vorend. If everything works as it should, we can take this entire cave along and still have room to spare. We could even stash our carriage.”

“And what happens to the things inside that pouch if you’re killed? Do all the items inside disappear with you?”

“Probably, yes,” I confessed honestly, immediately recognizing why something like this was rarely attempted. “That’s why no one uses it. It’s safer to have a spatial pouch bound to yourself, which can be passed on if necessary, rather than risk losing everything at once. In our situation, a spatial pouch won’t be accessible until we reach the Second Tier. I’m not willing to wait that long, so I’m prepared to take a risk.”

“Can this invisible pouch be made just for you, or can I have one too?” she asked.

“I only have resources for one binding. And please don’t look at me like that — it’s not because I only bought supplies for myself in Vorend. Here in the cave, we have a millenarian lotus. Without it, it wouldn’t work at all. It’s worth more than two of our carriages. If you had let me rest these past four days, I would have started working on it already. But no, the mighty Vyllea decided to show her temper.”

“You never said you were going to make an artifact!” Vyllea retorted sharply. “I thought we were here for the loot. It’s your fault!”

I approached Vyllea with a heavy sigh and took her hands in mine. She didn’t pull away.

“Remember how we managed to rest during conjunction once? Let’s stop arguing and try that again. I really need a clear head and full concentration tomorrow.”

“You’re so annoying,” she muttered softly but hugged me, slipping her hands under my cloak. Our foreheads touched, energy ready to be exchanged, and... I pulled away.

“Where?” The sword jumped into her hand, ready to shred any foe at once.

“It’s not that,” I said, heading back into the cave. When I initiated the energy exchange, a bright flash nearly blinded me. There was a blue anomaly heart inside the cave, attuned to me, reminding me of the immense amount of Qi stored inside it. I took the heart in my hands and returned to Vyllea. She had never seen an anomaly heart before, so she was stunned by the sight of my item. I had to explain what it was, how it was obtained, and why it was here. With each word, her eyes widened until they looked like two green saucers.

“So all this time we had access to unlimited energy, and we’ve been scraping by with just spirit stones?” she finally uttered.

“This item would get us killed and resurrected only to be killed again pretty much anywhere, be it Tier Zero or any other tier up to and including the Third. Carrying an anomaly heart in your pocket is like shouting to the world that we’re fools with a fortune on their hands who need to be dealt with immediately. Darna’s Master mentor, the one who was stuck with her in Vorend, would have killed us without a second thought for something like this. As my mother used to say, ‘might makes right.’ That’s the Law of the Jungle, by which the beasts live. And it’s also the law by which our world operates. Isn’t it the same with demons? What would your mentor have done if your mother had given you such an item?”

“He would have taken it,” Vyllea said reluctantly, “albeit from my dead body, for I wouldn’t have given it up willingly.”

“My point exactly. I’ve had this heart for nearly three years now, but I’ve never had a chance to use it. Right now, during our conjunction, it wouldn’t hurt to restore our meridians. It would also be good to open another node if you’ve stopped being mad at me.”

“Getting mad at such an idiot is just a waste of time,” Vyllea snorted and nodded towards the core. “How do we use it?”

“I’ll hold it in my hand; that should be enough. Embrace me.”

Vyllea scoffed, but complied. We entered into conjunction again, but this time I was fully aware that I had a source of energy to draw upon. Plus, we had a bunch of depleted meridians to restore. Additionally, five nodes were still not even bound, and we needed to open a new one since we were still mere children compared to Darna in that respect. In short, there was a ton of work to do.

Interestingly, forming a personal inventory required no grinding, drawing of sigils, or their application to a base. Huang Lung was immensely practical in this aspect — he was aware his cave might be discovered by someone far from the arts for whom it would take years to draw the necessary sigils. It was enough to link all the items together using spirit stones and manipulate them accordingly. I had also bought spirit stones — there was a whole heap of them in a separate box, but what was the point when I had such a source at hand? As I circulated the energy, forming a new node in Vyllea, I started to recall where the necessary items were located. Most were in a bag nearby; the rest were in the cave. My memory was sluggish, and I struggled to recall the exact location of all the necessary items, but as soon as I recalled where the last one was, something happened: all these items appeared in my spirit vision. The blue anomaly’s heart effortlessly bridged the distance of several dozen feet and linked all the items into a single whole, just as described in Huang Lung’s records. Did this mean spirit stones were unnecessary? I wondered if I should stop the conjunction and start forming the personal inventory.

The energy streams flowing between myself and Vyllea were so intense that stopping them would have taken hours. I didn’t want to waste that time, so I redistributed the energy, opening my sixteenth node and forming my twelfth meridian, and then shifted my focus to the linked items. Since the energy had already bound them together, I wondered whether I could continue working while remaining in conjunction. Huang Lung hadn’t written anything about such a scenario, but how could he have known who would end up with his notes?

“May the Heavens be merciful to their foolish child, for he is about to take a risk,” I said to myself. Energy to the thirteenth meridian, adjust the ancient device, add some bark and a few roots. It was time to make my dream a reality.

The first thing I saw when I opened my eyes were two huge green lights. Vyllea woke up simultaneously with me, and realizing what had happened, she froze like a statue, afraid to move and dispel this wonderful dream. We now both had sixteen nodes, each bound to sixteen meridians. But not just any meridians — they were Master level meridians! We still needed to test it, but even by a preliminary estimate, we could use our techniques over a hundred times! How did that happen? There was only one answer — we had the energy source to thank for it. Previously, we worked with Apprentice stones, so our meridians were thin and weak. Then we got two Warrior stage stones, and the meridians became stronger. The anomaly’s core at the Master stage was fully attuned to its bearer. It seems our nonexistent meridians received the maximum energy available from the heart in the ordinary world. We’d definitely need to run more tests.

But that wasn’t what surprised my partner the most. During the conjunction, I managed to accomplish what I had been anticipating for four long years. I finally managed to open a personal inventory. And not just any inventory — it was a gateway to an anomaly accessed by immersing my mind into the shimmering haze that appeared to the right of my field of vision and, frankly, was rather distracting. I guessed I’d just have to get used to it eventually. The anomaly was a vast rolling meadow, large enough to fit the entire palace of House Wang. I could only exist there as a semi-transparent ghost. Hiding was impossible. But I could easily place whatever I was holding in my hand here. In this specific case, the blue anomaly’s heart.

However, all this was just a prelude. My eyes met with Vyllea’s — not in the real world, but in the anomaly. Somehow, Huang Lung had learned to shape and tune particles of the ancient world, and as it turned out, access to the same ancient space had been gained by two beings simultaneously. A human and a demon — a couple that had opened their own anomaly during their conjunction.

We returned to reality and spent some time testing. We wanted to figure out how to work with the items, whether there was a distance limitation, what happened to the body during the operation, and how to access the personal inventory unnoticed by others. It seemed that distance was irrelevant for us — Vyllea and I had our own access to the same anomaly, regardless of our position relative to each other. It got to the point where I returned to the self-driving wagon, hid it in the inventory, and Vyllea materialized the wagon on her end. It worked! Transporting items over long distances worked! Moreover, we could even communicate in this anomaly — our ghostly projections could talk and listen perfectly well. It was astonishing and opened up uncharted horizons.

There was no point in going back — Vyllea was finishing transferring items from the cave into the inventory. Soon she returned to me and, judging by her eyes, she wanted to say something. And so it was — cornering me against a tree, she declared,

“Zander, we need to build a house! It will be our secret storage, where we will keep our most valuable possessions! A real home! Yours, mine, and our future children’s! But don’t even think about it before the First Tier! I haven’t said ‘yes’ yet!”


Chapter 8

“RAISE YOUR PASSES!”

Nearly three hundred passes soared into the air. This year, the enrollment at The School of Spirit Power was unprecedented. Over fifty adult Candidates had joined — the rumor of a quintet from the Central Tier arriving in Tier Zero had spread through Vorend at lightning speed. Although four hundred spirit coins was a hefty sum, years of savings were eagerly spent by candidates just for the chance to catch a glimpse of those who had seen the advisor or even the clan chief themselves. This was a major event for Tier Zero.

The new headmaster of the school took to the podium — a Gold-rank Apprentice from the First Tier and a replacement for the old man who had been in charge of the school until his untimely death and who had ordered my assassination through the local Guild of Assassins. The head appeared to be no older than forty. Nothing remarkable about his looks, but the way he surveyed the crowd spoke volumes. He seemed to see us as mere insects scuttling on the ground. No surprise there — here was a full-fledged Taoist tasked with herding a flock of novices just embarking on their path of ascension. It was somewhat demeaning — we had done nothing to warrant such scrutiny. Not bothering to hide my curiosity, I counted the head’s meridians — eighty-seven. I grimaced involuntarily — was that all? It seemed he had barely made Gold-ranked Apprentice before being dispatched here. Was he useless — or considered undesirable? Either way, it made no difference. He was likely to take out his First-Tier frustrations on us, his nameless and compliant students. Except perhaps for the representatives of the inner-tier houses and the Central Tier quintet, who were clearly beyond his reach. Vyllea and I were certainly in for it.

The headmaster began executing rapid hand movements, forming a special sigil in front of him. It was executed so harmoniously that I couldn’t help but admire the beauty — the sigil somehow incorporated the crest of the School of Spirit Power. After performing the necessary manipulations, he thrust his creation woven of energy away from himself, and it soared into the air above the crowd. I had the good sense not to crane my neck to get a closer look — all the details were etched in my memory. However, not everyone was so prudent — the entire Central-Tier quintet gawked at the sigil above our heads openly. Mental absolutes — at the very least. It wouldn’t surprise me if they were all full absolutes. The best of the best, the pride of the clan, and the hope of the Empire. But to me they were just a bunch of shady characters clutching my two thousand spirit coins.

The sigil pulsed with the power imbuing it, and rays of energy shot into our passes. A moment later, the sigil disappeared, and the head of the school declared,

“From this moment, you are officially the students of the School of Spirit Power! Uphold the school’s honor as if it were your own! Strive and excel in your studies. Every three months, interim tests will be conducted to check the knowledge of the material learned. The best students will be granted access to places of power where they can practice meditation and unlock their nodes. Remember that only the best become Golden Candidates and earn the right to move to the First Tier. Prove that you made the right choice by stepping through the doors of this school! You will now be sorted into classes based on the results of your testing, after which you will proceed to your first class.”

The headmaster turned and exited the podium, signaling the end of the initiation ceremony. I glanced at my pass. It now bore a sigil glowing with power — the same one that had hovered in the air, transforming the pass into something more than a mere artifact — namely, a mark. I noticed a fine, nearly invisible thread of energy linking my pass to the central stele at the School of Spirit Power. Could the school track our movements and activities at any time through this link? What other capabilities did this sigil possess? I urgently needed a textbook on sigils to dissect its components. The reason for the mandatory attendance at the ceremony became apparent — it was efficient; the headmaster wouldn’t waste his energy for one or two absentees. The next mentor stepped onto the podium. He had been introduced to us earlier as the first-year coordinator.

“I’ll proceed to read out the names. Those called, please approach the podium where your class curators will meet you.”

Three hundred names to be called — it was unimaginable how lengthy this could be, and it dawned on me just how oblivious some of my peers were. What to do next? Where to go? Which name was just announced? Instead of paying attention, some individuals were clearly distracted. They chatted and disturbed others; some even attempted to start fights over mere looks from their neighbor. Amidst this chaos, the adults seemed a tad more organized, yet they, too, had their quirks — such as congregating around the group from the Central Tier as if they were exotic animals in a cage. It was somewhat embarrassing for those of us from Tier Zero. Was entertainment so scarce here that Darna’s red hair sparked such a frenzy?

Eventually, the square cleared. The noisy ones left first, followed by the adults — everyone seemed to have left. Only nine remained: five Central Tier representatives, Carmin, Elda, and the two of us — Vyllea and myself.

“The rest of you, come to me!” The coordinator announced as he put away the list. “You will be part of what’s known as the elite class, undergoing specialized subject training, which I will personally supervise. Please address me as Mentor Mithur. Any questions?”

Mentor Mithur looked to be in his thirties and looked roughly the same age as Mentor Guerlon. He was a Gold-ranked Apprentice, with seven threads and a hundred and three meridians — an impressive feat for someone from Tier Zero. His white robe accentuated his lean practicing Taoist’s physique, and his long dark-blue hair hinted at a most unusual hair growth restoration potion he had come across in his youth. His face was more pleasant than handsome, with an openness there that suggested honesty to me.

Yet a question immediately arose — why were Vyllea and I selected for this class? It seemed populated solely by absolutes. Even though Carmin had not yet reached the Golden rank, he was nearly there, with the beginnings of nodes visible under spirit vision scrutiny. A few months of meditation by a power source would likely elevate him to Gold. Elda’s innate nodes made her a de facto Golden-ranked candidate. But us? Why were we included? Apparently, I wasn’t the only one wondering about this.

“Mentor Mithur, why are these two among us?” A member of Darna’s group pointed at us. Just like that, with his finger! Vyllea jerked toward this dimwit, clearly intending to sever the offending digit, but I managed to intercept her. Grimacing, Vyllea returned to me and clenched my hand fiercely, venting her anger. My calm infuriated her.

“Clarify your question, student,” the mentor commanded. “At the School of Spirit Power it is customary for juniors addressing elders for the first time to state their names.”

“Diamond Candidate Larka Feng from the Central Tier,” the boy announced with such pomp that Vyllea couldn’t help but snort, earning herself an angry glare. But when had that ever stopped my companion? Realizing she was being watched, she remarked, “A dimwit who couldn’t even snag a flag at the candidate selection competitions. A Diamond Candidate? Don’t make me laugh. You’re nothing but a pill-stuffed doofus, boyo.”

“A pill-stuff doofus?” I had never heard anyone described that way before.

“Yup! Clumsy, butter-fingered, and brainless,” Vyllea was happy to elaborate. “A perfect description of someone who’d lost, but hasn’t come to terms with it yet. Just imagine how much his family had to pay House Feng to place the victors — us — into a separate group and have this doofus and another nonentity enter the inter-clan competitions. Oh, pardon me, Mentor Mithur, I forgot to introduce myself! I am Seeker Vyllea.”

“A duel!” Larka Feng’s face cycled through the colors of the rainbow until it settled on beet-red.

“I am Seeker Zander, Mentor Mithur. Most esteemed doofus Larka Feng, duels are forbidden on the premises of the School of Spirit Power. Didn’t they teach you to read in the Central Tier? Several rules specified in the School Charter, the foundational document defining the rights and duties of students, have been blatantly violated by you, a spoiled rich boy, right off the bat. If the mentor is interested, I can list them all. Calling for a duel, by the way, could lead to expulsion from the school. But that’s not something you need to worry about, right? Your parents will bail out their darling baby boy in any case…”

Mentor Mithur intervened before Larka Feng could respond.

“Student Zander, name at least three rules that Student Larka has violated.”

Asking a mental absolute to name three items was hardly serious. I cited five.

“Correct,” the mentor affirmed. “Students, there will be a test tomorrow to assess your knowledge of the School of Spirit Power’s Charter and the rules for behavior in Tier Zero. Those who fail this test will be expelled from the elite class. I genuinely do not care about your family background or the region you’re from. What matters to me are results. Those who fail to deliver will be relegated to a lower level. Any questions?”

“But you still haven’t answered!” Larka Feng persisted, unwilling to give up. “On what basis are these two Seekers part of this group?”

“You should focus on your own achievements and success, Student Larka,” Mentor Mithur replied. “Paying too much attention to the affairs of others is beneath a Taoist. Does anyone else have any questions?”

I had a request rather than a question.

“Mentor Mithur, I request permission to conduct a training duel.”

Larka Feng visibly perked up, naively assuming I would challenge him. Indeed, everyone thought so. Even Mentor Mithur, as was evidenced by his surprise when I continued,

“Four years ago, the Heavens brought me together with student Carmin for a few weeks. He had taught me a few swordsmanship lessons, but at that time his skill level far exceeded mine. Four years have passed. I haven’t been idle, and I see student Carmin hasn’t turned into a rosy-cheeked pastry lover, either, continuing his ascension. I believe it would be of interest for both of us to see how we’ve changed and for you to assess our capabilities to develop the right strategy for facing an opponent.”

“Who’s Carmin? It’s me you should be fighting, newbie!” Larka Feng’s indignation knew no bounds. He had already turned me into mincemeat in his dreams.

“You’re unworthy.” I looked at him with an expression of absolute icy scorn. “In a month, the inter-clan competitions will take place. That’s when we’ll see what you’re really worth — if you’re indeed worth anything at all. Right now, I see only a loudmouth accustomed to having others clean up his messes. By the way, why is the second one silent? Do you have nothing to say, or has the Central Tier bred a shy and bashful creature, for a change?”

The response was an unpleasant chill down my spine. Someone, likely the entire group, wished me dead.

“Alright, enough clowning around. I feel sorry for your group, Darna. Sincerely. Do you know why Vyllea and I have won? Because we’d tear anyone’s throat out for each other. Larka has attacked my partner, so he’s attacked me, too. But you… I’ve spent minutes insulting one member of your group and trying to provoke another, yet neither you nor the other three felt it necessary to defend them. It doesn’t matter what kind of Taoists they are or why they’re in your group — they’re your fighters. And you, the group leader, have held your tongue, not even thinking about defending those your success depends on. Your personal success. But you don’t care, do you, advisor’s daughter? For you, the group is merely a means to an end. However, with that attitude, you won’t reach your goals. Either you trust each other and stand united, or you lose. The selection trials clearly demonstrated this. On behalf of my group, I apologize to you, Darna, to you, Larka, and to you, Taoists of the Central Tier, for trying to provoke a conflict. It won’t happen again. I’ve already found out all I wanted. You don’t have a team. You have five Diamond Candidates united under Darna’s shadow. In a month, it will become clear who was mistaken. Me or those who trained you. Mentor Mithur, what about the training duel?”

Judging by the atmosphere, everybody has been duly impressed. Even Larka Feng, who was now staring not at me, but at Darna, whose face slowly matched the hue of her hair, seemed affected. It looked like I had hit a nerve. However, my gloat time was cut short. Mentor Mithur, displaying the typical calm of a Taoist, had clearly paid attention to my fervent speech, as he calmly asked,

“Student Carmin, do you require any preparation?”

“No, mentor,” Carmin replied, his face brightening with a pristine smile. “Mentor, I’m unfamiliar with the rules. I haven’t studied them yet. What is allowed, and what is not? What are we permitted to fight with?”

“Training swords. You may not kill or cause irreparable injuries that would require a healer’s attention. Everything else is permitted. If everyone’s ready, let’s proceed to the training ground. Feel free to acquaint yourselves with our school on your own time.”

“Mentor, I would also like to request a practice duel! With her!” Larka Feng had regained his composure and his troublesome nature. He pointed at Vyllea again, who, remarkably, remained undisturbed.

“Mentor, would broken fingers be considered irreparable injuries?”

“It depends on the number. If it’s all of them, yes. Seven or eight are nothing too serious. Remember the main rule, student Vyllea.”

“Not to kill,” Vyllea nodded, looking bloodthirstily at her overly pleased opponent. “I’ll try. But no promises.”

I didn’t understand Larka’s delight. He knew well that Vyllea was a dark horse. She had reached their destination a full day before their group. She was strong. Yet, he had persistently tried to provoke her. Had Darna inadvertently disclosed who Vyllea was, hoping to destabilize my partner as a way to expel us from the school? No, a clan head advisor’s daughter couldn’t be that foolish. Or could she?

The elite class’s training ground was in a secluded area. The sand here was denser and cleaner, and there was more greenery around. There were even comfortable benches so that the elite students wouldn’t have to tire their precious selves sitting on the ground after long training sessions. I profoundly disliked this separation from the regular students. Everyone had paid the same price for their education. Were some spirit coins more coveted than others?

I approached the rack and picked up a wooden jian. It was a fine piece of work — the weapon was blunted, and it bore a durability sigil to ensure it wouldn’t break on the first strike. Carmin swung a similar sword several times and saluted me, readying for battle.

“If you lose, don’t bother coming home today,” Vyllea’s voice unexpectedly rang out. “I refuse to live under the same roof with a failure.”

“Under the same roof?” The news seemed to startle everyone. But Vyllea didn’t bother to respond, focusing on selecting her weapon instead. All eyes turned to me. Carmin, being the closest, asked,

“Zander, can we get some details? You two live together in the same house? Where?”

“Next to our house you’ll see a self-propelled carriage with the crests of the Phoenix Clan and House Feng,” I said, wisely not hiding our carriage in the anomaly, as that could lead to uncomfortable questions I wasn’t prepared to answer. “It so happened that Darna Feng had promised me two thousand spirit coins if Vyllea and I participated in the Candidate stage Taoist selection competitions, and an additional three thousand if we won. But as it has become clear to everyone now, they lack not only a team but also honor. Hence, her relatives had to settle the debt with us, even though she herself did not bother to apologize. May the Heavens be her judge.”

“Forget Darna, tell us about Vyllea! How was this even allowed?!”

“There’s nothing in the rules that prohibits it,” I smiled. “They were written not just to punish students, but also to grant particularly attentive ones various bonuses. Vyllea and I are students of the same mentor, at the same ascension stage and rank. There were no formal reasons to deny us. As for the rest — we are Seekers. For the past four years, we’ve lived close to each other. Not together, Carmin, close. Those are two completely different things. Are you ready?”

“I was ready before you even learned to walk,” the young man said with a smile, taking an elegant stance. At that moment, I knew I had won. Carmin was not ready to fight. Sure, he could have given me a battle and possibly even won if we had truly fought with swords, but after four years with mentor Guerlon, and a month without him, I had grown unaccustomed to fancy flourishes. To me, every fight had only two outcomes: victory or death. Even with Vyllea, because after our duels I always needed healing. Carmin, on the other hand, was an excellent swordsman, knowledgeable in seemingly every possible style, yet he had never stood opposite a real adversary intent on killing him. Honestly, I had expected something completely different.

“Begin!” came the command, and I launched forward. Carmin swung from above, but I didn’t even dodge. Grabbing his wooden sword by the blade and pulling it towards me, I jabbed the tip at his chest area. I didn’t follow through with the strike — just indicated contact and withdrew the makeshift weapon.

“Hey! What was that?!” Carmin’s indignation was so genuine that he even shouted, something I had never seen him do before.

“That was my victory. You didn’t think a Seeker would compete with you in swordsmanship, did you? You are a full order of magnitude stronger than me in that, if not two.”

“If we had been fighting with real weapons, your hand would be lying on the ground right now!” Carmin insisted.

“No, I would have simply acted differently. Perhaps with an artifact glove that could stop your strike.”

“You have such a glove?” Carmin was surprised.

“No, but I don’t see any real weapons on you either,” I smiled. “Actually, I have to thank you. The lessons you taught me four years ago have helped me immensely. It’s just that now I fight a bit differently.”

“So you’re not going to fight me for real?” It seemed Carmin was genuinely disappointed.

“Alright, let’s give it a try. But just so you know — I’m not much of a swordsman…” That was an understatement. I don’t know what Carmin was doing, but my wooden sword flew out of my grip at least ten times. During recent duels, I focused more on just holding onto the sword than actually fighting. Ha! A couple of strikes at a special angle, and my fingers would involuntarily release their grip. I thought about wrapping my hand with tape, but I considered that a weakness. Carmin wielded his jian masterfully, and competing with him in fancy, showy duels was both foolish and pointless. But stepping into the forest against a beast two ranks above you with such wide movements was pure suicide. Basically, I learned everything I needed to know.

“Do you get it yet?” Darna decided to intervene and approached Larka with some advice. “They’re Seekers, so don’t expect a fair duel.”

He just snorted, further confirming my thoughts — there was no unity in their group. The Phoenix Clan fielded strong, but overly individualistic fighters to the competitions. Like Carmin, they had already lost. Unity couldn’t be forged in a month.

Nevertheless, I disliked Larka’s ostentatious bravado. He knew we were strong, understood we could play somewhat outside the rules, and yet proceeded with such a smug smile that I started to feel a burning between my shoulder blades. That bastard was up to something, and I didn’t like it. Looking at him with spirit vision, I almost screamed — the idiot’s pockets held three Apprentice-stage spirit stones! I hadn’t learned to detect scrolls yet, but I had no doubt he had those as well. Wasn’t it obvious, with one hand always hidden in his sleeve?

Should I give a warning, I wondered? No, the Heavens wouldn’t allow such weakness. Enemies had to be met head-on, with any intent they have to harm you driven out of them through physical incapacitation — sometimes of the terminal sort. Complaining wasn’t an option. But what should I do? Vyllea couldn’t see techniques or sense danger. She’d just charge forward, which, as I realized, was exactly what Larka would be waiting for. It seemed I had to employ a certain rather unreliable method.

“Vyllea, you understand that I have no choice but to warn you — if you lose, you can forget about that house?”

“I’ll think of where you’ll be sleeping tonight,” she snorted. “I saw how you got humiliated just now. Mentor Guerlon would be burning with shame if he saw that!”

It may have looked like we were quarreling, but the main objective was achieved — the anomaly now hosted Vyllea’s projection, while her real body continued to warm up. It had taken us nearly a week to master this trick, nearly causing us to be late for the initiation ceremony. The goal was simple — to learn to communicate within the anomaly while still functioning in the real world. For me, splitting my consciousness was no issue — it happened naturally. Vyllea, however, spent the first three days suffering from severe headaches and groaning in pain. Without the conjunction, which I used to continuously alleviate her pain, we probably wouldn’t have succeeded at all. The last two days yielded more or less normal results — we managed to exist in both worlds simultaneously for up to half an hour before a backlash occurred, but each time the backlash was delayed longer and longer.

“He’s got spirit stones,” I warned her right away. “He’ll use techniques. Don’t attack; just wait. He has to make the first move. Can you control yourself?”

“Techniques? I’ll break the scumbag’s hands, that’s what I’ll do,” Vyllea’s projection grimaced while her real face showed no emotion.

“Begin!” Mentor Mithur commanded, and at that moment, Larka struck. A clump of energy formed under Vyllea’s feet.

“Step to the right!” I barked. The command was executed instantly, and the ground where Vyllea had just stood exploded, showering her with sand, though she didn’t even flinch, keeping her eyes locked on Larka.

“The rules are changing, Seeker Vyllea,” Mentor Mithur’s calm voice announced. “I grant you permission to cause substantial injuries. I assume all responsibility.”

“As if I ever needed anyone’s permission for something like that,” Vyllea responded bloodthirstily, and it seemed her opponent paled even more. He deployed several techniques in quick succession, but how could any of them really harm my Vyllea when I was with her?

“Step forward, step left, duck, stand still, step forward, step right…”

Larka started to falter. No matter his rank as a Diamond Candidate, or his affiliation with a Central Tier house, using dozens of techniques consecutively was impossible. Vyllea advanced with the confidence of the tiger she essentially was. Larka launched one technique after another, sacrificing his nodes. But he was no Darna. He was significantly weaker.

Vyllea got right up to the young man, but he couldn’t even fight back. In fact, I didn’t understand how he was still standing — his eyes had clouded over three techniques ago, and blood was now coming from his nose, ears, and mouth. Larka had burned himself out completely, desperate to prove the might of the Central Tier, but he never once hit his mark.

After standing for a moment opposite his staggering body, Vyllea turned her back to him. My partner’s face expressed genuine disgust.

“I’m not even going to touch this filth. That kind of stuff doesn’t wash off.”

“Duck!” I yelled in the anomaly, as the madman made another move. Vyllea, without turning around, dove down, letting a burst of energy pass above her. Had it hit her head, it would have taken it clean off. Larka had sacrificed everything he had left for that strike — his lifeless body fell to the ground.

Deadly silence hung in the air as everyone gazed at the body that had stopped bleeding. In this silence, Mentor Mithur’s calm voice rang out:

“Your team is one member short, Student Darna. Rectify this oversight.”

“Aren’t you going to treat Larka?! He’s still alive!”

“Larka Feng got expelled from the School of Spirit Power the moment he used a forbidden technique within its walls,” Mentor Mithur stated firmly. “I have no right to use the school’s resources on outsiders. You may prepare for the exam. Remember, those who fail will be moved to regular classes. I expect to see you all in the morning. The violator’s body will be returned to his family with a note that his death was due to his squad leader’s failure. Being a leader, Student Darna, is not just an honor — it comes with responsibility for every fighter. You have failed, and because of you, Larka Feng is now dead. Fail again, and the others may die too. It would do you well to consider this.”

Mentor Mithur turned around and left, leaving Larka Feng’s dying — or, perhaps, already dead — body lying on the ground.


Chapter 9

IF ANYONE WANTED TO KNOW how to waste several weeks of their life in the most gratuitous manner imaginable, I could tell them all about it! I was becoming a bit of an expert in that regard. Instead of developing, discovering new nodes for Vyllea and myself, binding them with meridians, and confidently advancing our ascension, I had to waste my time saddled with a group of absolute incompetents. The so-called absolutes from the Central Tier turned out to be so useless it was baffling. Memorize a book in one reading? Everyone could do that. But two already left them stumped. Not even spirit stones helped; there was such a thing as a given body’s limits. None of them had any of the necessary meridians. Mentor Mithur seemed prepared for this, as immediately after the test of the students’ knowledge of the School of Spirit Power’s Charter and the rules contained therein, which Carmin and Elda failed, he handed out textbooks on the history of the Deforean Empire with the same task — we were to learn them by the next day. Of the six remaining, only two managed this task: me, who’d memorized the book with Vyllea’s help, and Vyllea, who didn’t even open her textbook. According to my demon, why should one bother with the foolish history of idiot humans if all they were good for was becoming fodder for the strongest? And by the “strongest” she meant the demons. Nevertheless, she took the test and even tried to hit me in the anomaly because of my slow response. It was fortunate that physical contact inside our storage space was impossible. No conjunctions could happen inside, which was a pity. It would sure be great to stay in conjunction twenty-four hours a day.

After we had learned the fifth book, Vyllea and I were left alone — the group from the Central Tier failed to keep up with us catastrophically. Two weeks later, something unthinkable happened — three of the Diamond candidates were taken away. They simply didn’t show up for class in the morning. Given that each absolute had personal guards, nothing irreversible had happened. They were merely sent back to the Central Tier, while Carmin and Elda were reinstated in the elite class. Then Darna, the only remaining representative of the imperial elite, dropped a bombshell: the clan council had once again reshuffled the composition of participants for the inter-clan competitions from the Taoist Candidate stage. From now on, the five of us would represent the clan. Three Diamond, one Gold, and one Silver-ranked Candidate. A perfect group for victory, allegedly. The competition was in two weeks. Perfect conditions to see what everyone was capable of. Vyllea and I were banned from training. Perfect in every way!

“Folks, does anyone understand what’s going on?” Carmin was the first to crack and start asking questions. Three days before the competition, he gathered the entire quintet at his house under the pretext of preparing for another exam. Mentor Mithur insisted on his approach, claiming that studying large volumes every day was the only right way to enhance the mind. Moreover, he promised that right after the competition, we would start working with musical instruments again, which made even Vyllea groan. You couldn’t cheat with a pipa — you had to play it yourself.

“My family wrote to me that they are proud of the honor the clan has bestowed on our house,” Elda replied. “In sixteen years, my parents have only reminded me themselves on birthdays by sending gifts, and now I suddenly get a whole letter. This sure is unexpected.”

“My father also wrote that he is proud that such an honor has been bestowed upon his son,” Carmin replied. “But I absolutely fail to understand the exact nature of this honor. Darna, you must know more than us! The competition is in three days, maybe it makes sense to share something with us, after all? Zander, why were you excluded from the training?”

“Because they are Seekers,” Darna said grimly. “They work as a pair.”

“So you know something, right?”

Darna glanced at each of us, her gaze lingering on me for a particularly long time. Finally, she spoke,

“My father told me almost nothing. Only that participating in the competition is my punishment for the death of Larka Feng. It’s the only chance to justify the resources invested in me, apparently. He also said not to get in the Seekers’ way or try to impose my will on them. As to why my group was removed, why you were added, or why our houses were informed about how freaking fantastic you are, I don’t have a clue.”

“That’s what they do when they prepare us for something unpleasant,” Elda frowned.

“Zander, got any ideas?” Vyllea looked at me as if I had long understood everything. To be honest, putting two and two together wasn’t that hard. But it was quite unpleasant nonetheless. The attention of the group, except for Darna, of course, was focused on me. The hope for some information was so apparent in their eyes that I decided to tell them everything I knew or suspected.

“When Vyllea and I won the selection competitions, we had an interesting conversation with a certain Nameless One — one of the Phoenix Clan’s spies. According to him, the Tiger Clan had two pairs of conjuncts. The extent of their conjunction was unclear, so at the time, we didn’t give ascribe it too much importance.”

“Conjuncts?” Carmin and Elda frowned. “What’s that?”

“It’s when two Taoists trust each other so much that they form a circulation of body, mind, and spirit energy between themselves. It’s called full conjunction, and it’s very rare. Usually, the exchange involves one, at most two types of energy. That way, it’s simpler and safer in case the connection breaks. When the conjuncts are together, their power is significantly higher than when they are separate. Sometimes by a whole order of magnitude.”

“Like you and Vyllea?” Carmin was quick to catch on.

“Just like us,” I didn’t hide the obvious fact, as too much depended on it now. “The clan knows all about us, our abilities, our capabilities, and so on. Three weeks ago, something happened. Apparently, the spies finally got information about the level of the Tiger fighters’ conjunction. It’s full, across all three types of energy. Darna’s group is comprised of pure absolutes like herself. Don’t frown like that — this matter is important for understanding the entire picture. Elda is a spirit absolute, Carmin, a body absolute, I’m a mental absolute, and you are a pure absolute. Vyllea… well, Vyllea is just Vyllea.”

“So you’re not going to tell us anything about her?” Darna finally chimed in.

“What’s there to say about a Seeker officially recognized by the clan?” I replied with a smile that made it clear no further comments on the subject were welcome.

“Okay, what’s next?” Carmin brought us back to the main topic. “We’re absolutes, and the Tigers have conjuncts. What’s the problem?”

“The problem is that full conjunction allows the use of techniques from the next stage. Without artifacts or spirit stones. I suspect that at the start of the competition they’ll take everything from us, even make us change clothes to ensure no one’s hidden any artifacts anywhere. But conjuncts don’t need that. On the contrary, it only helps them. If the opponent doesn’t have a defense artifact, killing them becomes much easier.”

“Explain more. Why are you speaking of killing?”

“Because three pure absolutes, the backbone and the hope of the Phoenix Clan, have urgently been recalled home. Darna is being punished. Apparently, it was a question of whether she would die immediately or a bit later. Though maybe there’s a punishment worse than death in the Central Tier; I’m not an expert in those matters.”

“Either I risk my life and lead the group, or they turn me into a brood sow. Death is sure preferable to the latter,” Darna said in a low voice, but everyone who needed to hear it did.

“And there you have your answer. The absolutes have been removed to bring glory to their Houses. The clan has canceled our registration as a separate team of Seekers and fielded us as its representatives instead. Apparently, each clan group must have five people, which is where you three come in. The punished Darna, who must risk her life to prove that Larka Feng’s death was but a freak accident, and two other inner-tier representatives who just happened to be at hand. If the clan had declared us a team with three completely unknown students in our midst, questions would arise. But what bothers me is what Darna had let slip earlier — the bit about no one interfering with the affairs of the Seekers. This likely means they don’t count on you at all!”

“Are you saying we’re being sent to the slaughter?” Carmin seemed amused by this notion. “Just because a team must have five people? And if anyone has a chance to survive, it’s you and Vyllea?”

“That’s exactly what it looks like. Apparently, someone must have changed the rules, since the clan had to rearrange things so drastically. The selection competitions were about getting to the right place quickly. Now, it seems, we’ll have to fight.”

“You and Vyllea, as you said, have a conjunction. Will you show us what you can do?”

“That’s classified information,” a familiar voice announced, and the figure of the Nameless One materialized out of thin air. “Discussing it is prohibited. Seekers, this especially pertains to you. Here are four techniques. Learn them.”

The Nameless One handed over some scrolls. They were full techniques, but the plaques that usually accompanied them were absent. No outsiders were to know what I was given. I didn’t tempt fate and started opening them one plaque at a time, wary of coming across a technique of the Warrior stage. Those required a core of energy, and if there was none present, they’d likely do something singularly nasty to our meridians.

The intelligence services had clearly demonstrated the impeccable quality of their work — I had none of these techniques yet.

Power Burst was the technique used by Larka Feng. It formed a clump of force under the opponent’s feet and then released it forcefully, attacking with sharp shards of energy. It required five meridians, but I couldn’t pass up such an attack — unlike a Spirit Arrow that flew from the source to the target, Power Burst activated instantly under the opponent’s feet. If the opponent wasn’t constantly checking underneath their feet (assuming they could see techniques in the first place), such a strike would come as a most unpleasant surprise for them.

Ramming Strike was a basic technique that used to reside in my jian. It simply created a powerful flow of spiritual energy that lashed out from the hand towards a target. It was effective for breaking through obstacles and knocking back opponents, but that was about it. To breach spirit armor with this technique, one would have to use it repeatedly, about ten times, while the opponent stood still, patiently waiting for you to finish.

Spirit Wall was a defensive technique that I never quite managed to see the point of. It formed something akin to spirit armor, but not around the body — rather, it assumed the shape of an invisible wall three feet wide and seven feet tall. Those dimensions were approximate, of course. The wall remained stationary, required three meridians, and was essentially useless. It was easy to circumvent, and setting up two walls simultaneously was impossible — at least at the Apprentice stage. Perhaps further on, at the Warrior stage, the wall might transform into a dome, but I’d need to survive long enough to see that.

Finally, the fourth technique received from the Nameless One stirred mixed feelings within me. As far as I knew, Apprentices couldn’t use healing techniques — those required an energy core. Yet, what he had provided fundamentally changed everything I knew about healing.

Healer’s Touch was a technique allowing one to channel one’s own energy into another person upon touching them. This energy traversed the recipient’s body and returned, bringing back information about what and where might be damaged or malfunctioning. How exactly the technique determined malfunctions was beyond me, but the energy attempted to repair minor damages even before returning the information. It wouldn’t attempt major repairs — reattaching a limb or mending a fracture was out of the question — but it could patch up cuts and stop internal bleeding, provided there was enough energy available. To call it healing was a stretch — it was primarily used to gauge what was happening with a body and how best to transport it to a proper healer. But in a pinch, even such a capability could be lifesaving. The main thing was making it to a real healer, who wouldn’t even need to diagnose anything — just apply a complete treatment.

The Nameless One collected the scrolls of techniques and addressed the group, “Nobody should know what you possess until the competition. You have half an hour to prepare. The clothes you need to wear are already on your beds. Remove all artifacts, rings, Seeker’s plaques, and so on. You can safely leave your stuff at home — it’s all under protection. Carmin, this is your uniform. I advise against hiding anything — upon arrival, any object found on you will be destroyed. You will receive everything you need on-site: food, weapons, and clothes. Your time starts now.”

However, the Nameless One didn’t disappear before I had a chance to ask a question.

“Elder, if we were to rate the depth of the shit we’re in on a five-point scale, what would the rating be?”

The Nameless One chuckled, but still responded,

“Twelve, Seeker. If we’re talking a five-point scale, then the depth the shit you’re in is about twelve.”

So things weren’t just bad — he saw the situation as catastrophic. That was odd — when have things ever been different for Vyllea and me? The worst was that we’d been burdened by a trio of ordinary Taoists who were now our responsibility. We couldn’t just abandon them — the Heavens would not forgive something like that. So we’d need to think this through really carefully. Not like it would be the first time or anything.

Central Tier, Phoenix Clan Palace

The Phoenix Clan law stated that a council meeting was considered legitimate when more than half of its members were present. The governing body of the clan consisted of twelve advisors and one leader. Twelve Taoists at the Nascent God stage and one Deity. It was rare for more than seven advisors to attend a council meeting — despite immortality, time was always scarce for those at the higher stages of ascension. But today was a special case, as all twelve of them had gathered. Only the central chair was empty — the clan leader would be meditating near the Primordial Soul, trying to advance to the Silver rank, a feat he had been attempting unsuccessfully for two hundred years.

The event that had compelled all the advisors to assemble was indeed extraordinary: one of the clan’s pure absolutes had been murdered. The promising young man had been discovered in the Central Tier two years ago and attached to a special group led by the daughter of Advisor Acryn. The group was expected to become the future hope and mainstay of the clan, but what the advisors had been shown was categorically disappointing to them. Memory crystals, some of the most valuable and rare artifacts obtained from ancient anomalies, allowed for the extraction of information from memory and its demonstration as seen by the source itself. In this case, the advisors watched the battle between the Seeker and Larka Feng, and everything that followed.

Everyone was silent, waiting for Delilah Feng to speak. The elder wife of the head of the clan was one of the oldest members of the clan, nearly as important as a founder. Outwardly, she looked about twenty — not a girl anymore, yet not quite a woman, either. Her pretty face with a button nose, slim body, and two childish braids, which Delilah Feng refused to abandon even at official events, could misleadingly suggest that she was unremarkable, but the last person to think so had been incinerated by this sweet lady hundreds of years ago. As far as the hierarchy of the clan was concerned, Delilah Feng firmly stood in second place, with one foot on the threshold of the Deity stage, but never crossing it. The clan could not have more than two Deities. Such was the law of the Empire, and Delilah was not about to challenge her husband.

“I never thought I’d say this, but the Seeker is right. The candidates do not have a unified group, and this could become a problem. Advisor Wigran, remind everyone of the current situation.”

“Inter-clan competitions will take place in a month. The main prize is ten years of access for the head to the Primordial Soul. Competitions occur between all stages of ascension. The Phoenix Clan is very likely to win the competitions among Overlords and Warriors, while the Tiger Clan is likely to lead in the competitions for the Masters and the Apprentices — their groups have not changed in more than ten years. We have nothing to counter them with. I don’t even consider other clans, as there are no worthy opponents there. Nascent Gods do not participate in the competitions, so both clans focus primarily on the Candidates. We have prepared a Diamond five of pure absolutes and unlocked the maximum accessible nodes for their bodies, but everyone has just seen the result. The Seeker didn’t even have to fight.”

“Why aren’t they on our team then?” asked Acryn Feng, the youngest advisor. Darna’s father had earned his seat on the council relatively recently — just fifty years ago. Compared to the others, he was still practically a child. However, Advisor Acryn rightfully held his position both in terms of personal strength and as the leader of his House.

“This is the second issue for which we have convened, but first, I want to show a recording that cost one of my Nameless Ones his life,” said Advisor Wigran, initiating the second memory crystal.

A new hologram appeared above the table. A pair was holding hands and actively using techniques, attacking and defending against about fifty Taoists. The variety of techniques used, both defensive and offensive, was immediately noticeable. Suddenly, the young people and everyone around them looked towards the person holding the crystal, and the recording abruptly ended.

“This pair are Candidate stage Taoists from the Tiger Clan, who will be on their team. They are guarded more carefully than the head of the clan. The Nameless One who infiltrated their base was a Nascent God of the Copper rank. It didn’t save him from death. Before dying, he tried to destroy this pair, but was unsuccessful. I suspect we should expect a formal protest and several actions from the Tiger Clan this week. They won’t let this slide. What you saw was a daily training session of one of two pairs of conjuncts, conducted without the use of artifacts or spirit stones. These are Candidates using techniques with the power of Warriors. This pair won’t even let our group get close to them. The Tigers have two such pairs.”

“The essence of the competitions isn’t to win, but to arrive first,” reminded Advisor Delilah.

“That used to be the case,” agreed Advisor Wigran. “However, according to the information I have, the head of the Tiger Clan met with the Fates who are responsible for organizing the competitions. As a result, it was decided that the tournament will take place in a separate anomaly on the principle of an Imperial Battle. Only one group will emerge from the anomaly.”

“Does this rule apply to all stages of ascension?”

“Yes. As I mentioned, two stages are guaranteed to be ours; other clans have no worthy competitors. As for the Master and Apprentice stages, we don’t even need to compete — the Tiger Clan groups will annihilate everyone. That leaves the question of the Candidate stage. Advisor Acryn, a question for you: are you prepared to field your daughter with her current group against two such pairs of conjuncts if an Imperial Battle is indeed declared?”

A tense silence filled the council hall. All eyes focused on Advisor Acryn, but he calmly met their gazes.

“I repeat my question, Advisor Wigran. Why are the conjunct Seekers acting as a separate group instead of being part of the Phoenix Clan?”

“Because there’s a ninety-nine percent chance they’ll lose. The Seekers cannot be prepared to the level matching that of the Tiger Clan’s conjuncts within the remaining month. We learned about them too late. However, there’s a one percent chance they might succeed. It’s not based on anything other than the fact that they are Seekers. If we confine them within a group and make them responsible for others, it will be a failure. If we allow them to operate independently, there’s a slim chance of success. We could, of course, make them part of a group, but in that case, the three Taoists who’ll go with them will surely die. I’ll repeat my question — should Darna Feng still lead the Candidate group?”

“Do you want to withdraw Darna’s group from the competition?” The Elder addressed the head of the clan’s security service directly.

“Yes, regardless of the damage to reputation it may entail. Furthermore, I recommend withdrawing the Apprentice and Master teams, too. The Tiger Clan intends to use this tournament to destroy fifteen of our clan’s pure Absolutes. It would be a major blow to the clan.”

“Fourteen Absolutes,” corrected Delilah. “One’s managed this challenging task on his own.”

“Fourteen pure Absolutes,” Advisor Wigran agreed. “That is a worthy enough goal to warrant an Imperial Battle.”

“If it even takes place,” Advisor Acryn noted. Darna’s father was distinctly uncomfortable with the current situation. However, just as if waiting for this remark, there was a knock at the door. The assistant to Advisor Delilah, the only non-council member who could appear in this office without penalty, entered.

“Ma’am, a letter marked ‘Urgent’ has arrived from the Imperial Palace.”

Advisor Delilah opened the envelope and read a few lines. Nothing showed on the calm face of the youthful-looking woman, but the fury with which the letter was crumpled and turned to ash spoke volumes.

“The council is adjourned. Punish Larka’s House. They’d raised an unrestrained Absolute. Punish Darna, too. She showed shortsightedness and failed to connect with her group. She is not fit to be in charge of others, and her potential as one of the future leaders of the clan is highly questionable. Advisor Acryn, I expect a report on how the guilty party was punished. On behalf of the clan head, I warn you — if I find her punishment insufficient, I will intervene myself. Darna is to be considered a reject, only suitable for breeding new Absolutes for the clan. Withdraw the main groups of Apprentices, Masters, and Candidates from the competitions; we do not need senseless sacrifices. But we will still submit a team — select a quintet of worthy Taoists from each rank who will die gloriously for the clan. Include the Seekers from Tier Zero in the group representing the clan and supplement that group with three others. Each clan must send five participants, such are the rules. We will adhere to them. I must now think about how to explain to the head why someone other than him will meditate near the Primordial Soul for the next ten years, since it will be the head of the Tiger Clan. The Imperial Battle is declared!”


Chapter 10

“TELL ME, HUMAN, what could we possibly be doing here, Heaven blast you?” Vyllea stared at me demandingly, waiting for an answer. The Nameless One had taken us to a teleport and dragged us to some obscure location. It was definitely Tier Zero — no one had to wear any protective amulets. A small tent city had been set up around the shimmering entrance to a white anomaly. My spirit vision revealed a huge number of black figures — Overlords and Nascent Gods of all kinds had gathered here. However, there were also Candidates, who’d immediately caught my attention. I didn’t even notice a dozen Diamond Candidates — the Dragon and Griffin clans had put forward their strongest. Apparently, their intelligence was lacking — they had only just found out about the deadly battle, so they were actively arguing with the organizers. Or, rather, they stood before the Judge, pleading for a substitution. The Executor of Fate watched the proceedings with indifference, considering himself the center of the universe, and did not respond to the pleas.

My attention was drawn to the four participants sent by the Tiger Clan. Two conjugated pairs and one clueless mortal who looked as if he’d only been told about participating today. I didn’t like the energy structures of these conjuncts. First of all, they weren’t even Golden Candidates. I saw no nodes. However, their bodies were brimming with bubbling energy. I had seen this before, quite recently — when Vyllea consumed the essence of a tiger. Both pairs were following the path of the beast in their ascension, about which I knew absolutely nothing other than that it required the consumption of beast essences. The Nameless One had informed us that these conjuncts could actively use techniques, meaning somehow at the right moment their energy could generate nodes and even meridians.

But it wasn’t even their internal structure that was most astonishing. If the first pair could still be considered teenagers, though they were clearly a few years older than me, the second pair consisted of two adults, about forty each. The woman even looked like my mother a little — plump, soft, and seemingly unfamiliar with strenuous training. Nevertheless, they were both Candidates and had every right to participate in today’s competition.

“Zander, I’m waiting for an answer!” Vyllea elbowed me. Darna, Carmin, and Elda had been taken away to change, so for the time being, we were alone. Our escort didn’t go anywhere, but the Nameless One pretended he didn’t exist. Heavens help him, I thought.

“There are two answers,” I sighed. “A pretty one, which shows us in a good light, and the truthful one, where we don’t look so good. Which one do you want?”

“Don’t irritate me, human!” The girl placed her hand on her waist, where her sword should have been, but it wasn’t there. They hadn’t issued us any weapons yet.

“Alright, you’ll have the truth, then. In chasing our dream of a self-propelled carriage, we have stuck our finger in the phoenix’s mouth, and it has bit off our proverbial hand up to the elbow. By agreeing to participate in the competitions, we’ll have to fight for our lives again. And we can’t really refuse. Well, we could, but as it seems, that would end the glorious careers of two young Seekers rather prematurely.”

“So we’ve been had like cheap whores?”

“Vyllea, I find that kind of language unbecoming for a lady!”

“Zander, I find your opinion on my language as welcome as a dog turd stuck to the sole of my shoe. We’ve been screwed, Zander! We went along with the clan, demanding nothing in return! We behaved like slaves, whom the master ordered to hop on one foot for everyone’s amusement. It’s better to die than live like this!”

“You’ve signed the contract, Seeker,” the Nameless One said calmly. He’d been eavesdropping on our squabble all along. “No one forced you. Everything happening now is the result of your agreement. The clan has not violated the signed contract once; your partner can confirm that.”

“So it appears the Phoenix Clan got screwed over, too?” I asked.

“Like cheap whores, to use your partner’s language,” the brim of the straw hat bobbed. “And to be able to salvage anyone at all from this sorry mess, the clan had to bend over in ways even slaves don’t. Look at the folks who are now pleading with the Executioner of Fates to allow a substitution. They will of course be allowed, but they do not yet know what this will lead to. The Tiger Clan managed not only to change the conditions of the competition, but also to add penalties for changing the predetermined composition of participants. Several provinces of the southern sector previously managed by the Phoenix Clan have already passed under their control. I suppose it’s now being determined which lands those two clans will give up to save their legacy. Pure absolutes are actually very rare. They’re too valuable a resource to give up so easily.”

“You’re so candid with us as if we had no chance at all,” I said with a lopsided grin.

“The only scenario in which you two can get out of the anomaly is a miracle. That which makes Seekers what they are. You and Vyllea have no other chances to survive.”

“Us? They don’t even think about the others? The advisor had sent his daughter to her death so easily?”

“He had no choice. Either his house gets branded as a failure, which would doom his other children, or one child dies for having made a foolish and unforgivable mistake. The choice was obvious.”

“Understood. Nameless One, I don’t like the carriage that’s been handed down to us,” I said.

“Is that all that’s bothering you right now?” I could read surprise in the Taoist’s voice.

“Vyllea is right; we’ve bent under the will of the clan too much, forgetting who we are. I propose a new contract. We win, pulling our entire group out of the anomaly, and maybe even alive, but in return, we get a self-propelled carriage that is an exact replica of the one our mentor has. If possible, even better.”

“Make it red! The carriage must be red!” Vyllea interjected.

“Red carriage, a good specification. First, I need a complete course of textbooks on advanced artifact studies for tiers Zero, One, and Two. Again, just to flip through and look at the pictures before returning them. That’s the second request. Third, I want to understand how sigils work. I’ll also need materials for the three outlying tiers. Fourth, two thousand spirit coins for Vyllea and me. That won’t make any tangible dent in the clan’s finances, and it would be nice for us as Seekers. And fifth, we need freedom. After the competition, we’re leaving the useless School of Spirit Power and we won’t even show up for exams, but the clan will treat us as if we have completed both years of study. I have no desire to sit within walls and learn the history of the Deforean Empire when I could drive around in a high-mobility self-propelled carriage. There’s so much interesting stuff in Tier Zero alone that it’s akin to criminal negligence to just sit around and wait for others to determine your course of action. We get all this, and the clan gets a victory as well as the councilor daughter back alive, with her reputation untarnished. Five requirements for the number of living group members who will return from the anomaly alive. And, if we’re going by our contract, it also says nothing about us not being able to make counteroffers if the terms change.”

“Are the competitors not a concern to you?” The Nameless still somehow managed to hide his face under the wide brim of his hat.

“What bothers me is the clan’s attempt to screw us over. Everything else is manageable. Five demands for five living participants. Or we stick to our current agreement, which says nothing about having to save anyone. We’ll kill everyone, Vyllea will devour those conjuncts, and we’ll go home. The advisor, as well as the great houses of the Third and Fourth Tiers, are welcome to prepare their new scions better.”

“Devour them? Like there’s anything substantial there!” Vyllea turned toward the conjoined Tigers abruptly. They felt her gaze and turned our way but quickly looked away.

“From what I see, there is. But I’ve never encountered their like before. They follow the path of the beast, but they don’t teach that at the School of Spirit Power. So, what do you say, chaperone?”

“You do realize I’m not authorized to make such decisions, don’t you?”

“I suppose we have a few hours while the Dragons and Griffins desperately look for a replacement,” I nodded towards the Judge, who finally began listening to the representatives of the northern and eastern clans.

“The competition is postponed for three hours!” A voice rang out. “Participants from the Tiger and Phoenix clans, gather at the entrance to the anomaly! The Dragon and Griffin clans request a substitution!”

“Will the whole group survive?” The Nameless turned to me, his face still unseen, annoyingly.

“I asked for nothing extraordinary or impossible. A better self-propelled carriage, a look at some textbooks, a bit of money, and freedom. Nothing that even you couldn’t grant. Though I wouldn’t say no to a thousand-year lotus. Or the heart of a black anomaly of the Overlord stage.”

“The very fact that you know about this makes one ponder, Seeker.”

“Ponder what? Mentor Guerlon told us about the peculiarities of anomalies and what you can expect to find there at the very beginning of our apprenticeship. He described the thousand-year lotus as a ticket to a worry-free future unworthy of a Seeker. If that makes you ponder, I suggest that you direct your inquiries to him.”

“Does the Phoenix Clan need a special invitation? The participants are supposed to be here! Or do you have a substitute too?” This came from rather unpleasant fellow with a genuinely ratlike face, visibly annoyed by our tardiness, who registered in my spirit vision as a dark figure.

“I’ll return in an hour,” the Nameless One announced. “You should all still be alive by then. This isn’t an order, Seeker. It’s a request.”

The clan spy headed toward the portal, and Vyllea and I approached the shimmering anomaly veil. The remaining group had already gathered there, as had the Tigers. I definitely didn’t like them — not everyone, just the adults. There was something wrong about them. Atavistic. The way they looked at us reminded me of beasts ready to pounce and tear you apart. If the second group seemed like young pups barely cutting teeth, the adults were seasoned wolves, familiar with the taste of blood and flesh. They may have looked soft, but the impression was manifestly false — they could devour us without choking. Very dangerous opponents indeed.

The Nameless One returned within an hour as promised. He handed me a golden leaf without a word — it was a new contract that listed my five demands. Surprisingly, the clan didn’t argue, alter them, or add their own terms. They clearly didn’t count on our success.

“Red?” Vyllea asked, without even looking at the document.

“Red.”

“Like the mentor’s?”

“Even better,” the Nameless One replied. “But it will require a binding — you can’t just possess such an artifact casually.”

“If the chariot’s red, binding doesn’t matter,” Vyllea pressed her bloodied palm to the document, and I thought both pairs from the Tiger Clan sniffed the air, scenting the blood. The golden leaf vanished when I mimicked my partner’s action, after which I turned to the Nameless One.

“Can I familiarize myself with the competition rules? What’s allowed and what isn’t, basic stuff like that?”

“This is an Imperial Battle. Everything that’s not explicitly forbidden is permitted,” the Taoist obviously didn’t get me.

“And what is explicitly forbidden? It must be written somewhere. Though whom am I asking… Vyllea, I’m leaving you in charge.”

“What...” the girl stammered, but I had already stopped listening. I walked toward the Executioner of Fate with absolute confidence. Everyone thought we were going to die. What difference did it make how we acted before death? I stopped a few feet away from the imperial official, as the aura wouldn’t allow me any closer, and bowed with the utmost respect.

“Elder, kindly grant this junior a minute of your time. Where can this junior find a copy of the competition rules? What is permitted for participants, and what is forbidden? What are the requirements for participants? Unfortunately, the Phoenix Clan has been unable to provide such a document. But how can one confidently claim victory without knowing the rules? What if it states that participants from other teams must be killed with a jian strike to the head, or else the victory won’t count? Elder, please don’t be angry at this junior’s unmitigated audacity; he simply wishes to fulfill all the requirements placed upon him by the Deforean Empire with the utmost diligence.”

It seemed that such unprecedented boldness left everyone speechless. Even the wind stopped to see how my madness would end. The judge looked at me in such a way that it seemed he was contemplating whether to kill me immediately or leave it until after dinner. Nevertheless, he nodded almost imperceptibly, and the unpleasant Taoist with the rat-like face appeared beside me. Moments later, a scroll was handed to me.

“I am infinitely grateful to you, Elder, and once again, this junior asks forgiveness for his audacity,” I bowed again and, holding the scroll with the rules in front of me, backed away to the group.

“You know, Zander, when they told me that Seekers lived by the motto ‘imbecility and courage,’ I didn’t believe it at first. But now, having seen this… You do realize the Judge could have turned you to dust just for looking at him?” Carmin greeted me with these words.

“And give the Phoenix Clan a reason to file an official protest?” I smiled. “One that could delay the competition indefinitely? No, Carmin, no imbecilic courage. A carefully thought-out step.”

“Alright, but why do you need the rules? What are you planning to find out there? Our escort was right — it’s an Imperial Battle. Only one group survives.”

“I’m not interested in the battle,” I smiled. “I’m interested in what we can do before it. So, don’t distract me; first, I need to read the scroll.”

It didn’t take long — the rules were indeed very few. However, what was written allowed for some maneuvering. Taking Vyllea by the hand, I approached our opponents and extended them the scroll I had just obtained.

“Want to read the rules, freaks? Heavens, but you degenerates stink to the Heavens! When was the last time you bathed? How much must one hate oneself to stoop so low? And you, old woman, have you seen yourself in the mirror lately? Just the sight of that ugly mug of yours makes me want to throw up!”

“What are you doing?!” The Taoist with the rat-like face appeared beside me even faster than when the Judge had summoned him.

“This junior competitor strictly follows the competition rules, Elder. There’s a clause here that allows for the psychological intimidation of opponents before the battle begins. Does that not apply, Elder?” From beneath the straw hat of the Nameless, a chuckle could be heard.

“He…” The Taoist turned red, struggling to find words in response to my challenge.

“I’ll rip out your heart and stuff it down your throat, you insufferable brat!” the heavyset woman roared. Her voice was as grating as her glare.

“So be it, then face the sinister dance of the malevolent candidate, you wretched nomad witch! Vyllea, to me.”

What followed could hardly be described as rational. I jumped up and down, waving my arms wildly and making animal noises. To most, it would seem I had lost my mind, but not to those who were absolutes, whether mental or pure. Four symbols filled up with power in front of me: ones I had seen only once before — at the School of Spirit Power when its now-deceased headmaster for Tier Zero had conducted my examination. The rules forbade any attacks, enhancements, or weakening techniques against opponents. However, the examination technique didn’t count as any of these categories. I had never deployed this symbol before, so the risk was high, but I was desperate for information — the kind that my spirit vision couldn’t provide.

“Stop!” The rat-like official realized too late what I was up to. By the time he shouted, the symbols had already been charged with power and hurled forward. My opponents were not mental absolutes — they hardly flinched as the symbol entered their chests and then shot back out, hurtling towards me. The impact was like being splashed with ice water, so shocking and intense was the return of the technique. The irate Taoist attempted to shove me, but the Nameless One nearby intervened.

“Did our contestant break any rules?” The question was addressed to our escort. Such a gathering of absolutes didn’t bode good. They were supposed to be rare, and their present high concentration was highly unnatural.

“No violations,” I managed to say, emotions surging as I unrolled the scroll to the pertinent section. “Everything that’s explicitly prohibited is listed here. The use of the ascension school’s examination sigil doesn’t fall under these restrictions any way you look at it.”

“It does not,” confirmed the Nameless One, without even looking at the scroll. “Or perhaps the competition organizers have a different interpretation?”

The rat-like Taoist said nothing, merely throwing a glance toward the Executioner of Fate, who watched the unfolding chaos with a perfectly unruffled demeanor. He remained silent on the matter. I, however, did react — I finally managed to control the flood of information and somewhat digest it.

“Hold on,” I said, dramatically unfolding the scroll as though I truly needed it. Each clause was already memorized by me completely.

“I’m confused. It says here that only those who have reached the Candidate stage of ascension, up to the Diamond rank, are eligible to compete. I have a question about the term ‘reached.’ Elder, this junior apologizes for his ignorance, but what does this term mean? Does ‘reached’ refer to those who have embarked on the path of ascension and broken through to the nodes, or does it also include Warrior-stage Taoists with their energy cores blocked? Because this pair are not just morally flawed — they are also physical aberrations. They were once Warriors, but were — I don’t know the right term — castrated? Reduced? Stripped of everything that could be stripped, in other words.”

The speed with which the Nameless One formed two examination symbols was astonishing — they seemed to appear spontaneously. The symbols slammed into the conjuncts and then returned to our chaperone, who immediately turned to the rat-faced Taoist.

“Two former Warriors at the Emperor’s battle of Candidate-stage Taoists? Did the organizers know that the Tiger Clan fielded those who had been blocked? The Phoenix Clan will file an official complaint about this.”

“No, it’s all right,” I replied, forcing the Nameless to look at me now. “What difference does it make whom to kill? By the way, this pair didn’t quite make it to Warriors, but they were indeed Golden-stage apprentices. Seven extinguished threads aren’t that easy to hide. Especially when there’s not a single node visible in their bodies. The Path of the Beast creates true miracles of disguise!”

“You’ll die,” hissed the heavyset woman, apparently the most talkative of the conjuncts.

“Someday, certainly. The Heavens granted the emperor alone the right to eternal life, may his days last forever. But not today, chubster. Not today. Neither you, nor your companion, nor this pair of freaks will make it out of the anomaly alive. You’ll die, regardless of the techniques you possess. I wonder, did you enter into conjunction before you were reset, or after? Surely before. Tell me, what’s it like to lose the strength of a Warrior? To become just another Candidate? The energy core… It’s a power of a completely different order, isn’t it? So enticing, intoxicating, exciting. And now? What beasts must you devour for strength? Warriors are off-limits, right? I assume not even all Apprentices are suitable. Copper, Bronze at most… How does that taste? Horrible, right? Like chewing shit after tasting the flesh of a Warrior…”

“Shut up!” the stout woman roared and lunged towards me, intending to throttle me on the spot. But her companion was more reasonable.

“You talk a good game,” he replied. “But that won’t help you survive. And you, stop reacting to him. He’s just a scared little boy, braving up in the face of death.”

His last phrases were addressed to his companion.

“I can’t wait for it all to start — I’m eager to test how strong these castrated Warriors and Apprentices are,” I smiled, wrapping up my exchange with our opponents. I had learned and accomplished everything I’d wanted. Judging by the twitch in the man’s cheek, my words had struck a nerve. Interacting with Vyllea was definitely having an effect on me. I was now able to unnerve people royally with just a couple of well-chosen words, a talent I hadn’t noticed in myself before.

“Well, you’ve certainly managed to anger them, but what was the point of that?” asked the Nameless. “The clan will definitely lodge a complaint about the participation of reset individuals. Really, we should stop the competition and sort out what kind of circus has been set up here.”

“And not receive the prize we deserve? I’m strongly opposed to that! Vyllea?”

“I’ll kill anyone who stands between me and my Molly!”

“See? We’ve even picked a name for our prize carriage, so all that remains is to go out there and kill for it.”

Truth be told, I was actually boasting — when I realized what exactly was inside my opponents, I almost screamed in fear. Competing with apprentices might still be feasible, but facing off against Warriors would be suicide. But this pair were no longer warriors, and my entire mad plan hinged on that. Conjoined as they were, they were used to operating with a Warrior’s strength, reliant on Warriors’ techniques, and feeling like Warriors. But now, they were merely Candidates — severely limited ones, despite all the turbulent energy in their bodies. The Tiger Clan had obviously let them gorge on beasts before the competition, and it was surprising how well these pairs managed the chaos brewing within them. They needed to stabilize, to quench the flows and normalize everything, but, as I understood, they couldn’t.

Why? Because I knew who they were. All four of them. They were not absolutes. Not in spirit, body, or mind. It was remarkable how they had even entered into conjunction and managed to hold enough energy inside them. They didn’t have a leader and a follower, like Vyllea and me. They had two leaders, and I had done everything to infuriate one of them. An angry Taoist was a dead Taoist, as the mentor used to say. It remained to be seen if his words were true. For no matter how you looked at it, both pairs of conjuncts frightened me. I had never before encountered Taoists who had so firmly embraced the way of the Beast.

Vyllea squeezed my hand — the representatives of the other clans were returning. Two new groups of five — it seemed they weren’t even Candidates. Just random people picked from the city streets. They didn’t even have nodes! Yet no one cared — the clan had fielded its participants and was ready to pay any fines. All the necessary formalities were observed.

“Participants, step forward and choose your weapons!” the Taoist with the rat-like face called. What they offered could only be called weapons on the condition that they had a handle and a blade. Cheap jians made of such poor iron that I could bend the blade with my hands. I didn’t even look at the sword — what I was interested in were a few iron stars. Also made of cheap metal, but perfectly suitable for my purpose. Vyllea chose two knives, albeit reluctantly, to the point where I had to ask her to do it. The rest of the group opted for swords. Our choice was incomprehensible to them. No matter — I was not obligated to explain my plan to everyone.

“Participants, get ready! The Tiger Clan’s group enters first! May the strongest win!”


Chapter 11

“SO YOU DON’T KNOW the rules at all?” I smirked as the members of my group tensed up — everyone except Vyllea, who frankly couldn’t care less. Fighting right beside the portal for the first time, so what?

“Zander, let’s skip this whole routine!” Carmin was clearly nervous, despite his forced bravado. It wasn’t every day you marched to your potential demise.

“There will be four entry points in the anomaly, arranged at the ends of an imaginary cross. The team’s location is determined randomly. So, the Tigers won’t be waiting for us right at the entrance. Alright, we’re next. Let’s go!”

Vyllea took my hand casually. Rules were rules, but one had to be prepared for any trouble. Space blurred for a moment, and then materialized into a sparse forest. The dimensions of the anomaly were impressive — whoever had created it was quite powerful. The opposite edge was not visible, obscured by a huge rock formation that soared into the skies at the anomaly’s center. I couldn’t immediately gauge its height, but one thing was clear — the rock was an ideal place to hide our group and plan our next move.

“Vyllea, you trust me, right? Can you carry out my orders silently and without argument? It’s important. I don’t want the others to see us interacting.”

“Are you planning some trickery again?” My partner managed to scowl even in our private inventory.

“There’s no other way — only trickery and your help can save us. Will you do it?”

“You’re infuriating! Really, truly infuriating, human! You just use me all the time! I’m not your slave!”

“Is that a ‘yes’?”

“Yes, may the Heavens tear you apart! What needs to be done?”

“Vyllea, we need to figure out who among our temporary companions weighs the least,” I posed the question outside of the private inventory. My partner threw me a displeased look but complied. My request was so unexpected that no one resisted, allowing Vyllea to lift them.

“Darna,” came the answer eventually. I weighed the pros and cons, then announced: “Honored Taoists, what I’m about to propose will sound strange, but you’ll need to follow through. We need to reach that rock and climb it as quickly as possible. If everyone goes at their own pace, we’ll waste a lot of time, not to mention that we might be overtaken and forced to fight on unfavorable terms. Therefore, Vyllea and I will carry you. My partner is much stronger than me, so she can handle the two heaviest ones. I know this sounds crazy and insane, but I see no other way out. Though actually, there are two options. The first — you trust us, you survive, and myself and Vyllea get the deserved reward. The second — you resist and declare how fantastic all of you are, since you come from the inner Tiers or even the Central Tier. In that case, Vyllea and I won’t get our reward.”

“So, we just die, right?” Carmin smirked. “Not the most obvious choice, of course, but I’ll still choose life. What needs to be done?”

“You climb on Vyllea’s back and help Elda hang on in front. Darna will get on mine.”

“Mounting your partner? Remember, you asked for it,” Carmin was clearly pushing his luck, likely risking a punch, but Vyllea remarkably held herself back. The look she gave me, though, signaled that I would hear about this later, most likely with a physical demonstration of her displeasure thrown in for good measure. Carmin climbed onto Vyllea’s back and grabbed Elda by the legs. The setup was extremely precarious and fragile, but we had no choice. Speed was of the essence.

“Darna?” I looked at the red-haired beauty. There used to be a time when just one look at her took my breath away, but now, even the realization that she would be riding on my back didn’t stir anything in my chest. The advisor’s daughter looked grimly at everyone and said:

“If we survive, not a soul must learn about this. Otherwise, I promise — I will do everything to destroy not only you but also your houses. Turn around.”

Darna climbed onto my back and wrapped her arms and legs around me. No, I was wrong — my heart did skip a beat. The embrace of such a woman was not just thrilling; it was… Heavens, what was I thinking?

“We need to reach the top,” I pointed out the goal to Vyllea and took her hand. “Ready?”

“I was ready back when they were potty-training you,” she snorted. The fact that she was carrying two people seemed to bother her not at all.

“Then everyone hold on. If you fall, it’s your own fault. Let’s go!”

And we were off. By initial estimates, the rock was about three to five miles away. Our only means of travel, the Steps, allowed us to move up to two hundred feet almost instantaneously. The new meridian, boosted by the heart of the blue anomaly at the Master stage, worked real wonders, allowing 112 technique uses. An impressive number, by any account. And yet, one meridian wasn’t enough to reach the rock; we had to use a second one. As soon as we arrived near the looming rock formation above the anomaly, we began our ascent. The Support technique allowed us to cling to vertical surfaces and, combined with the Steps, helped us climb quite confidently. I didn’t head for the peak — there was no sense in it, and that’s where they’d look first. I searched for a cave, carefully studying the rock face, and my meticulousness paid off — about halfway up, a thousand feet above the ground, a small cave appeared. A few more Supports and Steps, and Vyllea and I were in place.

“We’ve arrived,” I said, leaning against the wall. My arms and legs trembled as if I had just gone through another insane training session with Mentor Guerlon. Vyllea breathed heavily next to me. Her load had been twice as heavy as mine, but she looked much fresher.

“Can all conjuncts do that, or are you special?” Elda’s voice quivered slightly, revealing her nerves. It was a relief she no longer boasted about being stronger than me — much had changed since our last meeting four years ago. Back then, Elda resembled a boy in a dress; now before me was a blue-eyed woman whose curvaceous figure seemed more suited to a ballroom than a battlefield. Four years had transformed her, and the girl I had known was a stranger now.

“The pairs we’re facing are stronger,” I confessed, still catching my breath. “They have more techniques, more experience, and they had started their conjunction before us. Plus, they were fed beast essences and some kind of pills right before the contest — they were practically exploding with energy. Since you’re not familiar with the rules, let me explain what we’re dealing with. This is a compressing white anomaly. There are no beasts or traps here. The space will keep shrinking until it condenses into a point and vanishes. We need to be gone before that happens. Only one group can leave, and the exit portal won’t appear until then. Darna, can you use spirit vision?”

Darna looked at me as though I’d questioned her ability to breathe.

“Let’s cut through the nonsense, Darna. A simple question needs a simple answer. I don’t know what you all can do, and you don’t know our capabilities. I need to know if I can leave you here alone. You can show me how ridiculous my questions are after we’ve escaped.”

“So, you really don’t trust us?” Carmin smirked.

“Conjuncts wear spirit armor. Think your sword can cut through that?” I nodded toward the weapon he held with such confidence. “They won’t attack with steel, but with techniques. Did you notice that none of the Tigers took any weapons?”

It struck me then — not only the conjuncts, but also that peculiar, lost-looking Taoist who was sent with them hadn’t taken any weapons. Why? I had no answer.

“My range is nearly two hundred feet,” Darna stated. “But I’m not sure how that will help — I can’t identify anyone’s location or status when I’m meditating. Elda, what about your spirit vision?”

“I can see for about sixty feet,” the young woman admitted, her cheeks coloring. “It’s always been a struggle for me.”

“Understood. Just sit tight; I’ll figure something out,” I said, managing not to blurt out anything foolish. It was a shock to learn that Darna, the advisor’s daughter, a Diamond Candidate with fifty nodes from the Central Tier, and supposedly a pure absolute to boot, couldn’t effectively use her spirit vision. Less than two hundred feet, and only during meditation? Was she serious? Had she spent her whole life under a protective dome? I accessed my personal inventory, pondering what could be utilized. My mentor had hidden not just herbs, roots, and bark there, but also a veritable arsenal of weapons from demons he’d slain near the wormhole. The choice was vast — swords, bows, spears. If all these could be utilized and enhanced with sigils…

“The Dragon Clan has left the competition! The area will shrink by twenty percent in two minutes! Everyone must leave the danger zone!”

“They’re quick…” Elda paled, hearing the booming voice that echoed throughout the anomaly. Losing five people so quickly was significant. But what unsettled me wasn’t the loss; it was the voice itself. It meant only one thing: someone was watching every group, and as soon as one was eliminated, they informed everyone else. It implied that an invisible observer was also monitoring our group. If I were to suddenly produce weapons or artifacts from thin air, they might not intervene, but post-victory, I’d be cornered and forced to explain how I’d managed to bring all this into the restricted area. And the clan would be penalized, and, perhaps, accused of underhanded tactics. No reward would be forthcoming then. Heavens, what was I to do?! My entire survival plan relied on using the inventory!

I closed my eyes, recalling our path — we had passed several places of power. The white anomaly was weak, nearly barren, and hardly produced any plants imbued with energy, but I had spotted a few, both below and here on the cliff. The question was, how attentive was our overseer? Because if I didn’t take a risk now, our chances of survival would plummet to zero.

“Vyllea, give me your hand; everyone else, move deeper into the cave,” I instructed. How compliant everyone became after the news of the Dragon group’s demise, I mused to myself. The Spirit Wall technique, which I used to completely seal the cave’s entrance, came in handy.

“To fight?” Vyllea asked bloodthirstily.

“To gather flowers. We need to make artifacts. Without them, we can’t protect the group.”

Having a secret way to communicate with Vyllea significantly simplified the process. I shared all my concerns with her, and she gave me an earful about the organizers of this mess. I planned to give the star-shaped weapons the ability to penetrate spirit armor, which required two flowers and some oak bark. These were common resources I had in my inventory, but I wasn’t allowed to just start crafting. I hoped that the observer was monitoring us through spiritual vision, staying with the main group and hopefully lacking advanced knowledge in herbal lore and artifact crafting. The books that the Nameless had let me read were a real treasure — I knew not only what plants, fungi, and trees grew around us but also their exact age. All this information was encoded in the plants’ energy structures, so I knew exactly what was at each power site. Nothing I could use directly, but I had to put on a show, however nonsensical it might seem. I needed to make it appear to the observer that I was merely gathering.

We quickly visited three places of power in about twenty minutes. Two flowers and the bark of one tree. Each time I acquired a new item, I swapped it with the appropriate plant for crafting artifacts in my hand. The energy levels were consistent as they all grew in Tier Zero, but discrepancies in their energy structures could raise questions. Well, no matter! Even if we lost some time, we did everything we could to keep our secret.

“Did you see them?” Darna asked when we returned.

“No. They’re likely on the other side of the anomaly, hunting the Griffin group. That works in our favor — it gives us time to prepare. I need something sharp and thin to scratch these stars and knives. Any ideas?”

“How about this?” Carmin grasped his sword by the blade and, straining slightly, snapped it in half. The weapons they had issued us were atrociously bad. Well, we had to work with what was at hand. I couldn’t materialize a full artificer’s set. I pulled out three items that I pretended to have found in the anomaly.

“We need to turn these flowers and bark into a very fine paste, without any chunks, so it can fill the scratches. We can’t mix the ingredients, so I need three volunteers. While I draw symbols on the stars and knives, you’ll need to grind everything up.”

“We were never taught anything like this,” Darna said, baffled. “Are you sure this will work? I’ve never heard of artifacts being made this way.”

“It’s better to try and maybe succeed than not try and definitely fail,” I shrugged. “Here you go. Vyllea, I need your help, so that makes three volunteers right away.”

“Is this safe?” Elda eyed the flower skeptically.

“There’s not much energy in them, but you could still burn your mouth. No poison, though. As for the taste… let’s just say I’ve never tried to make artifacts like this before. We’re experimenting.”

“What are you actually trying to do?”

“I’m making a weapon that can penetrate the spirit armor of the conjuncts. They’ll see the flying star or knife and won’t even bother to dodge — they’ll take the hit on their armor. That’s when they’ll get a nasty surprise. That’s the whole plan.”

“Not the best thought-out plan,” Carmin smirked. “But after what I saw before the competition started, expecting anything different from you would be foolish. Hand me the bark. It doesn’t look as bitter as the flowers.”

“The bark is mine!” Elda suddenly realized and snatched the oak bark. In my view, that wasn’t the wisest decision. The bark was tough and unpleasant to taste. And as it turned out, Carmin was one sly character! Working with flowers was significantly easier!

What followed was something not discussed in polite society. Barely suppressing their gag reflexes, the group began to chew the flowers and bark. I wrapped the blade of the broken sword in my sleeve to avoid cutting myself and began the delicate work of engraving. I didn’t need to weave in a poison sigil, as I didn’t even have any poison in my personal inventory. I only needed to ensure penetration. The five stars and two knives were ready in about thirty minutes. Surprisingly, the Griffin group was still holding up — there had been no announcement of their demise. They were either hard to find or engaged in a fierce battle. I’d bet on the former. They were probably looking for us.

“Carmin, you’re first. Just a little at a time. Let’s start with the artificing. Elda, your bark is next, keep chewing. It needs to be as soft as possible.”

Trying not to think about what was in my hands, I started filling the engraved scratches. The metal was so soft that the grooves were quite deep, which made the job easier. The pastes, especially from the oak bark, weren’t the best — Elda tried, but chewing such tough material properly proved beyond her ability. Nevertheless, what she did manage to chew was enough to finish the inner part of the sigils. The final touch was the outline from the flower Darna had chewed up.

“I know I’m repeating myself, but I’ll say it again — everything that happens here must stay among us!” The girl handed me the chewed-up plant. Judging by how the advisor’s daughter’s face matched her hair color, her life had certainly not prepared her for this. Welcome to the Seekers’ group!

“By all means,” I murmured, laying out the outline. Once finished, I scrutinized the result — everything was technically correct. No lines strayed beyond their borders, all were sharp and precise. Looking at Vyllea, I nodded. We understood each other without words, and her hand came to rest on my neck — I needed both hands now. Directing my palms towards the first star, I began to imbue it with energy. It flashed, and the shoddy metal took on a soft blue glow. The star had become an artifact!

“Did it work?!” From the exclamations, it was clear my temporary partners had doubted it would. “You created an artifact out of… out of nothing!”

“Did someone have doubts? You were handed over to the Seekers, so get used to miracles. Now, don’t disturb me, I need to concentrate.”

Energizing the five stars and two knives had drained energy from three of our meridians. One had been used for Steps, and another was nearly depleted from using Support. That left Vyllea and me with just eleven of our sixteen binding nodes of energy channels — a far from ideal situation facing a strong enemy. But now, at least, I had some hope that the group could defend itself if enemies suddenly appeared. Surprisingly, there were still no adversaries within my spirit vision’s range. I realized searching for more nodes was futile and instead focused on the faintest traces of energy. But all was quiet. A full twenty minutes passed in the anomaly until a loud voice announced,

“The Griffin Clan has left the competition! In two minutes, the area will shrink by thirty percent! Everyone must leave the danger zone!”

We waited another thirty minutes — still, no one entered my field of vision. It was strange; the Tigers should have checked this area of the anomaly at least once. But no — they must have been persistently searching for us elsewhere.

“Alright, we can sit here forever, but it seems we might have to go hunting after all. Stay here and keep out of sight. Carmin, do you know how to use these?” I nodded towards the crafted artifacts.

“I’ll pretend you didn’t ask that,” Carmin replied, clearly offended.

“I can throw pretty well too,” Darna asserted, not to be outdone.

“Two stars and a knife for you, two stars and a knife for you,” I quickly distributed the artifacts. “And one star for Elda.”

“I… I don’t need it,” the blue-eyed girl said shyly. “I’d rather have a spirit stone and a scroll with techniques…”

“Unfortunately, I can’t provide that,” I replied, prompting laughter from the group. I couldn’t say I didn’t have such things on me — the Heavens didn’t take kindly to a Taoist lying without cause. But, truthfully, I couldn’t give her a spirit stone. Vyllea and I didn’t have any mysterious inventory — until proven otherwise.

“Alright, we’ll take this with us and — ”

Energy whirlwinds suddenly burst into my field of vision so abruptly that I was taken aback. And not into my mile-long range, but just nine feet away! A heat flared between my shoulder blades, and before I knew what I was doing, I grabbed Vyllea’s hand, activated spiritual armor, and pulled her towards me, shielding the entire group. I also threw up a spirit wall.

I had acted just in time! The wall was obliterated by dozens of techniques, some of which I couldn’t even identify. The assault then shifted toward Vyllea and me, sweeping away our Spirit Armor as if it were mere paper. I was forced to pour all my energy into maintaining the shield, without even thinking about counterattacking — any lapse in concentration or delay could have cost me my life. The level of technique mastery demonstrated by the two groups of conjuncts that had entered the cave was terrifying. Vyllea and I could only dream of such skill!

The heavyset woman’s face bore a gleeful smirk. She hurled various energy bursts at me with such abandon that it seemed to be her sole purpose. She didn’t care that I was somehow managing to survive; she had her target and was relentless in her pursuit. I attempted to retaliate, but all I achieved was a wound in my leg that nearly cost me my life. The energy pierced my armor and passed right through my body as if it met no resistance. The fact that these scumbags had been reset did not diminish their strength, which was unreal for mere Candidates. We were up against conjoined Apprentices and Warriors, who, by some whim, used simple techniques. But there were many of them, and their power was substantial.

“What, you little rat, thought you could hide from me? I promised to tear out your heart and shove it down your throat while you still…” Her speech was cut short as several silver bolts flew past me, and just like that, her life was cut short too. It’s hard to survive when a blade, even one made of cheap metal, is lodged in your heart. The second knife found its home in the body of one of the Apprentices. The stars also did their part — Carmin and Darna demonstrated their weapon skills most effectively. Unfortunately, the stars failed to fulfill their purpose; even though they got embedded in the bodies of our opponents, they still failed to end their lives. As expected, our Warrior opponent managed to dodge, realizing the danger. The stars cut him, but not fatally. I had no choice but to join in, thankfully not needing to think about defense anymore. Using a Ramming Strike, I expelled all four bodies from the cave. Without Spirit Armor, they couldn’t mitigate such a technique. Two prolonged screams echoed as our opponents were sent flying a thousand feet. Regardless of their past as Warriors and Apprentices, surviving such a fall was impossible.

“But…” a muffled whisper came from the entrance. “This is impossible! How did this happen? I hid them! How come you defended yourself?”

The fifth member of the Tiger group was also here. A gaunt young man with a haunted look entered the cave and stared at us as if we were immortals descended from Heaven. My vision blurred — the wound in my leg was taking its toll. Tearing off a sleeve, I stuffed the fabric in the wound, trying to staunch the bleeding. My spirit vision failed to detect this Taoist at all. He was as if non-existent, even his internal energy was undetectable.

“What do you mean, ‘hid’? How can you hide someone like that?”

“My father promised this would be an easy outing,” the young man mumbled, seemingly lost in his own world. “You weren’t supposed to expect us… I hid them… I’ve always hid everyone, and my father was so proud…”

“Why are you even talking to him?” Vyllea snapped, snatching a star from my hand and hurling it at the madman’s throat. Her throw was powerful, but futile — a Spirit Armor suddenly materialized around the man, and the star bounced off harmlessly.

“The Tiger Clan has left the competition! The location will vanish in two minutes! Everyone must ascend to the mountaintop to teleport out of the anomaly!”

A shadow detached from the wall, materializing into a person dressed entirely in black. He carefully grabbed the young man as if he were something precious and vanished from the cave with lightning speed, ignoring us completely.

“Was that a Tiger ninja? Do they really exist?” Carmin exclaimed in shock. “Son… Father… Did we just see the head of the Tiger Clan’s son?!”

“Are you deaf, you fools?!” Vyllea yelled. “Two minutes! Carmin, Elda, get on me now! Zander, stop dawdling! You’re infuriating! Can you jump with that wound?”

I grunted something affirmative — thinking was unexpectedly difficult. I looked at Vyllea, but she growled at me:

“If you pass out, I’ll bury you personally, got it? Don’t you dare pass out, human! Carmin, Elda, why aren’t you on her yet? Darna, for Heaven’s sake! Grab Zander! Give me his hand! Endure, Seeker! It’s just five hundred feet! You have to make it! What kind of Seeker would you be otherwise?!”

I was lifted up like a child. Darna clung to my back with a death grip and pulled me closer to Vyllea. My partner, already burdened with Carmin and Elda, grabbed my hand and dragged me to the edge of the cave. The black veil of the anomaly’s boundary approached with alarming speed. I felt the familiar signal of technique use and, in a near-comatose state, activated Support. Then Steps. Support again. Steps. Vyllea took full control, making me operate on pure reflexes. A press on the palm meant I should use the technique. Why and where didn’t matter. Just use it. Suddenly, everything dimmed around us, and when clarity returned, Vyllea’s desperate scream filled the air,

“A healer, for Heaven’s sake! We need a healer! There was a ninja in the anomaly, and he took the Tiger Clan head’s son with him!”

A lightning bolt flashed, but it moved towards the portal and not the escaping group. The Judge, who had been standing with a bored expression all this time, stirred, raised his hands, and a dome of protective formation appeared over the tent, halting the portal’s function. But it was too late — the Nameless One, a spy from the Phoenix Clan, had already left the area. The information he had learned, which had cost the lives of five Candidates, might just save the lives of others.

(Three days later at the Tiger Clan Palace)

The head of the Tiger Clan frowned deeply at his guest. The Executor of Fate, who had effortlessly assisted the clan on a highly beneficial basis just days ago, now entered the palace as an imperial official rather than a friend of the clan. He regarded the clan head as if they hadn’t shared top-quality wine and discussed future projects at one of the finest resorts in the Central Tier just a week ago.

“The Emperor has inquired about the recent incident. He did not like the answer, but he did not express anger. The Tiger Clan gained no advantage from their actions. The Emperor believes that only foolish Taoists, unworthy of controlling vast territories, would act so recklessly. He demands the return of all territories to the respective clans, and he has imposed a fine on the Tiger Clan. He has suggested that the clan should determine the amount of the fine themselves. He expects your response by tomorrow.”

“Everything has been approved. Why did it fall apart?” The clan head growled, his tiger essence longing to break free and punish anyone who dared to disobey.

“Her name is Vyllea. A Seeker from Tier Zero,” the Executor of Fate stated, looking away, “Just a regular Candidate. She nearly killed your son and warned the Nameless One, who’d managed to escape before I could close the portal. If you have any questions about why your plan had failed, ask her. I’m washing my hands of this for the next hundred years. Drawing the Emperor’s attention any sooner would be dangerous.”

“My men will bring me her heart,” the clan head roared, the beast within him breaking free. Someone would die in the palace today, and he had yet to decide who it would be.


Chapter 12

“ALIVE?” An unknown Master looked me over from head to toe and doused me with a healing technique just to be sure. “Elder, who are they?”

The question was directed at the Nameless One standing next to the artificer. Finally, I could look up at the spy from beneath his massive hat and… saw absolutely nothing! The Nameless wore a bandage pulled down to his eyes, and his eyes themselves were lost in the shadow of his hat. Infuriating!

“This is classified information, junior. Anything else you need to do?”

“No, Elder, the binding went perfectly, and the artifact is now his property. But how did he endure it? He’s just a Candidate!”

“You’re making me repeat myself, junior,” the Nameless One’s voice carried such a metallic edge that even I felt uneasy. “Be off with you.”

“Yes, Elder,” the artificer bowed and exited backward, not daring to raise his head. And this was a Taoist who appeared as a black figure in my spirit vision.

“You fled!” Vyllea’s voice called out. My partner lay beside me, still clutching my hand. From her pale face, it was evident that the echoes of the pain from the binding still haunted her body. Yet neither she nor I had uttered a word during the procedure, despite my nearly passing out three times. Binding an Overlord level artifact to a Candidate was no simple task, both for the artificer and for the Candidates, who in a hundred cases out of a hundred would die from shock. Funny how that statistic would now have to be revised. I wondered if the Nameless One knew we would survive, or was this some elaborate plan of our execution by the clan? A posthumous award of sorts…

“This was called a strategic maneuver, Seeker. And you’re still alive because it was a success.”

“You ran away!” Vyllea repeated. “You left us alone! Without treatment!”

“The organizers have already apologized for not attending to the injured immediately.”

“What do we care about their apologies?!” Vyllea sat up abruptly. “You dragged us there, you made us perform, you were supposed to look after us, and what happened in the end? When we needed your help the most, you ran away disgracefully, leaving us to fend for ourselves! I swear by the Heavens, this was the last time I worked with the Nameless Ones!”

The spy’s hat turned slightly, indicating his gaze had shifted to me.

“My partner can be impulsive and overly straightforward occasionally, but she’s right this time. I don’t remember what happened after we’d exited the anomaly. I only came to three hours later when they finally decided to treat me. All that time, Vyllea was plugging the hole in my leg, and Darna was running between the Overlords, pleading with them for someone to notice me. The clan head’s advisor’s daughter was begging the Overlords to help me, but none of them responded. I suppose the clan’s honor wasn’t tarnished at all at that moment, was it? I know little about the Nameless Ones, but one thing is certain — your reaction time should be phenomenal, as should your access to treatment, because your life depends on it. It would have cost you nothing to drop a healing scroll. But you didn’t do it. Did you not deem it important? It’s not for me to judge an Elder or discuss his actions. He was doing his job — staying alive and reporting the violation, which will help the clan regain its territories. I assume that’s what happened. Yet that doesn’t erase the fact that one of the advisor’s daughters was begging Overlords from other clans to save the life of a clanless Seeker, while one of the clan’s great warriors simply ran away, not even thinking of helping these clanless. I suppose my outspoken partner is right — we should no longer work with the Nameless Ones.”

“Even despite all the benefits such cooperation could offer? You could achieve greatness beyond what any Seeker could dream of.”

“Every greatness has its price, and we were recently shown it quite clearly. The clan always comes first. That doesn’t suit me. Vyllea?”

“You know very well what I think of all your human clans!”

“If you think your world is any different in this respect, I’m sorry to disappoint you, daughter of Almyrda,” the Nameless One turned his gaze back to Vyllea.

“I couldn’t care less about what’s happening there now. When I return, I will make everyone accept the rules I see fit. Is there anything else you need from us, Nameless One, or can I change? A Seeker’s clothes, rough as they may be, are still much more to my liking than a silk robe bearing a clan’s coat of arms.”

The Nameless One turned away, and objects began to appear on the table.

“Books on creating artifacts and sigils for the First and second Tiers. You needn’t return them. Four thousand spirit coins. An order stating that you have completed the elite class of the School of Spirit Power in Tier Zero with distinction and are recommended for free training in the elite class of a First-Tier ascension school. A carriage awaits you at your residence, and the instructions on how to use it are enclosed. Starting from the Third Tier, a Taoist of the Master stage above the Silver rank will be able to fly on it. Our contract has been fulfilled.”

“It has,” I confirmed, getting to my feet. “May the Heavens be kind to you, Nameless One. If the Elder permits, we need to prepare for departure. Neither of us has any wish to linger in a useless school a second longer.”

The Nameless One turned around and even made a gesture to indicate his departure, but still vanished before reaching the open door — either not wanting to appear before the huge crowd of students nearby who’d gathered to gawk at our new self-propelled carriage, or he typically retreated into some shadow to continue his observations. The fact that we were no longer working with the clan’s intelligence service didn’t mean the service in question had stopped working with us. I had no doubt that we would see this man again.

Unexpectedly, Darna appeared on the threshold. Vyllea gave her a measuring look and went off to change in the bathroom, declaring that she had nothing to discuss with the red-haired woman. The advisor’s daughter maintained her composure and entered the house, although no one had invited her. It was comforting that her escort, a figure with a black silhouette, refrained from entering. He even closed the doors to keep the curious from prying.

“So this is how you value our lives?” Darna looked at the table where my bounty lay. “A couple of widely available books, a few spirit coins, a fundamentally useless piece of paper, and a carriage that will make the entire Tier Zero hunt you? Perhaps even the First Tier?”

“Having more people hunt us means more bounty for Vyllea and myself to collect,” I responded, nodding towards the table. “As for this — it’s surprising they’d even agreed to it all. Honestly, I wasn’t counting on getting even this much. I was prepared to pull you out for free.”

“So you would have extracted us regardless?”

“A very foolish question, which I won’t even bother to answer. By the way, have they reinstated your rights? No longer headed to be the great brood sow, are you?”

Darna’s face twisted momentarily, but she managed to contain her emotions.

“The clan council decided I had fully paid for my mistake. After all, I was the one who’d killed one of the conjuncts.”

“Nice throw, by the way. Lucky for us, the advisor’s daughter had an artifact capable of piercing the spirit armor of Apprentices.”

“Why do you keep provoking me?” Darna asked abruptly. “What have I done to earn your hatred?”

“That’s another useless question in less than a minute. Why not just tell us why you’re here? If you haven’t noticed, we’re preparing to leave.”

“You’re leaving the school?”

“Yes, we’re moving beyond Tier Zero to pursue independent studies outside the School of Spirit Power. You’ve seen the paper — it declares we’ve already graduated with distinction. How can you leave something you’ve effectively already completed?”

“I want you and Vyllea to join my team,” Darna finally admitted. “In ten years, when the competition returns, we should be Diamond apprentices ready to clinch the title at the Apprentice stage.”

“Appreciate the offer, but no thanks. It doesn’t interest us.”

“But why? What you’ve received now is nothing compared to what you could gain if you accept my proposal. You’d have everything: resources, places of power, challenges, and trials. You’re interested in artifact crafting, right? You’d have access to the clan’s top mentors. Want to conquer anomalies? You’d have access to any of them! Everything you could possibly dream of, my team can make it a reality. Four thousand spirit coins? You’d spend that on breakfast!”

“And you’re not bothered by who I am?” Vyllea emerged from the bathroom, having overheard the redhead’s proposal.

“You are officially recognized by both the clan and the Emperor as a Seeker. Nothing else matters.”

“Wow, got that memorized? Did someone finally knock some sense into you?”

“Vyllea, let’s not,” I intervened, turning back to Darna. “You say resources decide everything? You have resources, and what good have they done you? You were as effective as a Third-Tier native who’s spent their entire life in Tier Zero. You can throw a dagger, which is now a famed skill across the Phoenix Clan. Great for an advisor’s daughter. You don’t grasp the essential point, Darna, and that makes you weak. Sitting behind walls won’t make you strong. Even here, at the School of Spirit Power, you walk around with a bodyguard. What kind of ascension are we talking about? You don’t monitor your surroundings, you don’t track energy flows, you can’t even use your spiritual vision properly! Less than two hundred feet, and that’s just when you meditate… For a pure absolute bathed in luxury and resources? Not even funny.”

“You think it works differently for you?” Darna frowned, looking unexpectedly beautiful in her frustration.

“It doesn’t matter how it works for me. We’re not joining your team, advisor’s daughter. Not now, not ever. Go back home, gather a new team of pure absolutes, hold up in some secluded estate and train, looking down on everyone else. In ten years, there’ll be a new tournament. The Tiger Clan will surely come more prepared.”

“Oh, Heavens, who am I talking to!” exclaimed Darna. “Do you not realize the honor that is being offered you? You’re being invited! Not ordered, not dragged by force, not kidnapped! You are invited to the Central Tier for development!”

“Zander, is she really this dumb or just pretending to make us feel sorry for her and do as she wishes?” Vyllea once again showed her inflexible nature. Darna shot a menacing glance at my unflappable partner, but it did not affect the demon. She demonstratively began stuffing textbooks into her backpack. Sending them to personal inventory in the presence of Darna and the invisible Nameless One — and I had no doubt he was still in the house to ensure nothing untoward happened to the entitled little darling, seemed rather foolish. Vyllea understood this perfectly.

“Darna, we are Seekers. That’s how it is, and it cannot be changed. Maybe your offer is that once-in-a-lifetime chance. Maybe we’ll step outside the school only to get sliced into ribbons by assassins who are supposed to try killing us four times in the course of two years. And not just any assassins — they’re supposed to be Bronze or even Silver Apprentices. Care to guess where they came from? Our mentor hired them! To keep us on our toes. Tell me, could that happen in your group?”

“Your mentor hired assassins?” Darna was flabbergasted. “And you still call him a mentor?”

“So life hasn’t prepared you for something like this, either? What has it prepared you for, then? We have two years before advancing to the first tier. Two years of travels, uncharted lands, beasts, assassins, anomalies, maybe even battlefields. We’ll visit the demon world and participate in their tournament. And you want us to exchange all that for what? A beautiful secluded estate where a group of five will listen to the important, yet dreadfully dull words of mentors about ascension and how to achieve it properly? How not to hit a barrier? Do we need that? Vyllea?”

“Zander, it’s annoying! Stop blabbering already!”

“So you see, I’m not alone in my failure of appreciating your proposal. No, Darna, we’ll reach the First Tier in two years — without any undue haste, and on our own terms. We’ll spend some time there, see what it’s like, and then move on to the Second. And so on. Someday we might even drop by your place. By then you’ll have become a great warrior and an important person in the clan. You’ll invite us into your beautiful secluded estate, pour us the most delicious tea from the Central Tier, and we’ll reminisce about how we’d started our path to ascension. Then we’ll go back to closing black anomalies, and you’ll keep on managing the clan’s affairs. That’s the difference, Darna. What you consider normal and correct isn’t the norm or right for me or Vyllea. Think about that, future clan chief advisor. Alright, I’m off to change. I also prefer the colors of the Seekers. Vyllea, why aren’t our things in the cart yet? Who in our family is responsible for hauling the heavy stuff?”

“What?!”

I laughed, deftly dodging a knife that whizzed past my head, then sidestepped another. Vyllea was out of knives now, which meant she’d resort to fists next — something she’d avoid in front of outsiders. She knew all too well what would happen if I managed to grapple with her for more than a few fleeting seconds.

“I’ll get you for Carmin yet!” Vyllea yelled as I slipped into the bathroom. She still seemed irked about how she had turned the poor guy into a tenderized steak just days ago, even breaking his arm. What began as a friendly spar — following the rules and armed with swords — quickly escalated after her first powerful strike. She had tossed aside her useless weapon and demonstrated to Carmin the peril of underestimating a Seeker. Initially, she left him with a few bruises and scrapes. Pleased with herself, Vyllea returned to my side, but then Carmin got up, insisting they continue since he seemed to enjoy being embraced by a strong Taoist rather than a helpless partner. That was his mistake. Vyllea didn’t hold back the second time, and Darna Feng had to ask her own escort to heal the young man. Given the crowd that had gathered to watch, Vyllea quickly gained a following. As she walked away from the training ground, leaving Carmin crumpled on the ground, cheers of support rang out.

My change of clothes was brief. My spirit vision revealed that Darna was still in the house and showed no signs of leaving, but that was the least of my concerns. More intriguing was the bronze-tier Apprentice Taoist, who was confidently approaching us, blending in as if he were just another student. Yet the distinctive energy spikes from the needles I had crafted betrayed his true intent. I frowned, trying to recall when Dee and I had last spoken. Yes, it had been two months ago — exactly the deadline set by the head of the Guild of Assassins of Tier Zero. His punctuality was astonishing.

I stepped into the main room where Darna and Vyllea were locked in a silent standoff, as if competing on some invisible level. The doors were securely shut, and the approaching assassin, realizing he couldn’t enter through conventional means, saw the many students around our self-propelled carriage as perfect cover. Two windows remained, one conspicuously open — a perfect spot for launching a poisoned needle.

Approaching Vyllea, I took her hand. She stopped boring into Darna with her gaze, looked at me, and a jian appeared in her hand instantly. I always admired my partner’s intuitive grasp of situations. Darna scowled, puzzled by our behavior, and her confusion deepened when I said,

“I’m not specifically addressing anyone, but just so you know, the Bronze-ranked Apprentice currently approaching that open window has five needles that can pierce another Apprentice’s Spirit Armor and carry orimmal toad venom. I’m just mentioning it in case one of those needles accidentally strays off course and strikes the clan advisor’s daughter. We won’t be held responsible. She shouldn’t be here. No need to bother with the Apprentice — he’s ours.”

“Moreover, he is being monitored,” the Nameless One’s voice echoed from nowhere. “The local guild head is very cautious. Quite an interesting character.”

An observer? This news piqued my interest — I scanned each Taoist around us, finding nothing out of the ordinary. With no Apprentices in sight, it meant a killer was masquerading among the Candidates. Yet I detected no energy movements typical for those needles around. Nothing was amiss here, except perhaps a strange Apprentice I noticed on admission day. Likely a member of House Dun from the Tiger Clan, someone who follows the way of the beast, absorbing the essences of animals and dispersing energy throughout their body. As I understood, this path was one of the most favored within their clan for its simplicity, speed, and effectiveness. I spotted no one suspicious, but the Nameless One couldn’t have been wrong. Hence, it was crucial not to use any helpers who might shield us — Dee might deem the attack uncounted and send fresh assassins in, perhaps even a Warrior this time, since the rules had been broken.

The killer was nearly at the window now, moving slowly, his meridians arranged in a way that suggested he was just walking, and not hunched in concealment. Darkly, Darna’s protector loomed not far from the door, strangely ignoring the Apprentice who’d inexplicably wandered here. Could he not see? That seemed unlikely… But whatever! I had warned whom I needed to; the rest wasn’t my concern. Let them figure it out on their own.

“Ready before I was even potty-trained?” I couldn’t resist quipping at Vyllea.

“Even earlier, man. Much earlier. You couldn’t even crawl back then. Let’s just wrap this up already! I’m sick of this school. Sick of the redhead. Sick of everything! I want out!”

The door couldn’t withstand the Ramming Strike and flew off into the crowd — there seemed to be some groans, but that was the least of my worries. A Step onto the porch, Support, a Step onto the roof, another Support, a short run across the roof, one more Support, a sidestep to the ground, and then I spun in the air, now exposed before the killer. He took his chance and launched three needles at us. Perfect! We hadn’t struck first, so we were entirely justified in defending ourselves! Vyllea’s jian flashed, deflecting the lethal needles, while I conjured a Power Burst right beneath the assassin’s feet. Firing Spirit Arrows would be foolish — the nimble Apprentice could dodge them easily. But this nasty little gift from the Nameless One was quick. Either you moved away immediately, or your legs get pulverized.

The one they sent against us was unfamiliar with the Power Burst technique — it wasn’t very popular in Tier Zero, and even in the First Tier, not every Taoist would have heard of it, much less used it. The killer was dispatched to the Heavens almost instantly — he was literally halved. The explosion was so powerful that it even damaged the house wall, leaving a huge hole. The protector accompanying Darna appeared next to the deceased, but his arrival was already pointless. Actually, I never saw the point of him — if someone had been hunting Darna, she’d have been dead by now. Or… Dee didn’t just stick around for nothing. He saw the girl heading towards our house. He wasn’t watching us. He was watching Darna and those who would hunt her. And this protector is just a diversion.

“This kill is ours,” I declared, approaching the body. “He has attacked Seekers. Vyllea, collect the needles. It’s not good to leave them unattended, and they might come in handy for us. Life, as experience shows, is an unpredictable thing.”

“Information about your professional incompetence, Silver-ranked Master Oliuth Chumm, will be relayed to the head of House,” announced the wide-brimmed hat of the Nameless One from the open window. “A double failure, Junior. You’ve missed a killer who’s turned out to be a mere Apprentice, and you’ve also failed to protect your charge after detecting the enemy. You activated an aura for no reason whatsoever, which I had to suppress, and then you ran to the explosion site — why on earth? What kind of behavior is this, Junior? What exactly were you trying to do here?”

I wasn’t allowed to see how this amusing scene would end, as I had one staged for me, too. Vyllea stood opposite, clutching the poisoned needles, and meaningfully shifted her gaze from them to my chest, as if contemplating whether to implant them in me. Eventually, deciding that it was too early for me to die, she said angrily,

“Zander, how much longer? Do you realize that this scoundrel in a hat has used us again?! For free! He pisses me off no end! Everyone here does! Let’s get the hell out of this Heavens-forsaken city already!”


Chapter 13

MOLLY…

I wasn’t sure what Vyllea was thinking when she came up with such a name, but it fit our self-propelled carriage so naturally that anything else would be hard to imagine. Maybe only a super-comfortable, high-speed crocodile that could also fly (at least according to the manual). The carriage bound to me indeed turned out to be an Overlord level artifact. It resembled our mentor’s transport only by having four broad wheels and a canopy. Everything else, in my humble opinion, was much better and more convenient. I didn’t even know where to start. Probably with the main thing — the comfortable seats which you’d never want to leave, as they adjusted perfectly to your body. Each seat was equipped with a system called “safety belts” in the manual — those were several sturdy straps that literally tethered the driver or passengers to the seat, preventing them from flying out if the carriage suddenly flipped. Yes, passengers — our new mode of transport was designed for two Taoists, but an additional seat could appear behind the main ones if needed. Normally, it remained folded. The carriage had broad wings that hid the wheels, levers became transformed into pedals, and control was now exercised with the feet, but the most significant advantage lay in the invisible internal modifications. I had to read the manual again to understand the terminology. The independent suspension system was enhanced with shock absorbers and springs found in ancient anomalies, which made the carriage behave as if it were on the smoothest of roads regardless of the terrain. Potholes, ruts, uneven surfaces — all of those could now be safely ignored. Rivers and lakes, of which there were very few in the south, were now also considered roads — the carriage was just as much at home in water as it was on dry land. As for the angle of inclination, according to the manual, Molly could even climb a nearly-vertical cliff. Mud, snow, swamp — all of these were supposed to be overcome without issues, but there was no chance to test any of these features in the south since we had no such terrain anywhere.

I had to admit that controlling the carriage with my feet turned out to be much more convenient than using my hands. I almost ran over several sluggish passersby while I was figuring out how everything worked, but the uncertainty gradually faded, and soon we were speeding towards the Wang House palace.

“What brings the Seekers to me?” Hurikki Wang greeted us in his office. The palace no longer looked like a disturbed anthill. People had calmed down, nobody was rushing anywhere, and the portal was deactivated. Even the black bags under the head of the house’s eyes had disappeared. Before us stood a healthy and confident Taoist.

“We need a map of Tier Zero. Preferably with notes on any oddities, troubles, or powerful beasts. Now that we’re registered Seekers, we need work to match.”

“Oddities, troubles, and beasts?” Hurikki Wang was taken aback by such an unexpected gift from the Heavens. “Of course, there are lots of those — how could there not be? Too many for a small and impoverished House like Wang, in fact… You Seekers understand you came here of your own volition and won’t be paid for clearing these areas, right?”

“Vyllea, don’t,” I cautioned her as she reached for the dagger at her belt. My companion’s conversations were always brief — those who irritated her didn’t live long.

“Yes, honorable Mayor of Vorend, we are well aware that we are undertaking this task without an official request, and thus do not expect any compensation. We need the map, Hurikki Wang. When can we get it?”

“It’ll take me a few hours,” the head of House Wang calculated. “Providing the map isn’t a problem, but I need to mark all the places where strange incidents have occurred. And I need to add descriptions to each incident. Yes, two to three hours should be enough.”

We left Vorend only four hours later, our departure delayed not just by Hurikki Wang, but also Vyllea. We had to prepare for our journey, so we had a number of stores to visit. We gathered everything: food, tents, lanterns, even firewood — we didn’t want to depend on chance for anything. We even bought several barrels of water, both for drinking and for washing. While I distracted the shopkeeper by chatting him up, Vyllea stashed everything in our anomaly. But that wasn’t what held us up. Once all the necessary supplies were stored, Vyllea declared it wasn’t right to leave everything as it was. We had to stop at a furniture store. We gathered so much furniture — cabinets, chairs, a table, chests, and so on — that we could have furnished a small house. Eventually, it occurred to me to attach a small pouch to my belt, which looked like a spatial artifact. The item didn’t shimmer, as if it were a real bound artifact, so I was no longer shy about hiding large items in the shops. If anyone wondered how ordinary candidates could possess a spatial pouch, a glance at Molly dispelled any doubts they might have. Those who owned such a self-propelled carriage surely had a spatial pouch as well. This also became another reason why I decided to stop working with the Nameless Ones. Knowing that I was to be bound to an Overlord-tier item, he could have at least offered to provide a means of spatial storage as well. Without such an item, a Taoist has no business in this world. So, I had to pretend I had a pouch, and at the first opportunity, I would definitely need to create such artifacts for both myself and Vyllea. I needed a solid justification for where items disappeared to, especially once it attracted the attention of powerful Taoists. For now, I had to use an obvious fake, but it was precisely because of this that the sellers asked no questions. I felt it was disgraceful to steal furniture; the Heavens would not approve.

We had to stop by the weaponsmith to inquire about our order. The ten healing scrolls were now ours, but there were issues with the tiger — it turned out that finding a Golden Apprentice was not as easy as we’d hoped. Hunters roamed the forests of the First Tier, but at best, they found tigers of the Silver Apprentice stage. There were many of those, but no Golden ones. I looked at the girl, but she shook her head, indicating that nothing less than a Golden Apprentice would suffice. We had to agree to an increased cost and delay — another hundred spirit coins and three more months. This could pose a problem.

Our first stop, as usual, happened by chance. The Earis was almost touching the horizon when I abruptly turned Molly to the right. An intriguing power spot flickered in the edge of my spirit vision suddenly. According to Hurikki Wang’s map, this area was troubled by bandits who were making life hard for several villages. A Golden-ranked Candidate led the scoundrels, making the band exceedingly dangerous by Tier Zero standards. The boss couldn’t use techniques on his own, so he always carried several spirit stones with him. They not only boosted his status, but also supplied him with energy. It was these stones that piqued my interest. They were of no use to Vyllea or myself, but I had questions for the owner of this treasure — where had he gotten it from? I had to interrogate the leader carefully, trying not to inflict any major injuries. We still had to hand him over to the people from the nearest village, albeit free of charge. From what I saw, this scoundrel had spared no one, reveling in his power. Vyllea had no mercy for the band members — nearly thirty people were sent to complain to the Heavens about encountering a demon on their path. As for the spirit stones, they were provided to the bandits by the elders of seven nearby villages, who were buying their lives in that manner. House Wang did not respond to complaints and requests for help — even though the villages were not far from the city, Hurikki Wang did not wish to spend time or resources on them. Useless people attacking other useless people. Even if they slaughtered each other, the city would not suffer, so he disregarded them all, letting them fend for themselves. My old desire to finish off the fat mayor reawakened. Perhaps life in Tier Zero would improve significantly if Hurikki Wang, or possibly his entire house, ceased to exist. However, I remembered mentor Guerlon’s warning — not to tackle such problems by myself. I would have to rely on Dee’s punctuality — the mayor had one year and ten months left to live.

The bandits’ loot proved unworthy of our attention — their weapons were even worse than those in storage. A few spirit coins from the leader’s purse, a handful of extremely low-powered spirit stones, and a nearly-destroyed scroll with the Spirit Arrow technique — that was all the bounty to be had. There was bound to be a cache where these crafty folks had stashed everything they’d stolen, but I found nothing like that within a mile-wide radius of the camp. Either there were no energy-filled items there, some protective formation was set up, the cache was located further away, or it didn’t exist at all. There were many possibilities. Deciding it wouldn’t hurt, I honestly told the village elder, to whom I’d handed over the bandit, that I failed to find any loot. The fellow was quite businesslike, dragging out a map of the area and asking me to show where the camp was located. The Heavens would allegedly be displeased if we did not burn the bodies of the killers. All I could do was smile and point to the spot. Let them handle it themselves.

Our journey continued in the same fashion it had begun for several weeks. Each day we encountered either bandits or beasts that had embarked on the path of ascension. We could have ignored them all and just moved on, but I decided not to behave like the House of Wang. If there was a problem, no matter how trivial it seemed, it should be addressed — it was trivial for us, but not for the people living in Tier Zero. Yet, for the last two days, nothing happened. There were no beasts, bandits, or any other mysterious calamities. Why? Because as we approached another village, my chest tightened with long-forgotten feelings. A Golden Apprentice Taoist appeared in my spirit vision. One hundred and seven meridians — arguably the strongest person on the path to immortality in the entire Tier Zero! My father. There were no other Taoists in the village, though I truly believed my mother or uncle had to be Golden Candidates. Not even a hint of nodes. A few spirit stones, a couple of simple artifacts, and a cart — what else was there? There were no more people or items possessing even the slight trace of energy anywhere nearby.

“It smells of water,” Vyllea suddenly remarked, sniffing. “Of freshness. Zander… You said your village was near a large body of water. Did you actually bring me home?”

“When a Seeker promises something, he fulfills it. Because if you can’t fulfill it, you shouldn’t promise. Do you mind?”

“So you’ve decided to ask about this only now, you idiot?” the girl snapped. “I didn’t say ‘yes’ yet, human!”

“You didn’t say ‘yes’ because I’ve never actually asked you,” I smiled. Somehow, Carmin’s story about how Vyllea had clamped my wound after the competition came to mind. The one who periodically threw sharp objects at me was actually ready to tear apart anyone who’d so much as think of threatening me. And, frankly, I felt the same way about her. So why should I be with anyone else? Just because we were from different worlds? Because the law disapproved? The law and the rules be damned! I was a Seeker, and so was she. What else was needed? I turned to the sullen girl. Noticing my look, Vyllea blushed, but did not avert her gaze.

“Demon, I have no idea what our future holds, but right now, I want to introduce you to my parents. Not as your partner or as a human. As a demon male introduces his demoness. I won’t ask if I can call you my demon or my girl. Servants and slaves ask; I’m informing you that from now on, I consider you mine. Now, I await the only proper response to my words. Do you accept me, or must I take what I want by force?”

“I’d like to see you try to pull it off, human.” Vyllea’s face broke into such a bloodthirsty grin that I genuinely felt uneasy. The charm of the moment was nearly lost. I even began to think I had overdone the “demonization” of my proposal. Vyllea would never accept me if I begged. She only understood one language — the language of strength. Her companion had to be strong, or he simply wouldn’t exist. She pulled out a knife and brought it up to my neck. I didn’t flinch, even as the blade cut my skin and blood trickled down my neck. Vyllea wouldn’t kill me. She couldn’t, right?

The knife moved away. She pressed against me closely, and before I could react, she leaned in and licked the blood from the wound on my neck.

“I accept your blood, male,” Vyllea’s voice was so low and so sensual that my heart skipped not just one beat, but several. I had never seen her like this before. Through a haze, I saw the knife she was offering me. I took it, saw her tilted head, and her incredibly long, beautiful neck. I had never noticed just how beautiful my girl’s neck was. Realizing what my demon desired, I repeated her action, slicing her flesh.

“I accept your blood, female,” I replied, after which Vyllea’s lips met mine. Over the two years of our union, our lips had touched so frequently we scarcely noticed them anymore. But now something had changed. There were emotions. There were sensations. There was…

“I cannot give you more than kisses until we reach the First Tier,” Vyllea pulled back, breathing heavily. “That’s the promise I’ve made to my mother, and I intend to keep it.”

“When a Seeker promises something, they fulfill it,” I nodded understandingly. “Less than two years left. I can wait.”

“But now you can introduce me to your parents, human,” Vyllea settled into the chair and smiled mysteriously. “I would’ve said ‘yes’ even if you’d just asked. But that wouldn’t have been the same thing. Not the same thing at all.”

We entered the village as the Earis was setting. We moved slowly to avoid accidentally running anyone over. People came out of their homes to gaze at the unusual red carriage. They steered clear of us — no one had recognized me, apparently, and Vyllea was a newcomer. Only the Phoenix Clan’s emblem adorned the carriage, without any specific family or house affiliation, so to the villagers, we must have appeared as two residents from the inner Tiers who’d somehow strayed into such a remote area.

My father was there to greet us. I caught my breath — he hadn’t changed at all. Still the stern and majestic Taoist overseeing a large village and all the surrounding territories. Now I understood why we hadn’t encountered any dangerous beasts or bandits for two whole days — the Golden-ranked Apprentice had annihilated them all. I imagined the immense energetic hunger my father must have felt all this time and shuddered. I wasn’t sure I could live like that, severed from access to energy. Even returning to the world of humans had been difficult for me. Once I’d gotten accustomed to energy permeating the air, breathing itself felt different.

“Welcome, Taoists! I am Elder Shurmil. What brings you to the village of Caled?”

Four years… It had been four years. I had grown significantly, my hair and body had changed, and I was perceived as a Taoist — not any average human anymore. Besides, I was without a mentor… Heavens, could he really have failed recognize me? I stepped out of the carriage and bowed.

“Greetings, Elder Shurmil. I have returned, father.”

“Zander,” my father nodded, as if no four years of absence had passed. As if I had just run off to pick berries and come back. Vyllea stood next to me, but didn’t bow as was customary before an elder. She never bowed to anyone. Her back simply didn’t bend for such purposes.

“This is my Vyllea, father.”

“Your Vyllea,” Shurmil echoed my words, as if rolling them in his mouth, and then stepped aside to let us into the house. “Come in. Your mother will be glad to see you.”

Mother? Did that mean he wasn’t glad to see me? Then again, what did I expect from my father? Emotion and he were as distant from each other as could be; his rare smiles were akin to miracles to me. I took Vyllea by the hand and I led her inside. The girl didn’t even think of acting shy or averting her gaze. Instead, she looked around with curiosity, as if looking for signs why I had grown up the way I had. My mother emerged from the kitchen, wiping her hands on an apron. Her eyes widened upon seeing me — unlike my father, she recognized me immediately (although he might have, too, simply preferring not to let it show.)

“Son!” my mother exclaimed, squeezing her hands together. “You’ve returned!”

“Hello, Mom. It’s been four years, and my first apprenticeship has ended.”

“Your first? Did Master Guerlon take you on for more years? Did he come with you? And who is this beauty? Is she also a student of Master Guerlon’s?”

“This is Vyllea, Mom. My Vyllea.”

“Your Vyllea, you say?” It seemed my mother lost her power of speech for a moment. For some time, she shifted her gaze from me to Vyllea, then perked up.

“Oh, what am I thinking? You probably need to wash up! You’ll dine with us, of course! Vyllea, darling, come over, I’ll show you your room. Son, are you here for long, or just passing through?”

A mother always remains a mother. I hadn’t felt this warm inside in years. After extracting a promise from us that we wouldn’t leave until at least the next morning and would tell her all about our adventures, we were sent to bathe, which was quite timely after two weeks on the road. Mom handed us some clothes and took our robes to wash. I humbly mentioned that it wasn’t necessary, since neither dirt nor smell clung to artifacts, but she simply told me not to worry. Then there was dinner, during which I had to tell a quite modest version of our adventures, leaving out certain details — for instance, Vyllea’s true identity, or that I was a mental absolute, or about our full conjunction. Such things were unnecessary, I felt.

Even that toned-down account had shocked my parents. It seemed to even affect my father, though he remained composed. But I could see his pupils dilating — I’d learned to be observant!

“Two years in the demon world? Destroyed a battlefield? Conquered a blue anomaly? Enrolled in the School of Spirit Power? Won an inter-clan tournament? You’re Diamond-ranked Candidates?!”

The last piece of news seemed to stun my mother the most. Apparently, she hadn’t anticipated that. Dinner stretched into the late night — I hadn’t realized just how much had happened to me in four years. We were shown to separate rooms for sleeping, which was taken for granted without any queries.

I couldn’t sleep. Emotions from returning home overwhelmed me. For a fleeting moment, when mom hugged me, I felt like that little boy who hadn’t yet been handed over… hadn’t been sold for two hundred spirit stones to Mentor Guerlon. Now I understood that it was the Heavens’ will that I become a Seeker. Four years ago, I resented my parents deeply. Realizing I wouldn’t sleep, I went to the kitchen. Both my parents were still there.

“Vyllea is from the inner tiers?” asked my mother.

“From the Second,” I nodded. “Circle” and “tier” were just different names for the same thing, right? So no deceit there.

“Are her parents aware of your decision?” my father asked, always straight to the point.

“Not yet. We’ll inform them once we reach the Second Tier.”

“Are you sure you can overcome the barrier? Will you be able to form an energy core?”

“Yes, I’m sure. I’ll become an Apprentice in two years, then a Warrior, a Master, and even an Overlord. I’m not aiming higher for now because there’s no Seeker at the Nascent God stage. Why didn’t you become a Warrior, Father?”

“Elder,” Shurmil corrected me.

“Why didn’t you become a Warrior, Father?” I emphasized the last word intentionally.

“Does this Diamond Candidate forget who the Elder is here?” My father’s tone was calm, but I could tell he was beginning to seethe.

“Darling,” my mother said, laying a hand on his shoulder, an attempt to calm him that was unlikely to succeed.

“I asked you a question, Elder!” My voice echoed with the authority of Mentor Guerlon. “Why didn’t you become a Warrior?”

Vyllea, having not slept and hearing our voices, emerged from her room. Silently, she came to my side, providing silent support just as the room seemed to constrict with my father’s imposing aura. My mother, simply human, paled significantly and collapsed into a chair.

“Don’t you dare harm my mother!” I roared, my voice almost demonic, as I launched a forceful blow towards my father. Unprepared, the Elder Taoist was slammed against the wall, and his oppressive aura vanished. Quickly putting up Spirit Armor to keep us safe, I bent over to check on my mother and applied Healer’s Touch. Fortunately, there were no internal injuries, though the blood from her nose was a bad sign. Father would have to answer for this.

He responded with two Spirit Arrows and a barrier of Spirit Armor. I didn’t bother to dodge, absorbing the blows on my own Armor. Counterattacking, I launched a Spirit Arrow directly at his chest. Father, conserving every bit of energy, had only put on a minimal Spirit Armor. My attack shattered it and his ribcage seemed to buckle under the force. Thankfully, the Arrow didn’t penetrate through.

My mother gasped in horror, but I was already by my father’s side as he knelt, weakened. I used one of the ten healing scrolls. Half a meridian’s worth of energy flowed from the scroll. Had he really never healed himself before?

I extended my hand to help him up. We looked at each other, neither breaking eye contact for a long moment. Finally, Father seemed to come to a decision and accepted my hand, standing up.

“You have grown, son. I acknowledge your strength, Elder.”

“Not an Elder, Father. I’m just your son. Why didn’t you become a Warrior?”

“Tiers limit us. My brother and I were born in the First Tier, but he never touched power and remained merely human. I peaked, and when it came time to choose between service and family, I chose the latter. They allowed me to live in Tier Zero and provide me with one spiritual stone a week to stave off energy hunger.”

“How did you acquire the carriage?” Vyllea couldn’t let go of the fact that no one in Tier Zero had a carriage, yet my family did.

“I managed to save the life of one of House Soth’s heirs back in the First Tier. The head of the House wrote a letter to House Wang, instructing them to reward me for my loyal service. However, the carriage doesn’t belong to me or my village — it’s leased. After my death, it will return to House Wang.

“What about the wolf?” My gaze fell on the head mounted on the wall. “You’ve killed the wolf, and they gave you the carriage. For clearing out the Dark Forest!”

“What they call the Dark Forest can’t even be compared to our park in the First Tier,” he replied.

A pause hung in the air. My parents clearly awaited my next thoughts, as did Vyllea. I too, waited, trying to calculate all the consequences of my revelation. Yet, I lacked information — I had no idea if such a thing was even possible. Vyllea squeezed my hand, urging me to decide, and finally, I spoke up:

“The Tier limitation isn’t a death sentence. The real question is — what will you do if this limitation disappears? What will happen to the family? To the village? There are many questions, but it makes no sense to ask them if there isn’t a positive response to the next one. Tell me, father, do you want to advance to the Warrior stage?”


Chapter 14

“AN OPENER? Is that even possible?” After I revealed another one of my abilities and explained what it did, my mother looked at me as if I were some exotic beast.

“You have no idea, Mom, what else is possible in our world. In theory, I could make you an Apprentice, and Father a Warrior. The real question is — do you even want that?”

My parents exchanged glances, and almost in unison, they shook their heads.

“It’s too late for us to change anything, son,” my mother smiled. “And who needs us in the First Tier? Let alone the Second, if your father becomes a Warrior. We have no education, no skills, and no profession to speak of. Father knows how to hunt and has a few techniques, but even you, a Diamond Candidate, have clearly shown the difference between constant practice and a peaceful life.”

“Forty years ago, I would have sold my soul for such an offer,” Father confessed unexpectedly. “But by now I have become attached to this place. This is my home. This is my village. My people are here, and so is my woman. I won’t abandon them for a pursuit of personal power.”

“But you do realize you’ll suffer from hunger for the rest of your life?”

“Really?” Suddenly, father displayed a rare smile filled with genuine warmth. “Tell me, are you just an opener? Or can you also be used as a shutter?”

“A shutter?” I frowned, unfamiliar with the term. However, I quickly guessed what it meant. “You want to remove meridians?”

“Not all of them, but I’d step down to a Bronze Apprentice. The hunger won’t disappear completely, but it will become a lot more bearable.”

Revelation dawned upon me — the paired conjugates of the Tiger Clan hadn’t been punished; their meridians had simply been blocked — I had seen the remnants of nodes! These formations hadn’t disappeared, but the meridians between them were removed. Just like the warriors — no one had forcibly removed their energy core; it had merely dissolved. They were rid of the energy, allowing it to disperse throughout their bodies. Was the implication that when these conjugate pairs absorbed the energy of beasts, they could temporarily form meridians between existing nodes? Therefore, we weren’t fighting mere Candidates! It seemed wise to relay this information to the Phoenix Clan to prevent issues in future competitions. But why should I care? Our paths had diverged… On the other hand, the Heavens would not forgive me if I ignored something like this. I needed inform them. But first, was something like that really possible?

“Father, stay still and don’t flinch, even if it hurts. Vyllea.”

I grabbed a chair and placed it next to my father. Vyllea’s hands rested on my shoulders, and I took my father’s hands, only to let go immediately. It wasn’t right. I had no idea why, but it wouldn’t work that way.

“Standing or lying down?” Vyllea understood me better than anyone.

“Lying down might be taken the wrong way, and you’ll have to take over controlling the flows. Mom, Dad, just don’t be surprised, but it won’t work any other way. Vyllea, let’s go.”

I had to stand up. Vyllea circled around me and leaned in, establishing contact at seven points. My parents merely grunted, remaining silent. Energy flows began to circulate between me and Vyllea, and though she couldn’t see them, she managed to stabilize them, turning them into intertwined red and white strands — warmth and cold. I reached behind me — making contact with my father through Vyllea felt wrong. My mother stepped in to guide my father on what to do. She understood nothing, but felt what needed to be done. They took my hands, and I activated a third exchange flow, now with Qi energy between the nodes. Sixteen streams of Master stage power linked me and Vyllea, and finally, I focused on my father’s energy structure.

As I unraveled the intricate network of one hundred and seven meridians divided into seven threads, I realized the necessity to remove the thread leading to my father’s head first — it was a Golden Apprentice’s defining feature. This particular thread, consisting of eight nodes and connecting meridians, needed to be managed carefully. Drawing energy from the topmost meridian, it dawned on me that it had to be redirected somewhere. Simply dispersing it into the air wasn’t an option — I had lacked that skill, and besides, my mother and the entire village were too close. The energy of a Golden Apprentice could be catastrophic if released.

The robust meridians of my father, laden with energy despite his constant deprivation, hinted that this energy needed a new conduit. My gaze fell on the half-severed healing channel between Vyllea and me. Who said energy could only be derived from spirit stones or the heart of an anomaly? Why not human meridians?

My theory proved correct as our shared meridian clung to this new source, absorbing it with unprecedented fervor. It was as if this was the most coveted thing it could encounter in this world. As the energy flow between my father’s nodes had ceased, the connection remained. I had merely neutralized the meridian, not eradicated it. This meant further contemplation was necessary. What happened when I formed a meridian between Vyllea and myself? I twirled the energy around my node, saturated the space with it, and then condensed it. Perhaps the process should be reversed for its removal?

The task was intricate, and it took a while to understand how the correct method worked. The connection between my father’s two nodes was a thin thread of dense energy, resistant to absorption. Effectively, this was a living organ within his body, impossible to remove without invasive measures. However, detaching it from the nodes could halt its function. This strand would remain dormant in the body, and if the body became oversaturated with energy, the streams might break through between the node and the meridian, restoring some of my father’s strength. This explained how the conjugate pairs from the Tiger Clan, after consuming a multitude of beasts and various potions, temporarily linked their nodes with meridians to become formidable foes. This was why Vyllea and I had found it so hard to act in the cave, barely managing to defend ourselves!

After the eighth meridian was detached, something shifted in my father’s body. The remaining threads began to pulsate strangely, redistributing the energy. His hands started to tremble — it was clear that his condition didn’t allow for further procedures. Perhaps, this was enough for a first attempt; we needed to observe how his body would adjust to being forcibly downgraded from the Golden to the Silver rank. I released my father’s hands and took over the control of the flows from Vyllea, for they needed to be extinguished gently and carefully. When I finally opened my eyes, Earis was already shining over the horizon — we had worked throughout the night!

My father sat in his chair with his eyes closed, not sleeping, but tuning into new sensations. Having arrived in the Zero Tier already a Golden Apprentice, he had no idea what it felt like to be Silver. Hearing Vyllea and me stir, he opened his eyes.

“Do you have what they call a conjunction?” He asked, showing awareness of this rare phenomenon.

“Yes, a full conjunction of three types of energy — body, soul, and mind. I understand it’s unnecessary, but I need to say this out loud — no one must know about me being an opener or about our conjunction, father. Not even uncle.”

“When I lived in the First Tier, I served House Soth as part of a hunting squad. Our commander had once told us that someone from the house had established a stable conjunction. It was considered so incredible that the house leader gave all his warriors a bonus to celebrate the event that had brought great glory to the house. Thirty years ago. I never got to see those who underwent the conjunction, nor did most of my comrades then. We’d thought it was something impossible, inaccessible to ordinary Taoists. I could never have imagined that one day my son would be one of those people.”

“How are you feeling?” I asked, feeling a tightness in my chest. My father’s last phrases carried so much emotion, and so much warmth and pride — it was a great deal more than I had ever heard in my entire life.

“It’s like a part of me has been torn out and thrown away,” my father confessed. “The energy in my body has decreased significantly. My body is behaving differently than before. A lot has changed, and it will take some time to adjust. I guess the Bronze rank will have to wait. I need to figure out how to exist at the Silver level. But one thing I know for sure — the hunger has lessened. It hasn’t gone away, but it’s much less unpleasant now. I suppose that at the Bronze rank I might even manage without spirit stones. Thank you, son.”

My mother suddenly sobbed nearby. Moments later, she rushed to my father and hugged him. Tears flowed freely, but that didn’t bother her. My father no longer had to play the role of a wooden mannequin, afraid to show any emotion. By controlling his every step, he managed his energy hunger. Now, as a Silver Apprentice, he could afford to let go of some of control and smile occasionally. Afford to show some warmth towards those around him. Things I had missed all my life.

Vyllea pulled me outside silently, leaving my parents alone. She sat down on a bench near the porch, tilted her head back, and squinted, letting the gentle rays of Earis wrap her in warmth.

“You have a good family. A proper one,” Vyllea suddenly said. “Your father has sacrificed much to stay with his loved ones. That’s to be respected. I’m glad you brought me here. Now I know what kind of man you’ll be, and I’m totally fine with that. Are we staying here long?”

“I think we’ll leave today. How about heading to Zou-Lemawn?” I suggested.

“I don’t want to go to the demons right now,” Vyllea grimaced, opening her eyes. “No doubt my mother will find out we’ve arrived, so she’ll show up to meet us, and start pestering with questions. You can’t imagine how intrusive she can be. As soon as she finds out we’re together, she’ll definitely want to arrange a grand ceremony. I hate all those traditions. Who cares who I’m with? It’s my life, my decision, my person. End of story.”

“Then what do you think about the Zero Tier of the Tiger Clan? I’ve never been to the west. I hear it even rains there not just once a year like here, but nearly every month. Besides, there are tigers. What if we just roam around here for now, pick up the tiger in two and a half months to feed you, and then move on? Since we have a certificate from The School of Spirit Power, no one requires us to advance to the First Tier right here in the Phoenix Clan’s territory. We could do it in Tiger lands. Your green eyes won’t even raise questions there.”

“I like that!” Vyllea sat up, her eyes sparkling with mischief. “Molly carries the Phoenix crest, so those fools from the Tiger Clan will start hunting us just to tear off the emblem they despise. Moreover, they’re much wealthier than the others, which means there’ll be more loot. Let’s go!”

But we couldn’t leave immediately — only the following morning. A smiling father was too rare an occurrence to miss. My mother outdid herself and prepared a truly imperial dinner. At least, it seemed that way to me — everything I had loved since childhood was on the table. Relatives and acquaintances had gathered. My uncle brought some gadgets that greatly interested Vyllea, and neighbors brought dried berries and mushrooms for some reason. It all looked as if an unexpected annual festival had taken place in Caled Village, which had been prepared for a long time. Soon, a mysteriously smiling Vyllea returned. Asking her about it seemed pointless, and unnecessary. I knew what she had done — an iron rack for various small items had appeared in the anomaly. My household demon always lacked space to stash her loot, much to her chagrin. The furniture bought in Vorend had already been crammed to capacity. Now with the rack, Vyllea would spend the next day in the anomaly, sorting items while I drove Molly. I never thought she had such a knack for organizing everything.

“So, there’s no proper road to the west?” Vyllea asked as we ventured off-road.

“I need to stop by a place. I have a cache there.”

“A cache? Yours? Why haven’t you mentioned this before?”

“No fitting chance ever came up. Besides, I never thought a nosy little demon would worm her way into my trust to the point that I couldn’t live without her.”

“Zander, you know I can hit you, right? And hard enough that you’ll need healing! Out with it!”

I had to tell her. For the first time in my life, I was completely candid with someone else. I told her everything: how I’d discovered a peculiar wall where a wolf had gotten stuck, how I’d returned to find a chamber left by the founder of the Silver Heron School, and how I’d studied two books written by a now-deceased Taoist and a first-year artifact crafting textbook. I’d even detailed how I hid from everyone else, why I had not informed my mentor or the Overlord Nurgal Lee about what I knew regarding the last days of the once-immortal Taoist. I explained that our secret anomaly was the school head’s farewell gift to whoever would find his prison, so spreading word about it was out of the question. At the first opportunity, we needed to acquire standard spatial pouches, but keep nothing valuable in them.

Surprisingly, Vyllea didn’t interrupt me once. When I finished, my industrious demon responsibly declared,

“You did everything right! If you had told your mentor, he would have taken all the books for himself, and you’d never see them again!”

“But it’s not just books there. There are also great artifacts — the ones the school had been destroyed for. You know, I never thought about it before — did the old Taoist take everything from his vault? Were there only books there? Our anomaly could fit an entire house, and yet…”

“Speaking of which! When do we start building?” Vyllea interrupted. “Zander, forget everyone else — we need to think about ourselves! Whether the old man left something else in the cache or not, we’ll never know. He’s dead, and dead men don’t talk. But it’s a fact that we need our own house. We should also fence the perimeter to ensure nothing accidentally rolls off the clearing. I’m not sure anything can be stored in the darkness that surrounds the anomaly.”

“Why do we need a house?” I asked.

“What do you mean, ‘why’? Do you want a whack on the head or something? A house is a must!”

“But it would be in an anomaly. We can’t rest there or live there. It’s merely a projection of a house into an anomaly, not an actual house. A complete waste of time… Vyllea!”

The punch in the shoulder was so strong that Molly swayed — the safety belts kept me in place, almost tipping the carriage over.

“Say something like that again about our house, and you’ll be coughing up blood for a week!” Judging by her tone, Vyllea was not bluffing.

“Alright, explain. Why is this so important to you?”

“Because it’s my home. No — it’s our home! Only ours and no one else’s! A home we alone can access. A home that’s always with us. A home that cannot be seized, destroyed, or sold. We demons must always have our place. A place where we can rest, even if it’s not physical rest. A place to return to. For demons, the greatest disgrace is the inability to protect one’s home — one’s fortress. Such shame is only washed away by death — the disgraced either become slaves or take their own lives. My father… He died defending our home, but his death was in vain — we were captured regardless. Had my mother not been pregnant at the time, she would have followed him. But Overlord Shang Li gave her a choice: to submit or to die. Mother submitted, preserving her freedom and our home. But not her honor! I will never return to our old castle — it reeks of weakness! I will build my own, in the Third Circle! One that no Overlord could ever seize! Better yet, I’ll seize Overlord Shang’s home and throw him out like a stray dog! But to move forward and not look back awaiting a dagger in the back, I need a home. I need a foundation. I need you…”

“A single-story, or should we aim for something grand?”

“Even a small kennel will do, as long as it’s ours,” Vyllea smiled contentedly and settled back into her seat. I had never imagined that fierce demons held such views personal dwelling. They sure were strange, these otherworldly beings…

There were no roads in the Dark Forest of Circle Zero, so our Molly crept directly over the tall grass, leaving a faint trail behind. At one point, we even had to activate additional spikes on the wheels. They extended when turned downward and retracted otherwise — a handy feature for moving through tall grass. The Dark Forest remained as overgrown and lifeless as it had been four years ago. There was no sense in rushing, so by evening we had not reached the designated cliff and stopped at a small clearing.

I didn’t have a flying flag that could split into multiple parts, so I used simple metal stakes, transforming them into components of a single artifact — a protective formation. The textbooks I had acquired finally bore fruit — now Vyllea and I had a means of defending ourselves against uninvited guests. Of course, it wouldn’t stop a really strong opponent, but any Candidate and even Apprentices of the Copper and Bronze ranks would feel an unpleasant shock if they ventured into our protected territory. After setting the stakes, I activated the formation and watched with interest as a barely visible dome formed around our camp. A hundred and fifty spirit coins, by the way! That was the cost of such protection at the artifact store in Tier Zero — the only official place in Vorend where House Wang allowed the trading of First-Tier items.

When I returned to the campfire, I saw only one tent. A slight smile touched my lips — my demon had decided that from this moment on, there was no reason to sleep separately. She clearly disliked how my parents had arranged our sleeping quarters, and she had decided to resolve this issue once and for all. Just because we couldn’t move to the next stage of our relationship didn’t mean we couldn’t sleep together, especially since we often did just that — only standing up, during conjunction.

Vyllea found learning challenging, but each evening she stubbornly either read, forced me to play a game of chess, or practiced music. She’d made notable progress in the latter — I no longer felt the urge to plug my ears and flee into the woods to escape the “enchanting” sounds. My demon was still far from a true master of the pipa, but her progress compared to two years ago was nothing short of colossal.

It took us two days to reach the desired cliff — we’d spent one day in conjunction to open the seventeenth node. If translated into the standard gradation of Taoist power, Vyllea and I were now at the level of a Bronze Apprentice with the strength of a Master. A strange mix, but that’s how things worked for us. Thirteen more nodes wrapped in meridians, and we could move to the Silver rank, even if only when in conjunction. Then to Gold, get the number of nodes up to a hundred, and then what? Form an invisible core of energy to use warrior techniques? Was that even possible?

This thought troubled me for the next couple of days. Even arriving at Huan Lung’s cave couldn’t distract me from my contemplations. Books and more books — I’d seen them already. Only I had to carefully handle the chests containing the great artifacts of the Silver Heron School, while everything else was transferred to our personal storage without any particular honors. Finally, I had the chance to browse the textbooks that Huang Lung had carried with him — most were unique reference books containing base symbols and descriptions of how those symbols were derived. The school of artificers didn’t just train them to make artifacts; it forced them to understand why everything worked the way it did. However, I paid particular attention to a shelf with scrolls and a small textbook on healing techniques. All these were meant for Warrior-stage Taoists, which only reinforced my conviction that I needed to start forming an energy core as soon as possible.

Vyllea dragged everything she’d found in the cave to our anomaly. A table, a chair, and some cabinets. Even the torch and flint that lay on the table. They would come in handy someday, she assured me. If they were useful to that Taoist, they would be useful to us, too, eventually. Laughing at my industrious partner, I still had to deliver one piece of news that would not be to her liking.

“I’m afraid we can’t head into the Tiger lands just now. Sure, we could stir up trouble there, but it would severely limit our development. We wouldn’t be able to openly work with the heart of the anomaly. I propose we spend a whole year opening as many meridians as possible. Three nodes a week — that’s three nodes every two weeks for each of us. Fifty-two weeks equals seventy-eight new nodes for each. We’ll wrap everything in meridians and proceed with forming the energy core. I have no idea if this is doable, but no one warned us it wasn’t, right? So, instead of killing those useless Tigers from whom we can’t even get any loot, I suggest we get stronger and start hunting someone more serious. You need a house, right? It will take coins to build it, and only powerful Taoists can give us those.”


Chapter 15

“WHAT A SLIPPERY BASTARD,” Vyllea said, settling on the ground. “Zander, how are you doing? Still alive, or should I start looking for a new partner?”

“Very funny.” I rolled onto my stomach and crawled toward Vyllea. Both legs and an arm were broken, a few ribs seemed to be completely smashed, and I was leaving a bloody trail from numerous cuts, but surprisingly, my mood was just splendid! The hunt was over!

To recover, I had to use a healing scroll for each injury, each consuming the energy of an entire meridian — we hadn’t been beaten up like this in a long time. The fourth assassin was a Silver Apprentice, stuffed with pills, so he acted at the level of a Copper-ranked Warrior. And he did so quite competently. Clearly a disciple of Dee — our assassin had so cunningly transformed himself into Carmin that it was impossible to tell at a glance. It would have been difficult even at a second look. He approached us with the joyful and sincere smile typical of Carmin himself. He must have spent some time studying the persona of the third-tier scion. If I hadn’t seen his energy structure and understood that I was facing a Silver Apprentice and not a Diamond Candidate, I might have even believed his feigned sincerity.

Rising to my feet, I looked around and sighed heavily. The new mayor of the capital (Hurikki Wang had handed over his duties to his deputy four months ago and disappeared somewhere) would be displeased with us. He might even banish us from the city. Again. Although there was a small chance that he might forgive the two negligent seekers who had caused a real cataclysm in the heart of Vorend out of sheer joy. Several houses were demolished to the foundation, one of the massive palace walls had collapsed and buried several especially slow guards who decided to tell us that we should fight elsewhere. Well, it didn’t work like that — we fought where we got assaulted! All complaints should be directed to Dee and his mad guild. We wouldn’t tell anyone that we had intentionally allowed ourselves to be captured opposite House Dun’s palace. If anyone thought that Seekers forgot old slights, they were sorely mistaken. Seekers were famous for holding grudges. The homes that suffered from my ramming attacks belonged to the Tiger Clan, as did the damaged palace. I relentlessly slammed my techniques in all directions, investing them with all the power I could muster. There was no holding back — when else would there be an opportunity to use a ramming attack so freely in the city center? Especially with such an important mission — the destruction of the House of Dun’s palace? That’s why I decided to hold back for as long as possible, aiming not at the assassin running around us at the speed of a stung donkey, but at the structures of the House of Dun, trying to inflict as much damage as possible.

As it often happened, underestimating the opponent had nearly led to disastrous results. Somehow, the assassin had managed to get close to us and even push me away from Vyllea. He’d also struck at my legs with something heavy, the bastard! The clothing held up, but couldn’t completely block the blow, so I crashed into the wall with broken legs. I managed to retaliate before the contact with Vyllea was severed, but she had to finish him off herself. Fortunately, there wasn’t much left to finish off — there was a huge hole in the assassin’s chest. All that was required of Vyllea was to avoid getting injured. She nearly succeeded, although even with such an injury, the Silver Apprentice proved far stronger than a Diamond Candidate.

“Can we sleep peacefully now?” Vyllea asked angrily as she kicked the assassin’s body. “Is the hunt over?”

“Sleep peacefully after something like that?” I nodded toward the damaged palace. “Did I try hard for nothing? By the way, there’s some Copper Apprentice lying under the rubble. Shall we check?”

“Let him die; there’s nothing to salvage from him, anyway. Zander, let’s stick to the plan. I’m sick of this outfit.”

It was no wonder my companion was annoyed. After a year and a half, our clothing, enhanced with symbols of durability and purity, remained as new and fresh as the day we bought it. But our bodies had not stood still. We had grown, and what once was a long robe now looked quite comical on me. It was as if I had undressed some toddler and somehow managed to stretch his clothes over myself. But I had the least problems — the sleeves were a little too short, and the belt was up around my chest. Vyllea faced far more critical difficulties. My demon had transformed from a cute girl into a beautiful woman, so in some places, the dress stretched so tightly it seemed about to burst. For the past three months, Vyllea had even been washing in her clothes, afraid to take them off because she wouldn’t be able to fit back into them, and unfortunately, we had no replacements.

The year and a half we’d spent on our own development was quite intense. It turned out that even openers had their limits. If at first I could easily open up to three nodes, later I ran into a situation when only the presence of a scroll with a healing technique saved me from tragedy — the safe number of knots I could create had dropped unexpectedly — initially to two a week, then to one, and soon even to one every two weeks! This was not pleasant news — my plan had been to create a hundred nodes inside myself and Vyllea before moving to an energy-rich territory to start opening our energy cores. However, reality was not as rosy as I had dreamed. Seventy-two nodes each and seventy-two meridians linking them — that was the result of a year and a half of work. Three times I attempted to form an energy core. On the fifty-first nodes, the sixty-first, and the seventy-first. Three attempts equaled three failures and three used healing scrolls. I catastrophically lacked knowledge, and even the writings of Huang Lung could not assist in structuring the core. The ancient artificer had written nothing about conjunctions. The topic did not interest him. All my knowledge of the energy core was limited to having seen it several times in my spirit vision. Detailed study was required, but, unfortunately, no Taoist warriors were to be found in Vorend. It was an unpopular place for them. There were Masters, but their black silhouettes did not allow for analysis of the cores. Overall, this was a major stumbling block for me.

For the past year and a half, we traveled around the Phoenix Clan’s territory, returning to Vorend every six months for tigers to feed Vyllea. The assassins used these visits to set up ambushes in seemingly safe places, even orchestrating such masquerades as the last time. After each attack, Hurikki Wang and then his deputy would expel us from the city as disturbers of public peace, but there was no strict ban on returning to Vorend. Word of the great House Wang, which cared so much about its subjects it had sent two Seekers to aid the residents of Tier Zero, eventually reached the First Tier. As Hurikki Wang explained during our last meeting, House Soth had sent an inspector to figure out whose budget our work had been paid from and why we fulfilled all assignments without a single complaint. What kind of Seekers were we, if we didn’t stay in the city, afraid to even stick our noses out for fear of falling into the clutches of scavengers? Besides, we got around on a very conspicuous and memorable self-moving carriage, whose name had now earned notoriety across the entire Tier Zero. Molly. Despite her uniqueness, our Molly had a significant flaw — the carriage attracted dirt and dust. The paint could withstand a hammer blow (tested), but it couldn’t handle plant juice stains or bird markings. Traveling in a dirty carriage was unpleasant, so every time we reached a village that needed our help, we charged a fee in the form of a complete wash of our Molly. There was always a line of volunteers — the entire village would gather eagerly. When else would ordinary people get to touch a real artifact of the Overlord stage safely? So it became customary — those who needed help had to wash our Molly. It got to the point that we were met not with refreshments, but with rags and scrub brushes.

We hardly ever stayed in one place — only when we’d open a node. Beasts, bandits, strange plants, and even two white anomalies that had appeared out of nowhere — all were grist to our mill. There wasn’t much loot, but I had no doubt that Vyllea and I were doing everything right. Of course, the Heavens disapprove of unrewarded labor, but we took our share from bandit loot, animal skins, and rare plants. We’d even reached the black anomaly that we had booked access to at one time. But we didn’t go inside. A single glance at the play of broken mirrors and the incredibly black soil beneath them was enough to make our backs burn as if a torch had been thrust into them. Even Vyllea felt it — my demon flatly refused to enter that nightmare. We had to admit that there was something in Tier Zero we couldn’t handle. And we accepted this fact so calmly that even my perpetually discontent demon did not throw a fit.

Father decided to remain a Silver Apprentice. His habit of battling energy hunger greatly aided him at this new stage of Ascension — the acute energy shortages that used to hit him every two or three days now came only once a month. This significantly changed life for both the village and my family — I gained a brother. A little squeaking parcel with rosy cheeks. When Vyllea first saw him, she even squealed with joy, having never been so close to human children before. However, when she was allowed to hold him, I categorically disliked the look in Vyllea’s eyes. For perhaps the first time during our close association with the demon, I was relieved that she had promised her mother not to start any close relationships until the first Tier…

“Greetings, Seekers… Perhaps, there’s no need to say anything, I see it all. I’ll need three days to prepare your clothing. May I offer a temporary replacement? Walking around in such… is improper. Unworthy of Seekers.”

The tailor had changed significantly. From once being a leather-clad skeleton, he had become a stout and energetic fellow. His workshop hadn’t been left behind either — it was renovated, repainted, and now had a host of customers inside.

“We get everything for free,” declared Vyllea. She wasn’t asking — she was stating a fact.

“Everything for free,” the tailor nodded, although a flicker of displeasure crossed his face. He probably had planned to charge us at least three hundred spirit coins. Naïve. My miser would strangle half of Vorend for three hundred coins without even flinching. Out of the four thousand coins we’d received from the Phoenix Clan, we had a little over a thousand left. Living large wasn’t cheap even in Tier Zero, where ten spirit coins could buy a small village. This was under the condition that each time after a failed assassination I met with Dee or his people, creating artifacts for them.

The tailor went into the back of the shop to pick out some temporary clothes for us. I browsed the new items on display for a while, noting that the colors extended not just to the sign, but to the clothing itself — it had ceased to be grey and dreary. Each dress had a symbol of purity, but not of durability. The tailor didn’t want to deprive himself of work, so he only reinforced special clothing with two symbols. Spotted garments that no normal person would ever wear, but which had become so dear to Vyllea and myself that we refused to replace them with anything else. Suddenly, my spiritual vision revealed something that shouldn’t have been in this part of the town. I froze, and Vyllea, clever as she is, reacted instantly — stopping her scrutiny of the dresses, she was by my side, grabbing my hand.

“Who?”

“Darna with an escort.”

“What business does that red-nosed wench have here?” Vyllea had never liked Darna, and she never hid it.

“I suspect we’re about to find out. They’re heading this way.”

“I’m going to the fitting room!” Vyllea remembered how she looked and quickly dashed off. “Don’t kill her without me!”

The idea of meeting the red-nosed… Heavens, Vyllea! Of course, the red-haired beauty looked good in new clothes, but appearances never bothered me. Those who focused on the packaging were foolish and short-sighted. Thus, Darna may have appeared beautiful and bright, but a brief conversation with her revealed just how stuck-up and condescending she was.

“Please!” The tailor brought a new set of clothes just as the doors to his workshop opened, and two people appeared on the threshold. I jumped up so abruptly that the chair I was sitting on crashed to the floor.

“Elder!”

The Taoist — Heavens alone knew how he’d ended up in Tier Zero, couldn’t stand it when people didn’t bow to him. I knew as much from bitter experience. Judging by the rustling, the store’s visitors, and even the tailor himself, followed my actions. But unlike the others, I didn’t freeze with a bent back; I straightened up, ready to face the trouble head-on. I had no doubts that trouble had indeed arrived. The creak of a door was heard, and Vyllea stood next to me. The girl was silent for a while, watching the newcomers, then bowed to the Taoist as an equal.

“Greetings, Elder. What need brings Overlord Nurgal Lee to us?”

“Need?” the Taoist smirked, eyeing us. “Still as wild and unbending as before? I like that. Everyone leave the shop! Including the owner!”

Before the tailor could stutter out that the Overlord had no right to command here, a Seeker’s plaque was displayed. Within a few minutes, we were alone.

“I prefer to handle matters quickly, so we won’t be discussing the weather. As the head of the newly formed guild of Seekers, I entrust you with a task of great importance, Seekers. This is Darna. For the next two years, she will be your apprentice. At the end of the apprenticeship, you must decide whether she is worthy of the right to be a Seeker or not. This is the apprenticeship contract, signed by the head of the House and myself. We just need your signatures. I must note that you have the right to refuse, and no one will punish you for it. But would that please the Heavens? You have never received such a challenge in your life.”

(Residence of the Voom family of House Feng, Central Tier, a few days ago)

“I need explanations,” Acryn Feng, a Nascent God of the Copper rank and one of the twelve advisors to the head of the Phoenix Clan, stated as he looked at the gloomy girl standing before him with mixed feelings. Part of him demanded punishing the troublemaker and sending her back to work, while another part wanted to listen and understand the reasons for her presence in the office and to put his plan into action.

“I don’t understand what’s happening to me, father.” Finally, Darna Feng raised her head. “All this work with the group, all this preparation, training… I understand the responsibility placed on me and the importance of our group, but the longer we work together, the clearer the difference between the Taoists aiming for ascension in the greater world and us becomes. Five pure absolutes, the pride and future of the clan, but in reality they’re just useless oafs who think they are the center of the world. A week ago, during a training duel, I broke Bouche’s arm. What did he do? He ran to complain! For the twenty-seventh time in less than a year! Instead of gritting his teeth and working, he’s undermining my group, and there’s nothing I can do about it! Because he’s the nephew of Delilah Feng herself! Weak, worthless, useless…”

“You’ve already used that word, daughter. You’re repeating yourself.”

“I no longer have the moral or physical strength to lead the clan’s group of pure absolutes, Advisor Acryn!” Darna lifted her head. “Please relieve me of this duty and appoint someone more worthy. Someone who hasn’t tarnished their reputation with broken arms, fingers, and the knocked-out teeth of Advisor Delilah’s nephew.”

“As far as I know, he demonstrates his interest in you in this way. The fact that he’s three years younger than you doesn’t play a significant role. Bouche Feng would make a fine match. The head favors him. Your union would strengthen our house.”

“Never!” Darna even turned pale, imagining herself in Bouche’s embrace. The fourteen-year-old adolescent looked good for his age, had already achieved a Candidate’s Diamond rank, and had all the prerequisites to reach great heights in ascension, but his vile and despicable character negated all these advantages. Darna recalled the predatory way Bouche had looked at her and shuddered.

Advisor Acryn smirked internally. His daughter had changed significantly. Just two months among the residents of Tier Zero and participation in the imperial battle had accomplished what he couldn’t in sixteen years. They made her think. They taught her to see people not as rich versus poor, but as capable versus useless, promising versus mediocre, and so on. Advisor Acryn himself saw no value in the group of absolutes. It was Advisor Delilah’s idea, and the group had proven its utter ineffectiveness in the recent competitions. Despite the failure, they hadn’t abandoned the idea, although even his daughter had begun to see its futility. Perhaps she was ready. Advisor Acryn pulled a golden leaf from his desk drawer and handed it to his daughter. Darna’s eyes widened as she read its contents.

“Father, you wouldn’t do this, right?! Father?”

“I will repeat, daughter, a union with Bouche will strengthen our house. It will elevate it to new heights that were previously inaccessible to us.”

“Don’t do this, Father,” Darna whispered, horrified, holding the golden leaf in her hands. It couldn’t be torn up or destroyed, though its contents begged for it. House Pow, headed by Advisor Delilah’s sister, proposed a political alliance through the marriage of their children, which would significantly strengthen House Feng. Effectively, Advisor Acryn wasn’t asked, but informed — the document bore Advisor Delilah’s seal. The clan approved of this union.

“The document has been with me for almost a year,” Advisor Acryn stated. “Exactly as long as Bouche has been in your team. I can delay the response for a few more months, but then I’ll have to agree. Or find a reasonable justification for the clan head’s senior wife as to why my house decided to ignore her will.”

“She has personally sent me to die! Why does she need me?!”

“I have sent you to die,” Advisor Acryn corrected. “But you survived where you shouldn’t have, which made you interesting to many, including Advisor Delilah.”

“I survived thanks to the conjoined Seekers, everyone knows that!”

“Seekers are of no interest to anyone, Darna. Especially with a demon among them.”

“Seekers are of no interest?” Darna caught the main point. “How uninteresting are they, Father?”

“So uninteresting that no one would never let a promising young scion of a house become a Seeker, daughter. But you must understand — for Seekers, the path to the heights of the clan is closed. You will remain my daughter, but the right to inheritance will pass to your brother.”

“How will my departure affect the house?” Darna couldn’t help but ask.

“It won’t. In the Deforean Empire, Taoists are free to choose their own path of ascension. The path of the clan, the path of the Seeker, or the path of the craftsman. You will simply step off one path and onto another. The clan head’s senior wife will not dare contest this right. It is granted by the Emperor himself.”

Darna reflected on her choices. Being a Seeker was not simple, even with family support backing her. Those two… Darna was struck by how different they were from her peers. They made the impression of mature and capable Taoists who had fought hundreds of battles. Confident, strong, powerful, yet ready to go to any length to fulfill their task — because the Heavens would accept nothing less. When they had first reported the black anomaly in Tier Zero, Darna had thought it was a joke, but now she was not so sure. She looked at her father and smiled.

“You anticipated this, didn’t you? Were you prepared?”

“I would be a poor advisor if I didn’t understand my own daughter’s desires and aspirations,” Advisor Acryn allowed himself a smile. “I made my choice when I left you as the head of the Candidate team, while other houses withdrew their absolutes. I am loath to admit it, daughter, but you can only achieve success in the clan as the wife of one of the strongest. Even Advisor Delilah is not an independent Taoist. She is the reflection of her husband, his will. Such are the rules of this world. Women here are an adjunct, but never a force unto themselves.”

“For such words, you could be expelled from the council, Father.”

“That’s why we speak under a protective formation. Your path will be difficult, dangerous, and arduous. But it will be your path, daughter. The question is, are you ready for it?”

“I am ready. What do I need to do?”

“Seekers do not ask what they need to do. They do what they think is necessary. However, I will still offer you advice. You cannot become a Seeker right away — their so-called non-existent guild won’t accept that. First, you must become an apprentice to one of them and prove your right to be called a Seeker. You will need to meet with the head of their non-existent guild and prove to him that your will is strong and your intentions pure. The new head of the Seekers, Overlord of the golden rank, Nurgal Lee, will be arriving in three days. He will determine whether you are ready to embark on this challenging path and, if you are, which of the current Seekers will become your mentor. You have three days to say goodbye to everyone and pack your belongings. If you are deemed worthy, you will leave home immediately. And, as the Seekers say, may your path be hard and thorny.”


Chapter 16

“NO, ELDER. YOUR TRUST flatters and makes me feel important, but I clearly understand my limits. Our limits. A mentor must protect their apprentice from all harm, provide not only challenges, but also moments of peace, and in unexpected circumstances, restore health. All of the above can be provided by Seekers of the Warrior stage and higher. But certainly not two Diamond-ranked Candidates, even with full conjunction. You call this a challenge? I suppose the Heavens would be displeased if two untrained Taoists started experimenting on another person and call them an apprentice. Our plaques say we are Seekers, but neither excessive heroism, nor excessive cowardice pleases the Heavens. Vyllea?”

“I am against having an apprentice, especially if it is that red-nosed girl,” my companion Vyllea sharply glared at Darna, who was behaving unusually. Too quiet and calm.

“I’m sorry, Elder, that you had to make this entire journey and expend resources for the jump into Tier Zero. However, you have chosen the wrong Seekers.”

“Have you thought well about whom you are refusing, lad?” the voice of Overlord Nurgal Lee became deep and heavy. Even the light in the workshop seemed to dim. Breathing became difficult, and I had to take Vyllea’s hand. The pressure lessened, but didn’t disappear. As I had predicted, trouble had come to us. The question was, how to respond to it. Bend the knee and fall before the Elder, begging for forgiveness and agreeing to any of his demands? Never! The Heavens would not understand me. It seemed, then, that I had to push back, whatever the consequences.

“I refuse the Taoist who calls himself the head of the newly formed guild of Seekers. The Overlord of the Golden rank, who stands on the verge of becoming a Nascent God, but lacks something to overcome the final barrier. Perhaps, it is because this very head ignores the rules of the guild he leads? So intimidate us with terrible punishments or even kill us for having our own opinion, as true Seekers. Then return to your ascension and stare at the barrier, asking the Heavens why things are so unfair for you. One cannot be a Seeker with others, yet turn into a despot for their own kind. The Heavens would not approve.”

“Insolent cur!” The blow from the Overlord was so powerful that Vyllea and I were slammed into the wall. The body ceased to exist, consciousness floated away, but it didn’t have time — the Overlord was beside us, activating two healings simultaneously. Vyllea stood up first and helped me. The body, turned to jelly and then reassembled, rebelling. It clearly did not want to undergo such a transformation again, so it almost agreed to yield to the Elder’s demands. But the body was not the mind. Such a blow couldn’t break it.

“This does not change our decision, Elder. To be a mentor, personal experience is required, which can be passed on to others. We do not have it. You know this very well, yet you still brought Darna to us. Why? Will the self-proclaimed head of a non-existent guild answer two Seekers?”

“Guerlon’s hand once again…” said Overlord Nurgal Lee with such disdain that I felt uneasy again. “Never mind, I will have my revenge on him... As for you…”

“Elder, are you prepared to offer us something to make us agree to become Darna’s mentors?” I asked, prompting another surge of wrath from Overlord Nurgal Lee.

“Say what?!” His exclamation of astonishment echoed in the dimming workshop.

After his second blow, Vyllea and I finally breached what seemed like a strong wall, but again, the Overlord didn’t let us die. My body failed me — I could no longer stand, and Vyllea had to support me. Even exchanging body energy did not help. It felt like the Overlord’s strikes killed us, but timely healing brought us back each time. Still, the fact that we were being revived time and again ultimately blew the lid off the simmering kettle. We were needed, and thus, we had rights to assert.

“The Elder has received some reward from Darna’s father, likely linked to his further ascension. Perhaps even access to the Primordial Soul. I suspect that Advisor Acryn will transfer his access rights to Overlord Nurgal Lee in exchange for helping his daughter. I’m not asking about the reasons that drove Darna to become a Seeker — those are irrelevant now. What matters is the fact that a resident of the Central Tier is moving to Tier Zero and staying here for a while. Why here? Because she is a Diamond Candidate. Not an Apprentice, otherwise it would have been easier. But the Overlord cannot wait — he needs to make Darna a Seeker apprentice right now. He doesn’t have the time or the opportunity to wait for her to reach the Apprentice ascension stage. And so he remembers about two conjoined Seekers from Tier Zero. It doesn’t even bother him that one of us is a demon — here’s a ready solution to the complicated situation Advisor Acryn has put the Seeker in. But instead of coming and negotiating with the Seekers, outlining all the advantages they’ll receive and promising a great reward, the Overlord uses force. Thus, he cannot accept the fact that some Candidates have refused him. But the reality is, Elder, that Vyllea and I are prepared to die before we bend. Want Darna to become our apprentice? Offer us something that will make us happy. Actually, I happen know what will make my partner and myself happy. Mentor Guerlon should meet us in the First Tier. I trade the life of Seeker Guerlon for your journey to the Primordial Soul. We are prepared to agree to your proposal on such terms.”

“Mentor Guerlon?” Vyllea looked at me oddly. “What are you talking about?”

“When we saved the Elder’s life, he demanded that our mentor contact him as soon as he would return from Tier Zero. Mentor Guerlon did comply with the will of the Gold-ranked Overlord, but something did not satisfy him. Apparently, the self-proclaimed head of the nonexistent guild had proposed something to Mentor Guerlon that deviated from his understanding of the Heavens’ will. The mentor has been punished. I am one hundred percent certain that they have captured him and stuffed him into some unpleasant place. Overlord Nurgal Lee has been trying to break him for a year, but to no avail. I am willing to sign an apprenticeship agreement with Darna to extract our mentor. The life of our mentor in exchange for access to the Primordial Soul. Tell me, Elder, where have I erred in my assumptions? If I am mistaken, do not revive us next time you kill us. There will be no point in doing so. We have spoken our piece. Vyllea?”

“To exchange our mentor’s life for two years with this red-nosed girl? I guess that for such a cause, one could bend just once. I’ll endure her somehow. But to bow down before power? Never! Honor is more valuable!”

Surprisingly, Vyllea’s hands did not tremble at all. She feared the Nameless One to the point of shaking in her knees, yet she did not even seem to fear Overlord Nurgal Lee one bit. The Overlord himself pondered for a long time. The aura of oppression appeared, making Vyllea tense up, then disappeared, allowing her to catch her breath. Finally, the Taoist made his decision.

“The sole fact that you have pulled me from a temporal anomaly allows you to breathe now. I will even release your beloved mentor. Let him flee wherever he wants. But as for you, cur, I shall have a word with you separately. Once these two years of mentorship are over, you will tell me how you came to know all this. There are too many things for you to have guessed randomly.”

“Why wait for two years?” The space itself spoke, materializing into our old acquaintance in a large hat. “I can tell you now. I have informed my ward. Or do you have complaints against me now, Nurgal?”

“Elder!” The way the Gold-ranked Overlord paled and bowed could have been a delight, but the appearance of the uninvited guest was too straining to enjoy any minor triumph.

“Pay no attention to me and continue,” the Nameless One waved his hand. “Pretend I’m not here. But, I hope… how was it just put… that the self-proclaimed head of the nonexistent guild has drawn the right conclusions from my words. An astoundingly accurate corollary.”

Conclusions? The only takeaway from the Nameless One’s words could be that he openly declared us his people. The word “ward”… Infuriating!

“Who am I kidding?” the Nameless One continued after a pause. “Here’s the situation. Nurgal, you release Mentor Guerlon, return his belongings, compensate for his time in confinement, provide him with an amulet for staying in the First Tier indefinitely, and conveniently forget that your suddenly-revived guild has four Seekers. Only then will you earn the right to visit the Primordial Soul. Without Guerlon, I promise now — you can’t even dream of the journey to the crystal. Overlord Wigran will impose an eternal veto. Is that clear? You can leave, no one here is holding you back anymore.”

The Nameless stared pointedly at Overlord Nurgal Lee, who turned red with rage but was rendered speechless. He departed without a word. The clan spy waved his hand, and a protective formation enveloped the workshop.

“Now, as for you. You will sign the apprenticeship agreement with Darna, stay with her in Tier Zero for four months, and then send her to the First Tier via teleport. Your mission will then be considered complete. There, Darna will meet her future mentor — Guerlon, Overlord of the silver rank. Darna, come here.”

The red-haired beauty stepped closer to us on unyielding legs. What was happening here was astonishing even for a resident of the Central Tier, accustomed to the presence of various Overlords and Nascent Gods.

“You have left the clan, but the clan has not left you. Being a Seeker is not a life sentence. Yes, you will not be able to enter the clan council, but you can still bring it benefits in other ways. The Nameless Ones, for instance, have no prejudices regarding the gender of their employees. Here, everyone is equal. The main thing is personal strength. Prove that you have it, and your future will be bright and filled with opportunities. Possibly brief, but definitely merry. We will keep an eye on you, but without any particular zeal — your future mentor will not accept close scrutiny. And he does not need it. See what Seekers he has raised; he will surely manage with you too. Seekers, I still see the apprenticeship agreement here. Why hasn’t it gone for registration?”

“My blood will not touch this paper until I see your face,” Vyllea suddenly declared. “I do not work with the Nameless.”

“Everyone who has seen my face, demon, is either dead or works for the Phoenix Clan,” the Nameless One’s voice lost any trace of emotion.

“I don’t care about that. I didn’t bend to you before, and I won’t now. Decided to use us in your games again? Be ready to pay. I need your face. Either that, or take this red-nosed girl and scram back to your clan. You’re trying to set conditions for me. Infuriating!”

Vyllea was trembling. As in previous encounters with the Nameless One, she shook from fear, but her indomitable will did not allow her body to succumb. As they still held me up, I pressed my palms against the girl’s neck and activated a heat exchange. The trembling stopped, and the girl’s embrace tightened gratefully.

“Is this a mutual decision? Or should I only kill the demon?” Again, not a single emotion, but it felt as if the skin between my shoulder blades was being flayed alive and salted for added effect.

“My girlfriend has expressed our common stance,” I declared. “We made a promise not to work with those who have no name. The Heavens would not understand if we suddenly forgot our words. If you need us to take responsibility for a stranger for four months, be prepared to pay for it. Vyllea has outlined our demands, and I fully support her in this. Now you can kill us. I’ve already been through this twice today.”

The speed with which an additional protective formation appeared around us was astounding. No hand movements or anything similar. It was as if six flags had materialized out of nowhere, sheltering me, Vyllea, and the Nameless One under a separate impenetrable dome. The spy raised his hands to his hat deliberately slowly, and just as slowly removed it. Underneath the hat was a bundle of long black hair tied in a tight bun. The Nameless One’s face was covered by a bandage, but his bright green eyes, identical to Vyllea’s, immediately caught attention. After a pause, the spy raised his hands again and removed the bandage. He appeared to be about thirty — his face was regular, pleasant, and somehow looking immensely tired, showing no distinctive features except for the eyes.

“Clyed Feng at your service, Seekers. Are you satisfied, demon?”

“Completely. I will not work with the Nameless. Pass that along.”

“What is someone from the western region doing in the Phoenix Clan’s intelligence?” I asked as the golden leaf with the apprenticeship contract disappeared, having been sent for registration.

“I’m proving that my exile was also a mistake. That’s why I’m helping Darna — what she did personally earns my respect. To go against the will of clan leaders is a commendable act. But right now, she’s overwhelmed with emotions and unsure of what to do next, so I want her to spend these four months with you. Show her what it means to be a true Seeker. The situation in your non-existent guild can hardly be called anything but disgraceful. Nurgal is a case in point. A year and a half ago he appeared, immediately subdued three Seekers who had formed a somewhat orderly council, and declared the revival of the guild. A Seeker with the others, yet a despot for his own… You have a way with words, Zander.”

“You once said that interrogating Overlord Nurgal Lee was impossible. Yet today you almost destroyed him in front of the juniors. It’s unlikely the Overlord will forget those who have witnessed his disgrace.”

“That’s why I had to use the rather unpopular word ‘ward.’ Surprisingly, you didn’t react to it at all. As for Nurgal — everything changes, and everything flows, including the clan’s attitude towards such Seekers. I must leave now — I’ve already spent too much personal time traveling to Tier Zero. Ensure Darna has clothes — and a huge request to you, Zander: please stop working with assassins. Don’t supply them with artifacts. Note, this is not an order. Just request.”

With those words, Clyed Feng began to transform back into the Nameless One. First the bandage returned, then the hat, and then the Taoist disappeared altogether. The two outlines of protective formations also vanished. Soon people began to cautiously peek into the workshop. At first just the onlookers, but soon the tailor himself appeared as well. Seeing what had been done to his wall, he turned pale but said nothing.

“We need not two, but three sets of Seeker garments, each with dual enhancements. The third set will be for her,” I nodded towards Darna. “We don’t have three days — the clothes must be ready by tomorrow.”

“Free of charge,” added my practical girl, in a tone so firm that perhaps even the Nameless One wouldn’t dare contest. I got helped to my feet and assisted in reaching Molly. My body was trembling as if after an intense workout. Vyllea popped up the spare seat and stared at it for a while, as if seeing it for the first time.

“You know, I can’t shake the feeling that this scoundrel has even managed to swindle us with Molly. He must have anticipated that we’d end up carrying a load! This hat-clad weasel infuriates me!”

“By ‘scoundrel’ you mean the Taoist of the Nascent God stage?” Darna asked, eyeing Molly curiously. “The one who could destroy you with a glance?”

“He didn’t destroy us, though,” I replied, climbing into the driver’s seat. “Darna, this is Molly, our self-moving cart. Molly, this is Darna, our apprentice. You’ll have to ride with us for four months.”

“You talk to the cart?” Darna remarked, obviously confused. I ignored the question, sizing up the red-haired beauty.

“Your garments will be made. What about your weapons and artifacts?”

“Nothing. I had to leave the artifacts at the clan. But I don’t need handouts. I have money to buy everything necessary.”

“That’s when I remembered why she’s always been so irritating. She’s thick, and it shows.” Vyllea approached Darna closely, poking her accusingly. “You, rednose, will spend the next four months with us. If you with your chicken brains thought we’d stay in one place, guarding your precious hide, then you’re deeply mistaken. We are Seekers, not nannies. We’ll go places that seem a tiger’s ass seem a more desirable location. It is only out of respect for your future mentor am I not twisting off your useless head right now.”

“Vyllea, let’s not scare our apprentice,” I managed to suppress my laughter. “Let’s just accept the fact that she has money. Let’s go for weapons. Darna, get in, I fear the most unpleasant half-hour of your life awaits you.”

The armorsmith, like the tailor, had significantly expanded his business. It was now a shop run by one of Vorend’s respected masters, where ordinary customers found it difficult to gain entry. I still hadn’t changed and looked like a scarecrow, but my spotted clothing served as an excellent pass. Even though a bouncer at the entrance deterred casual onlookers, we were welcomed warmly. They even offered us tea, to the overt astonishment of other visitors. Some ragged individual, who by some fluke had snagged two beauties, was being treated by the shop owner as if he were their most coveted customer.

“I’ll handle the binding myself. Can I use the workshop?”

“Bind it yourself?” The armorsmith was taken aback, but quickly recovered. “After what you’ve already shown, why am I surprised? Just the weapon, without techniques?”

“Ramming Strike and Spirit Arrow — is that possible?” I managed to surprise the armorsmith once again.

“Yes, there is one such piece,” the armorsmith said hesitantly. “A hundred spirit coins for everything.”

He brought a sword shimmering with blue light, and we descended into a stone room. Darna’s pallor revealed her familiarity with the binding process, although she raised no objections.

“Have you ever had an artifact bound to you before?”

“Only the Clan ring. When I was a child. You know how to do the binding?”

“Yes, it’s quite a straightforward procedure, actually. Painful, but straightforward. Vyllea, secure her while I prepare the instruments.”

“Don’t squirm,” Vyllea began tightening the straps, firmly securing Darna in the chair. Given her appearance, she seemed on the verge of fainting before the procedure even began, so I decided to engage her in unpleasant conversation.

“Who was the lucky guy you’ve turned down?”

“What?” Darna was jolted out of her shock. That’s better!

“The Nameless One said you defied the clan’s will and ran away. I assumed they wanted to marry you off, but you chose freedom instead.”

“Is that true?” Vyllea turned Darna’s head so sharply it almost snapped.

“That’s none of your business,” Darna snapped back. “Just do your job and mind your own business.”

“How stupid are you, really? Is it true or not?” Vyllea seemed ready to smear Darna across the chair.

“Even if it is true, what’s it to you? It’s my life and my decision!”

“I don’t care about you at all, redhead.”

Oh, not “rednose” anymore? Darna had clearly grown in Vyllea’s eyes. Having finished with the straps, my companion stepped aside and observed my preparations for a while before dropping a question that almost made my jaw hit the floor.

“Zander, is there a way for her not to feel pain during the binding?”

“Only through conjunction, but I won’t do it. She’s a pure absolute and could easily take control of the energy flows. What’s with the sudden change of heart? I thought you’d rejoice watching Darna scream and squeal.”

“She chose freedom, Zander. Went against everyone’s will. She deserves respect.”

“It feels like you’re speaking a language of your own,” Darna’s angry voice cut in. “If you’re discussing me, have the courage to do it to my face!”

“My suddenly compassionate companion wants to say that demons divide all living beings into three categories: slaves, servants, and masters. Slaves are not even considered living beings — just moving furniture. Servants are those unable to make decisions independently, always needing a master’s will to guide them. They bend under any circumstances, adapting themselves rather than shaping the world around them. The most desired but also the most difficult category is that of the masters. Those who can follow their own will, ignoring the opinions of others. You defied the clan, rejected a bright future laid out in front of you, and did something important for yourself — not for others. Vyllea thinks you deserve to be called a master, and she offers to help. During the binding, part of the pain can be transferred to another through conjunction. But I won’t form it with you — you’re stronger than me and would take control of the energy flows, perhaps without even wanting to. Lacking practice, you might cause problems that I’d need to spend a lifetime fixing. You’ve surely read all about conjunction after learning we have it? Know how it can create dependency? I don’t know you, so I can’t trust you. So, endure.”

Darna endured for only a minute. Then began what I would prefer never to remember. I don’t know who devised the binding process, but they clearly had some issues with their brain.

“Zander, we need tea,” Vyllea demanded when it was all over. I looked at my companion in surprise, so she explained: “We couldn’t ease the pain, but we can’t let others see Darna like this. She deserves to appear before the rest as a master, not a tear-stained servant. We need some time to put her back together. Can you make sure no one enters here?”

How easy it turned out to be to please my Vyllea. Just defy the clan’s will, spurn a carefree future, declare that no disease dares dictate who you may meet or marry, and there you go — Vyllea will see you as worthy. The girls emerged from the basement half an hour later. By her appearance, one could never tell that Darna had resembled a disheveled scarecrow only minutes ago. She appeared before everyone as a haughty resident of the central Tiers. Before setting off to travel further, there were two matters left to take care of in Vorend, and I decided to start with the more unpleasant, directing Molly towards the Wang family palace.

“Seekers, how glad I am to see you! I’ve already heard about the incident at the Dun family’s palace square. Simply scandalous! Nightmarish and horrible! Murderers are getting out of control! Attacking honest citizens in the middle of the city at the height of day!”

As I had predicted, the new mayor of Vorend, who was also the new head of House Wang and the administrator of the Southern Imperial sector’s Tier Zero, was pleased. A crushing blow had been dealt to his direct competitors in the Tier. Who would be unhappy in his place? The man bore a striking resemblance to Hurikki Wang, as much as a son or brother could. In essence, the same face, just not as well-fed. Pretending to fumble in my sleeve, I pulled out a map with numerous marks.

“These tasks are completed. Anything new and unusual come up?”

“Seeker, you hit the nail on the head! New, interesting, and unusual — all as you like! Are you interested in a red anomaly?”


Chapter 17

“WHAT DO YOU NEED that for?” Darna watched in horror as they attached a trailer with a steel cage to Molly. Inside it, a mighty tiger with broken limbs and what looked like a broken spine lay dying, but still growling at everyone around it, even in such a state. This fearsome beast, capable of destroying all of Vorend, was the main reason we had come here. Vyllea’s last meal before venturing into the First Tier. From then on, we would be hunting striped-tailed delicacies on our own.

The latch clicked, and Molly drove out of the city slowly. There was nothing left to do here — clothes procured, supplies replenished, tiger bought, apprentice foisted upon us… The last part was unplanned, of course. Vyllea salivated in anticipation of the upcoming meal, while Darna’s bewildered gaze shifted from the dangerous predator to the demon and back. It seemed the Central Tier’s resident was starting to suspect something.

Near the city, we had our own spot where Vyllea fed every four months. We didn’t even need to return the trailer with the cage — the armorsmith’s people would pick it up themselves. A small forest, with no nearby villages or random spectators, and a clearing — it was the perfect place to handle our affairs.

As Vyllea detached the trailer, I pulled out a thick stake and tossed it into the air. I had not managed to find formation flags in Tier Zero. Ordering them through the armorsmith from the Second Tier proved more difficult than acquiring a full-grown Warrior stage tiger! Artificers carefully guarded their bases, unwilling to hand them over to strangers. I had to use the help of Huang Lung and his school — the base from which the main defensive formation was formed didn’t actually matter. We chose flags for the ease of locating them later if they discharged. When I realized this seemingly simple and obvious fact, I laughed for a long time. I had sincerely believed that only with a bifurcating flag could something truly serious be created.

In the end, I had several simple metal stakes created in the Second Tier brought to me, and I fashioned my first artifact with three conditions: protection, invisibility, and silence. The ingredients had cost nearly three hundred spirit coins, and three complex sigils on each of the five stakes had depleted ten meridians. The pain from the binding almost made me give up artifact crafting, but the result was worth it. I now had a defensive formation capable of not only hiding us from any Apprentice stage Taoist of any rank, but also protecting us from their attacks for quite a while. I supposed even the two pairs of bonded members from the Tiger Clan would struggle with my creation. Given that the binding allowed the artifact to be powered even in active state, I had perfect protection against Apprentice stage Taoists. Against Warriors, of course, the defense was useless, but what would Warriors be doing over here?

“What a strange formation,” Darna noted as my stakes flew out and embedded themselves around the clearing, initiating the formation of a protective dome. Unfortunately, I couldn’t speed up this process — it took thirty seconds before the protection manifested.

“Is this what — three conditions? Where did you buy it?”

“Buy? No, Darna, I’m not that wealthy. I made it.”

“An artifact with three conditions? Since when did you become a warrior?” Darna clearly excelled in her studies, knowing such nuances of artifact crafting.

“Unfortunately, that’s beyond my reach for now, so my creation is useless against warriors. They won’t even see it. I applied the three apprentice-stage conditions to a base from the Second Tier. Once I acquire an energy core, I’ll definitely rework it.”

“What does it matter which base you took? These are three conditions! You simply wouldn’t have enough energy to activate them!”

“Let’s just say a little miracle has occurred,” I could only shrug. I wasn’t about to prove anything. Vyllea opened the cage and barely restrained herself from lunging at the growling tiger. The beast sensed its imminent end and even raised its head to spit some vile parting curse at us, but those who had captured it were true hunters. They had not only broken its limbs and spine, but also dislocated its jaw. Even if it had the energy, the tiger could not use it.

The feeding principle had been perfected almost ideally — Vyllea and I held hands, I attacked with a Spirit Arrow, inflicting a deep wound on the tiger, and struck its head with a Ramming Strike to prevent any counterattacks. While the beast was incapacitated, my girlfriend attacked. Her personal record for four tigers was seventy-two meridians. That’s how many she managed to absorb before the beast died. Unlike our mentor, I didn’t know how to heal, and neither Vyllea nor I ever thought of using a scroll to fully restore a dangerous foe. A carnivorous smile appeared on Vyllea’s face — she had reached the essence. Ripping it from the wound, the demon shoved it into her mouth and swallowed without chewing, continuing to draw meridians from the tiger. Strange noises sounded behind me. Turning around, I saw Darna bent over, emptying her stomach. It nearly threw me off from counting the absorbed meridians, but spirit vision helped — I could see that today old records would be broken. Vyllea was clearly making progress. She didn’t absorb everything — the tiger had over a hundred meridians, but she managed to consume ninety-two.

I hugged a trembling Vyllea, who had received a demonic dose of energy, and initiated the process of conjunction. What remained was meticulous and somewhat tedious work. We needed to subdue the raging energy, normalize it into flows, and gradually dissolve it in our bodies, becoming stronger.

“This… This was horrible! How can you agree to this? How can you live with someone who might devour you at any moment? Who even allowed this?”

Judging by her dilated pupils, Darna was still struggling to recover from what she had seen, though quite some time had passed. Vyllea, content and full, was about to blurt out another of her great thoughts, but a gentle touch of my hand stopped her. It wasn’t the time to disturb Darna; let her get used to the fact that beyond the confines of her palace, beings engaged in various activities, not all of which were pleasant to witness. It was one thing to know someone walked the path of the beast, and quite another to witness as much firsthand. The redhead was lucky she hadn’t been with us from the start when Vyllea had been consuming the essences of humans and demons. The demon path also had a right to existence, and, for a while, my companion had walked it. That was pretty scary.

“Darna, it’s time to rest,” I approached the shocked girl. I couldn’t bring myself to call her an apprentice. Not at all. “Your tent is already set up. Here, drink this.”

Our temporary companion took the flask indifferently and even took a few sips before jumping to her feet as if stung as she spat violently.

“What did you just give me?!”

“Pure moonshine from a village in Tier Zero. The locals like it, and we use it to scrub particularly stubborn stains off Molly. It dissolves them instantly!”

“Moonshine? Dissolves stains? I’ve burnt my whole mouth!”

“At least you’ve stopped suffering and feeling sorry for yourself. What I didn’t expect from you was such weakness. Have you really never seen someone who walks the path of the beast feed before? Or did everyone in the Central Tier have everything handed to them on a platter?”

“In our region, no one follows the path of the beast! Don’t confuse the Phoenix Clan with the Tigers and demons!”

“Demons, by the way, walk their own path. Want me to explain what it entails? Or perhaps, I should give you a live demonstration? Darna, what you’ve shown is an unacceptable weakness that needs to be confronted. Imagine if a portal suddenly opened here, and demons started pouring into Tier Zero en mass. First, the lower ones would come. Brainless creatures, whose entire lives revolve around food. They are so mindless they start tearing apart enemy bodies even during battle. So are you going to freak out every time you see one of them feeding? You knew exactly why we brought the tiger along!”

“Understanding and seeing something in real life are different things,” the girl frowned.

“Do you want to know if Vyllea ate humans and demons?” I smirked. “We first met nearly six years ago. We had just turned twelve. Vyllea’s mother had bought her a passage through a Circle Zero portal so she could feed here. As far as I remember, Vyllea had devoured about ten villages before we caught her. Then we spent some time traveling together through the demon world. I didn’t even bother counting how many of her own kind she had eaten there. But for the last three years, Vyllea has been eating tigers exclusively. She likes them more. By the way, Vyllea! We should try catching someone from the Tiger Clan sometime! Maybe you’ll like their taste too?”

“I’ll hold you to that!” My companion didn’t realize I was trying to needle the pale-faced Darna. “To rip out another throbbing essence, pull on its meridians while watching the eyes go mad with pain… mmm… delicious…”

No, I really thought Darna was a tougher girl by nature. However, after she glanced at Vyllea, who hadn’t yet wiped the blood off her face and was grinning carnivorously, the girl convulsed again.

“What’s with her?” Vyllea wondered as the ashen Darna fled to her tent.

“She’s the sensitive kind,” I remarked dryly as Darna processed my earlier comments. She had managed to step out of the tent before convulsing again. It was funny, really. She was fine with facing death or killing someone — no problems there at all. But the idea of someone consuming another living being set her nerves on edge.

“Zander, you weren’t joking about the Tiger Clan, were you? I’d really like to try those who devour tigers.”

“Vyllea, we agreed that eating people was not nice.”

“What, people in the Tiger Clan? Pull the other one,” Vyllea looked at me with such an unclouded gaze that I was taken aback. She wasn’t joking or being facetious. She genuinely believed that those who followed the path of the beast ceased to be human and could be consumed with a clean conscience. Not that I was strongly opposed to the idea, but… oh, well, we’d deal with that when the right time would come. Maybe we’d meet such moral degenerates that I’d serve them up to Vyllea on a platter myself.

Darna only recovered by the following morning. She donned an impenetrable mask of indifference and began to regard us as if we were pieces of furniture again, not even bothering to speak. She sat inside Molly without uttering a single word, leaving us to pack up the camp on our own. Vyllea and I exchanged looks and, without discussing it, decided to pack everything now but not lift a finger to set up the tent for the apprentice at the next stop.

Darna had clearly decided to prove that we owed her something. In the evening, realizing that we weren’t going to provide her with comfort, she sat in Molly and covered herself with a blanket. The situation repeated the next night, and again the night after. Darna remained silent all the while, not even saying thank you for food or water. I deliberately avoided stopping in villages, heading straight for the red anomaly. In fact, Darna’s presence was quite disruptive — over the last year, Vyllea and I had enjoyed a luxurious double bed in our own personal anomaly. We set up a protective formation so that no one could accidentally wander in, installed a bed with clean linen, and took baths, though not as elaborate as our mentor’s — I managed to heat the water, but not to purify it. Nonetheless, we traveled in comfort, rendering the rustic inns of various villages unnecessary. But now, with an imposed companion, we had to sacrifice comfort.

“We’ve arrived!” I halted Molly a few feet away from the swirling mirrors under which a red circle glowed. The red anomaly in Tier Zero was dangerous, but quite passable for the Candidates who came here. Thus, we might encounter apprentice-stage creatures of the Copper or maybe Bronze rank at the most. That meant we could easily handle it. Unfortunately, dreaming of loot was pointless — the anomaly had appeared only a few months ago, so it hadn’t formed any valuable resources yet. Even if there were golems running around, the spirit stones harvested from them would be weak. The only reason I was so keen on this assignment was the heart of the anomaly — even if it turned out to be Candidate stage, it could be sold profitably to the Wang Clan as a source for forming nodes. An extra fifteen hundred to two thousand spirit coins wouldn’t hurt.

“Shall we go straight in, or do you need a break?” I glanced at the sullen girls. Darna had not been able to sleep properly for four days, and Vyllea was irritated that she wasn’t allowed to rest on her comfortable bed, thus also lacking rest. It seemed now that my companion had realized that for the next four months, this would be our only mode of travel, she needed to vent her anger on someone.

Darna didn’t respond, but lifted her head proudly. The clan head advisor’s daughter once again made it clear that she thought we were unworthy of so much as breathing the same air as her, let alone standing beside her. The notion that we were her mentors was already the furthest thing from her mind.

“Let’s go now,” Vyllea was not in the mood to wait. Since we had already been in this area of Tier Zero, there were no tasks left for Seekers. As soon as we dealt with the anomaly, we planned to return to Vorend and stay in a hotel for some time, sleeping in a normal bed instead of sleeping bags. You got used to good things quickly. When we traveled through the lands of demons, we sometimes slept on the ground, and no one was bothered by it.

I really wanted to stash Molly in personal inventory, but Darna’s presence made that impossible. I had to set up a protective formation around the anomaly. Uninvited guests were the last thing I needed.

“So! Darna, you stand here and wait for us to come out. If we aren’t back within an hour, don’t even think about following us. This is just a red anomaly, but no one has explored it yet. Do you understand?” A nod was not enough for me. “Please, answer verbally.”

“Yes, I understand. Are you satisfied? I wasn’t planning on going in there anyway. Deal with the anomaly yourselves. It’s your job, Seekers!” Darna’s voice unexpectedly carried so much venom that it could have filled hundreds of assassin’s needles. I started thinking that we’d need to talk with her to find out the reasons for such behavior, but I couldn’t fully articulate it into anything concrete. A furious storm whirled past me. Darna was a pure absolute. Strong, powerful, capable, and having undergone hundreds, if not thousands, of trainings. But she was utterly powerless against the furious Vyllea, who had devoured a tiger five days ago. My companion needed to release her anger, and she found the perfect target. Darna resisted for a while, even a sword leapt into her hand, but that only enraged Vyllea more. After disarming the redhead and ensuring she couldn’t reach for her weapons, Vyllea floored Darna with several blows, jumped on top of her, and began methodically turning her beautiful face into a pulp, while managing to say,

“One more time, you brainless chicken, if you dare speak to us like that one more time, I’ll twist your stupid head off!”

Darna went limp, and I had to restrain Vyllea, releasing a flood of energy into her body. This was the only way to calm the rampaging demon.

“Zander, let me kill this highborn fool! She’s so infuriating!”

“She’s a lady,” I reminded her. “That’s how she conducts herself.”

“She’s our apprentice, and we’re her mentors! She can be a lady anywhere she wants, but not with us! I swear by the Heavens, if she provokes me like that again, I’ll rip her arm off! Zander, I’m not joking — I’ll really do it!”

“One healing scroll costs ten spirit coins,” I reminded my resourceful companion, nodding towards the unconscious Darna. “Looks like we might need two right now, considering you probably broke her nose. That’s twenty coins. Apart from that, we’ll have to drain a meridian for her treatment. Then you’ll need to give her some treats from your stash to make up for it. All these expenses — just because you gave in to your emotions. Since when do they rule over you, Vyllea? Have you signed up to be a servant?”

“Zander, don’t irritate me further,” Vyllea growled, her voice not much different from the snarling of a dangerous beast.

“Go ahead, take it out on me, too. It won’t be any trouble for you. At least you’ll be happy and satisfied. Victorious. Well done! A true demoness!”

Vyllea roared and slammed her fists into the ground, burying her hands up to the elbows. For a while, she vented her anger on the earth, pounding it vigorously. I waited patiently; the volatile temper of my companion was nothing new to me. The silver lining was that she had mellowed significantly over the past two years. Conjunction and my company had positively affected Vyllea, but it didn’t cancel the fact that Darna had truly managed to infuriate everyone. Not just the demon, but me as well. Such ostentatious arrogance was hard to tolerate. Once the pounding slowed, I spoke up.

“If we don’t treat Darna, she might choke on her own blood. I don’t think Mentor Guerlon would be pleased if his third apprentice didn’t make it.”

“I’ll do it myself.” Vyllea produced a healing scroll from her inventory; we only had twelve left. We needed to replenish our stock, but that would have to wait until we reached the First Tier. The armorsmith had given us contacts for a partner with whom we could continue to deal to our mutual advantage, and had promised to give him a heads-up that we would eventually get in touch. Because one simply did not walk up to smugglers without any references like that.

A sickening crunch signaled Darna’s nose snapping back into place, followed by her gasping and opening her eyes. Vyllea’s heavy blows were now but a memory.

“One more time, you red-nosed fool, if you dare show that temper again — I’ll break your arm. I promise.” I addressed Darna, then turned to Vyllea, “We will enter the anomaly together. If we’re to die, we’ll die with our apprentice. Darna, your hand!”

Vyllea imperiously reached out to the red-haired girl lying on the ground. Darna’s face displayed a whole spectrum of turbulent emotions. It seemed she had just found someone she could hate more than anyone else in the world.

“Don’t make me hit you again,” Vyllea’s temper flared once more. “Treating you is expensive, although beating you… hmm… perhaps, it would be worth repeating… Hand!”

Vyllea growled, making Darna flinch. After a moment’s hesitation, the redhead finally extended her hand and allowed herself to be jerked to her feet. Vyllea’s other hand reached for me, and as soon as contact was made, the demon pulled us all into the anomaly. She was confident that before the space around us began to warp, each of us would be enveloped in spirit armor. I could not allow us to venture into uncharted territory unprotected.

“Um… Zander?” Hardly had the dance of the mirrors ceased when Vyllea decided to pass the command to me all of a sudden. She even managed to step back behind my shoulder, even though the exit was beginning to form behind us. We had never before encountered such an anomaly. We found ourselves in the midst of a wide corridor whose walls, floor, and ceiling were made of metal. Light came from a continuous line on the ceiling. There were no windows. No doors, either. The corridor turned about thirty feet ahead, making it unclear what lay beyond.

“This is a fragment of an ancient base!” Apparently, Darna had heard about such places. “Such anomalies are one in a hundred, if not rarer! Don’t touch me, demon! I have no idea how things work here. We covered this in lessons with real mentors, not… Stop it!”

“The walls are made from a strange material — spirit vision doesn’t penetrate them. I can tell you this much — there’s nothing in this corridor that has any energy. Now we need to figure out if there are any traps. Darna, did your mentors tell you anything about that?”

“Nothing. We just went over different types of anomalies, not their specifics. An ancient base is a multi-level corridor system, a fragment of some base that has survived after a catastrophe. That’s all I know, mentors.” She emphasized the last word, underscoring our perceived lack of legitimacy. Vyllea was right — such arrogance was infuriating. Excessively so.

The only way to check for traps in the corridor was to simply walk through it under spirit armor, which we did, holding hands tightly. Nothing critical happened before the turn — the floor didn’t collapse, nothing dangerous emerged from the walls, and no energy appeared, capable of turning us to dust. The anomaly was new, and its heart hadn’t yet created anything dangerous. After a few turns, we found ourselves in a small room filled with ancient machinery. My companions’ eyes lit up, but for different reasons. Darna saw in the ancient legacy knowledge that could be utilized, while my Vyllea saw the spirit coins that could be earned from selling it all.

“Do you have any knowledge of these things, what with you being from the Central Tier and all?” I stopped beside a strange chair surrounded by a whole arsenal of devices.

“They didn’t teach us the language of the ancients.” Darna stood by a table and opened a drawer. It was filled with incomprehensible tools. She stepped back and pointed at a wall where a thick red cross was painted. “But I recognize this sign. The ancients used it to mark healing places. They had no magic, so they had to use technology.”

“So, all this is somehow related to healing?” I said, somewhat disappointed. “How are we supposed to sell it?”

“Sell? Heavens, who have they saddled me with as mentors?” Darna rolled her eyes, showcasing her disdain for our ignorance. “These mechanisms are priceless! My father said the ancients could cure diseases that even a Nascent God’s treatment sometimes couldn’t handle! They could even revive the dead! We need to contact the clan immediately and inform them about this ancient base in the anomaly.”

“With the Clan? Forget it! This anomaly is ours, and so is the loot. Once we figure out what it is and how to use it all, we’ll decide what to sell and what to keep for ourselves,” I declared decisively.

“How do you plan to haul all this out, you fool?” Darna finally regained her composure that she had lost two years ago. “We can’t carry all this! Do you think it will all fit in your spatial pouch?”

Darna glanced at the fake still hanging from my belt, sealing the fate of this anomaly. I approached the central mechanism, laid my hand on it, and mentally tracing the contours of the object, I stretched the anomaly over it. Working with Molly had taught me that lifting objects wasn’t always necessary — one could lift the anomaly itself.

“You wouldn’t believe, apprentice, how greedy Seekers can be and how capacious their spatial wallets are during moments of particular avarice. We’ll strip this anomaly down to the last piece of iron! Vyllea, help out!”


Chapter 18

“GREETINGS, ELDER! Allow me to touch the wisdom of the ancestors!”

“The wisdom of the ancestors, you say? And are you worthy of it, researcher?” A raspy voice responded, and from behind the table, an elderly dwarf with a thick mane of grey hair looked at me. The librarian of House Wang was a Golden-ranked Apprentice with nearly two hundred meridians — the strongest Taoist I had encountered in Tier Zero. Given that with so many meridians he still had not become a Warrior, there must have been Tier restrictions at play. Unable to rise above Apprentice, he had fled to Tier Zero, taking charge of a massive library. Until a Warrior came along, all books would be under secure protection. I was under no illusion and perfectly understood that Vyllea and I could not overcome this rival, even had we really wanted to. Meridians, as practice showed, played a decisive role.

“Seeker, Master. Not researcher.”

“Seeker, researcher — what’s the difference?” the old man grumbled discontentedly. “Leave, there’s no knowledge for you today. I am busy.”

“I need a textbook on the language of the ancients, Master,” I persisted. “I want to understand their script.”

“So what brought you here? You need to go to the Clan library for something like that. They snatch up all the originals on the ancients. Tier Zero won’t help you here, Seeker.”

“I don’t need the originals, Master. I need knowledge. And sometimes that can be found in copies, too. I’m sure such a respected Taoist has left several priceless manuscripts for House Wang — perhaps, even compiled his own textbook.”

“I remember you, lad. You came with mentor Guerlon almost six years ago. I even thought to send you to be examined then. You came here because I was right? Still, there’s nothing for you to do here. Leave.”

“Yes, Master, you were right. Allow me to introduce my companions, who are nearby pretending to be uninterested, yet hanging on every word. This is Darna, my Apprentice, aspiring to be a Seeker. She is the daughter of advisor Acryn from the Phoenix Clan. This is Vyllea, my girlfriend. A Seeker officially recognized by the Emperor and the Phoenix Clan, and mentored by Guerlon. Vyllea, show your plaque.”

The girl frowned, not understanding the purpose of my request, but she complied, showing the librarian her Seeker’s plaque. Judging by the old man’s shocked reaction, he too was at a loss as to why this had all been done. He had even taken a deep breath to utter another piece wisdom and send us on our way, but I beat him to it,

“She’s a demon, master.”

“Zander!” Vyllea hissed, but I achieved my goal: the elderly dwarf started coughing, choking on his saliva. Several students, who were working with books, looked our way, but immediately returned to their reading as soon as the dwarf stopped coughing and glanced around the reading hall.

“There doesn’t seem to be a trace of another world’s inhabitant in her,” he said after a pause.

“Complete conjunction. In this world, she is human; in her world, I am not.”

“So it is. And you, Seeker, have just revealed all your secrets to me so easily?” The dwarf’s voice was like a creaky door.

“Who said these are all my secrets, Master? Just a small portion of the oddities happening around us. Well, since you have no textbooks, we’ll be on our way. Thank you for your time.”

“Why did you blab, you fool?” Vyllea whispered loudly into my ear. It even sounded louder than if she had screamed at the top of her lungs. At least, the students in the reading hall looked our way again. Judging by the symbol, only students from The School of Spirit Power were allowed here. Apparently, other Houses didn’t get access to this library.

“Suppose I have a couple of books on the ancient language. Not so much books, more like my drafts. But I need to get something in return. Something equivalent. You’ve piqued my interest with your secrets — now interest me in something we can trade for.”

“Will the heart of a red anomaly at the Candidate stage suffice?”

“You’ve walked into the wrong room,” the dwarf grimaced unhappily. “For that kind of offer, the head of the House would give you anything you want.”

“But not the books.”

“They don’t belong to him.” The old librarian’s smirk was eerie. “They’re the property of the Phoenix Clan. House Wang only provided a space to store them. Think, Seeker. You seem to be clever at figuring things out.”

I silently placed an artificing textbook in front of the librarian. Not the standard one taught in the first Tier, but the one I had studied from personally. The book I took from Huang Lung’s cave. It had become useless to me after the first reading; as far as I understood, Vyllea was only prepared to use artifacts, not make them, so the textbook was pointless now. It was just a souvenir to keep, but I wasn’t into such things. Things had to be useful — otherwise they were just trash. The book vanished from the table so quickly I didn’t have time to blink. I didn’t even see the old dwarf move.

“I was talking about an equivalent exchange,” the librarian grumbled discontentedly. “Why put me in debt, researcher?”

“Seeker,” I corrected him again.

“You shouldn’t argue with your elders, or I might just kick you out,” the dwarf glowered at me menacingly. “Sit here. You’ll get something worthy in exchange. How did you even end up here? Attention, everyone, the library is closing for today! Return your books and get out. Come back tomorrow. Or next week. I haven’t decided yet.”

The disgruntled students clearly understood that I was the reason for their expulsion, but they couldn’t challenge the librarian’s decision. Once the reading hall was empty, the dwarf stepped out from behind his desk and locked the entrance door, tugging at it several times as if to check it was really closed, then shuffled to a separate storeroom. We weren’t invited, so we had no choice but to wait — especially since Darna clearly had something on her mind: she was looking at me too intently.

“Your girlfriend?” the red-haired beauty finally voiced what was bothering her. “You’re dating a demon?”

“You’ve been traveling with us through Tier Zero for two weeks now. Didn’t it occur to you, seeing that Vyllea and I have been sleeping in the same tent all this time?”

“How am I supposed to know what your mentor requires? Maybe he’s ordered you to sleep together to react promptly to any dangers!”

“Be careful with such assumptions.” I couldn’t hold back a smirk. “Overlord Guerlon is not only our mentor, but will be yours, too. Ready to share a tent with us?”

“Never!” Darna’s outrage was so genuine that I burst out laughing.

“Alright, calm down. Yes, Vyllea is my girlfriend, and as soon as we move to the First Tier, we will become a couple. So, we won’t be inviting you into our tent.”

“She’d only try to crawl in there,” Vyllea said and sized Darna up with a look. “The rednose is unworthy.”

“Unworthy of what?” I was baffled.

“Becoming a junior wife, of course.” Vyllea looked at me as if I were a child. “A good male should have two, and better yet, three wives. But the rednose is not suitable for you.”

“Why am I not suitable?” Darna was taken aback, having quickly gotten used to her nickname. However, it wasn’t Vyllea who responded — it was the returning old man.

“Because demons are extremely meticulous about choosing a partner. Especially if it’s a senior wife. To earn the right to be with her partner, you’d have to try very hard.”

“Who’d ever need to strive for someone like him?!” Darna seemed ready to tear down the entire library, dwarf and all.

“That’s enough!” I had to intervene before the conversation went further off course. “My father had one wife, and I’ll stick to one wife as well.”

“Silly,” Vyllea snorted. “My father had three wives, but two of my mothers had died when Overlord Shang Li attacked our palace. Darna, how many mothers do you have?”

“That’s none of your business, demon!” the redhead snapped back, but once again the old librarian came to the rescue.

“If memory serves, Advisor Acryn also has three wives. But the Seeker is right — you shouldn’t discuss this topic in the presence of outsiders. Here, this is all we have on the language of the ancients in our library. Tier Zero isn’t as rich in anomalies as the First. So, I’m giving you this note as well. You’ll hand it to the librarian of the First Tier, who sits in the palace of House Soth. They will assist you there. Remember, taking these books out of the reading hall is forbidden. You have one hour.”

The girls fell silent, allowing me to focus on studying the books. Well, not so much books as several notebooks compiled by the librarian. The ancients used a complex system of characters where the slightest stroke in a symbol could change the meaning of a word or even an entire sentence. A single character could be both a word and a whole sentence, and the same symbol could have multiple meanings depending on the context. It was an extremely inconvenient and confusing writing system. The notebooks described just over fifty characters, yet the librarian noted that the most common amounted to about ten thousand. The complete dictionary encompassed some fifty thousand symbols. How the ancients memorized all this remained a mystery — they must have all been mental absolutes.

I pulled out the memory crystal again — we had managed to find two such recording devices in the anomaly. Darna tried to yell at us, claiming the crystals belonged to the clan and that there was even a law requiring any Taoist to hand them in upon discovery. Vyllea had to remind our apprentice that shouting at mentors was not appropriate. Minus one healing scroll. One comforting fact — Darna didn’t refuse and showed us how the memory crystals worked, or rather, how to extract information from them. Both crystals displayed the same recording: ancient beings, indistinguishable from us except for their strange attire, placing a person with an open chest cavity into a small metal box, closing the lid, and pressing several buttons. A red light came on, which after some time changed to green, and the ancients joyfully shook each other’s hands. Such a box was already standing in the anomaly, but what it did and what it was needed for still remained a mystery to me. Now, after studying fifty characters... If the situation changed, it was for the worse. Of the whole variety of symbols studied, only those standing for ‘life,’ ‘cockroach,’ ‘damage,’ and ‘time’ became clear. How one could combine all this into a logical text, I couldn’t comprehend.

Perhaps it was worth explaining the anomaly we had encountered — it consisted of just three rooms. It was designated a red level due to the three golems in the last room — these heart creations were of the Bronze-ranked Apprentice stage. As I said, a group of Gold-ranked Candidates with spirit stones and technique scrolls could have destroyed this anomaly. One room contained a chair with devices hanging over it and a variety of small cabinets; another had three strange wheeled beds and a few empty cabinets; the third held that very box depicted in the memory crystal, three golems, two memory crystals, several cabinets with the ancients’ white robes, and the heart itself. The new anomaly had not had time to develop, spawn any defenders or overcome the surrounding darkness. To some extent, I was even disappointed — if Darna was to be believed, only the presence of two memory crystals allowed us to hope for any ostensible profit.

“Your time is up, researcher,” the old librarian persisted in addressing me incorrectly. “Next time you decide to pull out banned literature in a public place, make sure the cover isn’t so conspicuous. Otherwise, you’re not only exposing yourself, but also everyone around you.”

“Is the Silver Heron School prohibited that strictly?”

“The mere mention of it is punishable by law. The Emperor personally erased the school from the history of our world. It has never existed. But if you have more non-existent literature, bring it over. We’ll have things to discuss.”

“Unfortunately, that was the only copy. I found it on a corpse.”

“Tell everyone that,” the dwarf nodded. “I will warn the librarian of the First Tier about your arrival. Be aware — he will also be expecting something of the nonexistent variety. Now leave. I need to tidy up the library. All sorts pass through here…”

The old man clearly wanted to flip through the forbidden book, so we had to leave the library. What happened next made me want to follow in Vyllea’s footsteps and turn Darna’s pretty face into a pumpkin. We went to report the closure of the anomaly to the new mayor of Vorend, and even demonstrated the heart of the Candidate stage anomaly to him. As we began discussing how many spirit coins the leading house of Tier Zero was willing to pay for such a treasure, Darna declared, unexpectedly for everyone,

“This was a base anomaly. We’ve found several ancient devices, as well as two memory crystals. Please contact the clan and inform them…”

The red-haired chicken didn’t get to finish her sentence — Vyllea got to her. However, Darna still managed to do the main thing: the head of House Wang pressed a button, and an assistant entered the room. A jian appeared in my hand — I hadn’t even realized when I clenched my fist. Vyllea stopped beating the unconscious Darna and stood beside me, also armed. The assistant quickly got the situation under control, and within moments, several guards rushed into the office.

“Are the Seekers ready to go against House Wang and the Phoenix Clan?”

The mayor was scared — very scared. It was evident from how his hands trembled, but he clearly intended to perform his duties better than Hurikki Wang. Either that, or the punishment for mishandling memory crystals was worse than death. I glanced at Darna lying on the ground and, with anger, sheathed my jian.

“This is our loot,” I declared. The head of House Wang exhaled noisily, understanding that there would be no fight.

“No one disputes that. We will approach the portal, call the keeper, and he will determine what exactly from your loot is yours. I advise you not to run, Seekers. Weren’t you planning to move to the First Tier in a few months? If you run now, you can forget about passage. It will be closed to you. Memory crystals are the property of the clan. That is the law. Summon a healer. This girl deserves to be treated at our expense.”

“Stupid red-nosed fool. I told you she needed her head twisted off,” growled Vyllea, and I had to exert effort to calm my demon down. She was thirsty for blood and ready to attack the entire House Wang just to get to Darna and decapitate her. I must admit, I shared Vyllea’s sentiment, but we had promised to deliver her alive and hale. Seekers always kept their word. However, no one forbade us from meeting in the First Tier and having a serious heart-to-heart afterwards.

I really didn’t want to go to the portal. So much so that I seriously started thinking about running away. Darna held her head high and demonstrated her superiority in every way. Moreover, she’d even negotiated with the head of House Wang that he would provide her with accommodation, protection, and a passage to the First Tier upon her reaching eighteen years of age. The red-haired brat didn’t want anything to do with a particular pair of Seekers because they did not abide by the clan’s law. How I wanted to crush that little weasel… The decision on what to do came spontaneously — we were passing by the rooms we had once lived in. Other people occupied them now, but that didn’t bother me — I entered, causing a commotion of outrage, then began to pull out everything I personally had stashed in my inventory. During the anomaly, Darna walked beside me, carefully tracking what I hid in my supposedly spatial wallet, so she didn’t pay attention to Vyllea’s actions. The chair with hanging devices, wheeled beds, a pile of cabinets with tools, even both memory crystals that Darna knew about. I only left what Vyllea had stolen in the inventory, including that very box where the people in the memory crystal had placed the injured man. After all the loot had been placed in the room, I demonstratively removed the fake spatial pouch from my belt and put it on top, pulled out my stakes, and set up a protective formation. Now neither the Candidates, nor the Apprentices would be able to reach my belongings.

What was my reason for doing so? I realized perfectly well that the fake spatial pouch would be the thing they’d take from me first of all. And once it would get identified as fake, I’d have to answer all kinds of questions I had no desire of answering, so I decided to stay on the safe side. One thing I knew was that our ways with Darna would part very shortly. She still placed the clan first. She’d never become a Seeker. Not on our watch, at any rate. But I still wanted to twist her stupid head off.

The head of House Wang used several spirit stones, and a Taoist in pristine white robes came out towards us as soon as the shimmering veil had appeared.

“Greetings, Elder!” Darna was the first to speak. “I am advisor Acryn’s daughter. I’ve been placed in the care of these two Seekers as an apprentice. We have encountered and destroyed a red anomaly of the base type. Our haul includes some mechanisms of the ancients and two memory crystals. All of them are stored nearby.”

“Wait,” the Taoist said as he disappeared into the portal. I squeezed Vyllea’s hand again as she was about to rush towards Darna. Not now. If the Heavens willed it, we’d meet this traitor again in the First Tier, and even mentor Guerlon wouldn’t be able to stop us from exacting vengeance then. We’d be within our rights, and the Taoist was extremely meticulous about justice.

About thirty minutes later, the portal flickered to life again, revealing two Taoists — a weird one and his bodyguard, which was obvious at first glance. Spirit vision revealed that both were at least at the Master stage, as I couldn’t see their energy structures. However, while the one I labeled “bodyguard” looked like a practitioner marching toward immortality, the weird one resembled anything but a Taoist. He kept muttering to himself as he stood there laden with various devices, despite clearly possessing at least one spatial pouch — maybe more. Stout and dressed in the bizarre garb of the ancients, with odd straw-like curly hair that looked as though he had never burnt it all off in an anomaly.

“Where? Where are the ancient artifacts?” The voice of the strange Taoist matched his appearance — high-pitched and somewhat feminine. He waved his hand without waiting for an immediate response.

“Ah, I’ll figure it out myself! Over there! They are over there!”

Oblivious to everyone around him, the weird Taoist walked straight ahead, nearly bumping into Darna, who had to jump aside. The bodyguard closely followed his charge. The stout man ripped off the doors along with the frame and tossed them aside. They were in the way. Stepping forward, he noticed my protective formation and reached out his hand. I grimaced unhappily as the stakes flew out of their places, gathered, and jumped into the strange Taoist’s hand. Squeezing my fist in a certain way, I called for my artifact back, but to no avail. In the hands of a higher-stage Taoist, the artifact changed ownership, despite the attachment. “An interesting choice. Are you the creator?” The chubby Taoist turned to me and formed some complex symbol with a force of will. I only managed to memorize the outlines before the symbol slammed into my chest and shot back out.

“Understood. Unremarkable. So, what do we have here? Oh! A dentist’s chair! What a remarkably intact specimen.”

The guard, as if receiving an inaudible command, lifted the heavy mechanism with one hand, allowing the fat man to look underneath. He even clicked his tongue in displeasure.

“Barbarians! Nothing but barbarians! Vandals! Although what else would you expect from those useless Seekers? And how is one supposed to use this? Just throw it away already. Beds, uninteresting. Tools… Cheap stuff. All of it, cheap stuff. The heart of the red anomaly at the Candidate stage. Makes me want to puke. Did you really drag me here for this? What nonsense! Oh! Here they are! At least something of value! So, what’s recorded here?”

The strange Taoist, who didn’t even think to introduce himself, picked up a crystal, and we once again saw the process of placing a person in the box and the joy of the ancients.

“There! Those are useful things! Why this junk, not this? Beauty! An autonomous resuscitation transport capsule. Note the green signal — it means that the patient placed in the device has been stabilized and will remain so as long as necessary... Heavens, who am I explaining this to? To barbarians who didn’t even think to take the wires! Who tore out the dental chair with the flesh! We’ll take the crystals — they are useful. Everything else is trash, not even worth a hundred spirit coins. The heart of the anomaly… Give it to the local house, let them train their Candidates. You did everything right, advisor’s daughter. The clan is pleased with your actions. I will definitely inform Advisor Ducari that thanks to you two memory crystals have been found. Here, Seekers. That’s all the local trash is worth. If you had brought me the resuscitation capsule…”

With those words, everything in the room disappeared. Including my mock spatial pouch and the stakes that formed the protective formation. Everything was gone! Even the furniture that had been here before. A bag stuffed with spirit coins fell to the floor. I had no doubt there were exactly one hundred coins. Vyllea and I had not earned more. Darna looked at us with a triumphant smirk, apparently deciding to finally burn all bridges to becoming a Seeker. The Heavens wouldn’t allow her to become one of us after such an act. Though with such a leader… It seems Darna and Nurgal would work perfectly together.

“An hour ago, Seeker Zander handed over a forbidden book to the library of House Wang’s palace. I don’t remember exactly what it was about, but it said something about a heron. Bronze? No, I don’t remember.”

“Well, the day promises to be not so rotten, after all,” the chubby man rejoiced and looked at me. Vyllea’s hand helped me cope with the pressure, which clearly displeased the chubby man. “What book and where did it come from?”

“Basics of Artificing, Elder. Found on a Seeker’s corpse in the world of demons. Seeker Guerlon, my mentor, had wanted to destroy the book, but I managed to convince him to give it to me to improve my artificing craft. According to my mentor, I have a certain knack for it.”

“Saw the stakes, liked them. Interesting work for Tier Zero. I’ll show it to Ominar. Enough! To the library! I want to see what kind of herons have popped up in the world of demons! If it’s what I think, you, girl, will be rewarded.”

“I’ll be disappointed if Mentor Guerlon doesn’t kick her out,” Vyllea whispered in my ear. “She is unworthy.”


Chapter 19

“WHAT IS THIS? Some kind of joke?” the strange Taoist looked at the book brought by the librarian and frowned. He didn’t like what was happening. Nor did he like that the wallet with his coins had remained on the floor. Vyllea and I were no dogs to scramble for every morsel. I believe my demon would have nailed me to the wall if I had picked up the coins. The way the Taoist from the Central Tier had treated us was only permissible in relation to servants. Not our style.

“It’s the book the researcher handed to me, Elder,” the librarian bowed.

“Seeker, is this your book?”

“Yes, Elder. The textbook I studied artificing from,” I confirmed.

“Swear by your Heavens that it is!” The head of House Wang spoke up, unexpectedly. Funny, but in all this time, I never even learned his name. Head, mayor, respected Taoist — I called Hurikki Wang’s successor anything but his name.

“I swear by the Heavens, this is the textbook I used to learn artifact crafting,” I declared without hesitation. It was the truth. The absolute truth.

“Junior? Is this the book you spoke of?”

Darna’s eyes darted about — she was clearly unsure what to do. The cover was the same, but the content did not match the book I had handed over to the old dwarf. The sly librarian had seen that there were too many witnesses in the reading hall who might have remembered the cover. Maybe even read its title, which was hard considering how quickly the book had disappeared. So, he pulled a simple trick — removed the cover from the Silver Heron School book and attached it to a regular artificing textbook. But a question arose immediately, at least for me — where did he get this textbook? It was useless in Tier Zero.

“That was a question, Advisor Acryn’s daughter! Is this the book in question or not?”

“It is, Elder,” Darna said with reluctance. She hadn’t seen the number of pages, so she couldn’t judge the volume.

“Incompetence!” The weird Taoist grimaced. “Further incompetence! Destroy the cover! We’re leaving!”

“Elder, allow this junior to ask a question!” I clasped my hands in front of me and bowed, as true adherents of the tradition would. Only in such a posture could a junior hope to address an elder.

“Ask, but make it quick!” The “special” guest clearly wished to return to his Tier quickly, but decided to humor me with his attention.

“Elder, no one has ever explained to me the types of anomalies that exist. A Seeker’s life is full of adventures, and often we have to enter anomalies without prior reconnaissance. Now I understand that, should the Heavens place an echo of an ancient base in our path, it is imperative to inform the clan. But should we limit ourselves to just one base? Would I be mistaken if I closed an anomaly meadow, for instance, which had one of these autonomous resuscitation transport capsules in the middle? Surely there is a list of items or types of anomalies that must be reported to the clan? Yes, we are Seekers who supposedly ignore the laws, but it was the Phoenix Clan that had given us the right to call ourselves Seekers, and we must repay them for their trust.”

“Fair point, but I didn’t hear a question.”

“Yes, Elder, I’ll get to it shortly, but I have a few clarifications first. I understand that an anomaly is an echo of the ancient world that, for some reason, refuses to leave. I’m certain it’s not just in bases, but even on the walls of ordinary anomalies that something might be written one some surface that might prove extremely important for the clan and the entire Empire. However, due to this junior’s limited education, he has not learned the language of the ancients. I have misspoken, Elder. It isn’t a question I have, but a humble request. I want to study the ancient language so that the next time I encounter those characters in an anomaly, I can understand exactly what they say and whether they deserve your attention. It would be improper to distract a respected Taoist such as yourself over trivialities, but it would also be wrong to miss something valuable for the clan just because of my ignorance. I rely on your wisdom and generosity, and ask you to grant me the right to learn the ancient language so that I might use this knowledge for the benefit to the Phoenix Clan.”

“The ancient language? That’s all? I thought you were going to beg for your loot back. You did the right thing — the legacy of the ancients shouldn’t be handled by incompetents. Very well, Seeker, you shall have a textbook on the ancient language. And a list of all the items that are of interest to the clan. I heard the Seekers have reinstated their guild? I will need to pass this to them, too, and require a knowledge test. Otherwise, they might blunder into something and regret it later, the fools that they are. Got it?”

The last phrase was directed at the “bodyguard,” who nodded.

“Anything else?”

“No, Elder. This junior dared not dream of this much, what more could he ask for?”

“Well, what’s the point of getting angry at incompetents? Anyway, girl, well done,” the strange Taoist’s anger gave way to benevolence as he turned to Darna. “You did everything right! The clan always comes first. Advisor Ducari will hear about your actions. Let’s leave! We’ve already wasted far too much time here.”

The mayor decided to retreat along with the guests from the Central Tier, and soon only four remained in the library. The old dwarf pretended he wasn’t there.

“So, the clan comes first for you?” I asked, struggling to restrain Vyllea. She was nearly breaking free, barely responding to my signals, so I had to tell her, “Not yet. You’ll deal with her later.”

“Always,” Darna lifted her head proudly, ready to face a beating. No one doubted it would happen. “I may have left the clan, but the clan didn’t leave me. I followed, follow, and will follow its laws.”

“Your laws require you to become a brood sow.”

“That’s not a clan law. That’s the decision of one particular advisor. Anonymous law — being a Seeker is not a condemnation. I can serve the clan as a spy. I will reach the Master stage with the help of the Seekers, and from there I will go to the Nameless Ones.”

“Reach Master as a Seeker? You? You have no right to wear that garb! You have no right to call yourself a Seeker!”

“Is that your decision? Are you authorized to make decisions on behalf of the Seekers’ guild? Has anyone given you the right to decide who qualifies as a Seeker and who doesn’t? Do you fancy yourself a great Taoist? Your place is here, in Tier Zero, next to your carnivorous girlfriend. There is only the clan, Seeker. It’s unfortunate that I had to leave it to understand that.”

“I was promised that you would enter the First Tier via teleport. We won’t do anything to you now. But know this, Darna, the First Tier isn’t as vast as it might seem. We’ll meet again.”

“Are you threatening me?”

“Just stating facts. Vyllea, now you may.”

My demon approached the pale-faced Darna. She understood that resistance was futile, and even detrimental — it would only make things worse. But what happened next made me want to kiss my girl right there. She walked up close to Darna and whispered, looking her straight in the eye,

“Next time we meet, human, you’ll have your meridians and core. Did you dislike how I ate the tiger? For your sake, I’ll demonstrate how I devour a human. You want to become Nameless? Amusing wish. But will you live to see that day, snack? Let’s go, Zander, this sow needs to grow some more. She’s not fit for eating yet.”

Darna left the Wang family palace three months and three weeks later. There were no ceremonial send-offs or farewell speeches. As I had promised the Nameless One, I provided the stones to open the portal, the keeper appeared, refreshed the shimmering veil somehow, and nodded at Darna to go through. Then he restored everything back to how it was and also disappeared. By the way, that was the first time I had crossed paths with the redhead after the library. During those three months, Vyllea and I traveled from village to village, allowing the locals to fuss over our Molly. Another interesting thing that happened during that time was that the weird Taoist had fulfilled his promise and provided a textbook on the ancient language to the Tier Zero library. The old librarian was pleased immensely — he wouldn’t let a single speck dust settle on the book or allow anyone else near it. He even showed the book to us, or, rather, to me, since my companion got bored looking at all those symbols and flipping through the pages in gloves. The dwarf didn’t allow me to touch such a treasure. That was also when a very strange conversation had occurred.

“Your apprentice came by. She has also learned the ancient language.”

“It’s surprising you let her in after what she did. She’s our apprentice on paper only. She is not fit to be a Seeker.”

“From what I know, researchers differ from other Taoists in the constancy of their convictions. Once a researcher decides something, they do everything to achieve their goal. Darna was raised with the notion that the clan is the foundation of her existence — that the opinion of one doesn’t matter when the interests of the clan are at stake. Explain to me, researcher, what exactly did she violate? Remember to base your argument on the code of laws that you now know — the same one that she has known almost since birth, and was raised to adhere to. Let’s avoid emotional exclamations about why she needs to be punished because you have decided it must be so. Facts. Justifications. Conclusions.”

“She had left the clan and come to the Seekers. She’d made a choice and should have followed it through. But she preferred the clan over the Seekers. She went against the will of the mentors.”

“I overheard your conversation inadvertently. One of the Nameless had informed her that the clan had never renounced her. That she could always return, albeit in a different role. Not as a potential advisor, but perhaps as the head of her own house or as one of the Nameless. Did this conversation with the clan spy occur before she defended the clan’s interests, or after? Something tells me it was before. Even then, she had made her decision to serve the clan. She adhered to her beliefs, even knowing that punishment would follow. That your grim girlfriend might beat her up, or even eat her. Answer me, researcher, didn’t she stand by her beliefs? Or are you angry with her because her beliefs turned out to be different from yours? But is it pleasing to the Heavens to impose your beliefs on someone? The Heavens favor defending one’s beliefs, but imposing them on others is to go against the Heavens. As for the will of the mentors — that’s no argument at all. Darna is merely an apprentice, not a researcher. As long as she’s an apprentice, she’s free to choose any guild and any path she likes. That’s what the two years before official acceptance are for. She’s even free to change mentors without the threat of angering the Heavens. Apprentices have many privileges, researcher.”

“Why are you defending this red-nosed fool?” Vyllea sat down next to me. “She almost got you killed!”

“Not because of her, but because of you. What your partner did can only be called madness. No one in their right mind would flaunt such books, even if it’s just a cover. As for Darna — I’m not defending her. Explain, researcher.”

“The librarian says that every issue should be considered dispassionately. He wants us to look at events not only from our own perspective, but also from the perspective of others.”

“Why? Just rip her head off, and that’s it! What else should I consider? Unworthy!”

“It’s not about Darna now. Understanding the motives of another person can help predict their actions.” It seemed I was beginning to understand where the old dwarf was heading. “If I had realized that Darna remained loyal to the clan, I wouldn’t have taken her into the anomaly. She wouldn’t have seen our loot, and the conflict would never have arisen.”

“You wouldn’t have received the textbook on the ancient language, nor would you have learned about the clan laws,” the librarian was clearly not an ordinary Taoist. The more we interacted, the more apparent it became that Mentor Guerlon had good reason to speak of this person with respect.

“I would have obtained them another way. In the First Tier, for example. This textbook is incomplete, anyway — it covers only two thousand characters out of the ten thousand that are common. But I understand your point, Master, and I thank you for the lesson.”

Indeed, it was the strangeness and unexpectedness of this conversation that led me not to promise to find and finish off Darna before her departure to the First Tier. Everything was the will of the Heavens. If she so desired to support her clan, who were we to oppose it? It was her choice. However, the next time we’d cross paths, the treatment she’d receive from us will be commensurate to that. She’d be treated as someone ready to betray everyone and everything for her clan. The perfect Nameless One…

“I almost don’t want to let you go,” admitted the head of House Wang, signing the golden leaf that granted us the right to cross the barrier into the First Tier. He didn’t want to let us go! Over a year and a half of traveling, Vyllea and I had become true heroes of Tier Zero! Where else would you see two Seekers appear out of nowhere to eliminate danger? The number of bandits we had slain during this time was exorbitant! At least thirty bands, not fewer. And about two hundred beasts on the path to ascension. The only thing we never dared to do was enter a black anomaly. We approached it several times, but each time a sense of danger steered us away. It could, of course, be overcome, but there was no Mentor Guerlon around who could have pulled us out of a tight spot.

We were set to depart for the First Tier a month after Darna’s departure, having waited long enough for Vyllea to turn eighteen — she was three months younger than me. Only a few people went with us — seven altogether. The majority were still taking their final exams at the ascension schools, after which they would decide whether to continue their path to immortality or to remain in Tier Zero. As practice showed, there was plenty of work to be done here. And there was no point in moving to the First Tier immediately, either — classes at the ascension schools wouldn’t start for another three months, and living there was a lot more expensive than in Tier Zero.

“If the Heavens will it, new Seekers will arise in Tier Zero soon, who will be steadfast in doing their duty,” I said, pressing my bloodied palm to the golden leaf. The information was sent to the barrier pass. I took along Vyllea, who was beginning to turn into a sullen, hungry demon, I stepped outside. Another miscalculation of mine. I had thought the previous meal would last her half a year, but apparently, I had underestimated my companion. She needed more, but I couldn’t procure another beast right then. She would have to endure a little longer.

House Wang had provided an autonomous cart to transport the future Taoists of the Apprentice stage to the First Tier. The portal was closed to us — spending a thousand spirit coins on the transition was beyond my means. The passage through the barrier opened only once a week, so there was no point in trailing behind the slow-moving cart. I accelerated, covering the distance between Vorend and the barrier in a week — a journey that typically took twenty days. Upon reaching another hill, I paused, feeling my heart race as the imposing barrier rose before me.

The barrier appeared as a towering wall of pure energy, stretching skyward like a formation’s energetic structure, yet without the curvature typical of protective domes. This dome must have been so immense that the human eye couldn’t detect any curvature. To me, the energy wall was utterly vertical and transparent — if one tried hard enough, one could discern what was happening on the other side. The only discomfort came from the constant flashes of lightning that struck away from the barrier and hit the ground. The large area near the wall resembled black dust from objects incinerated by energy, except for a small area kept safe from elemental fury by protective formations.

As I considered this, I reflected on the demons who had entered our world, somehow passing through the barrier. Had they seized a point of transition? Or had one among them been powerful enough to tame the elements and construct a new passage? It was regrettable that I hadn’t explored this question; it would have been fascinating to see how this all was implemented. If the Heavens willed Vyllea and me to venture again into the lands of demons, I resolved to visit the eastern part of the barrier to observe their passage.

The checkpoint to the First Tier resembled a small village encircled by a high stone wall that came so close to the danger zone it seemed the lightning was striking it directly. Inside the village, however, this seemed to bother no one — the villagers went about their business, oblivious to the elemental chaos. Nonetheless, for Vyllea and me, such chaos was a novelty. I even found a viewing platform specifically set up for observing the phenomena, where, for a few spirit coins, we watched with genuine awe what transpired beyond the walls. My spiritual vision was ineffective here; for a time, I had to abandon it as the energy wall was blinding, and there was nothing I could do about it. The inn was nearly empty — the influx of those wishing to cross into the First Tier wouldn’t occur for another month or two. After renting a room, Vyllea and I decided not to waste any more time — the pass would open tomorrow, but registration was necessary for accessing it.

“Names, juniors,” the settlement’s head was a grim, life-weary Taoist. He belonged to a lineage of the Phoenix Clan that was unfamiliar to me — of the three symbols on his chest, I recognized only the clan’s crest.

“Seeker Zander and Seeker Vyllea, Elder,” Vyllea and I announced as we each pressed our bloodied fingers onto the empty golden leaf, bypassing the offered pen. The manager winced but remained silent — such a method of registration was acceptable, and I personally preferred not to handle unfamiliar artifacts. The pen was definitely an artifact, surrounded by a faint blue aura. Moments later, our names materialized on the sheet. The Taoist placed two amulets on it and stamped each with an artifact seal — a small plate imprinted with a symbol. I couldn’t see the symbol itself, and the barrier’s wall blocked my spirit vision, ensuring the secrets of the passage were well protected.

The overseer handed the amulets to Vyllea and me.

“These are your passes, attuned to your person. Do not lose them. Departure is tomorrow at ten in the morning. If you’re late, you’ll have to wait another week. Instructions on what to do next will be given to you on the other side. You are free to go.”

“Elder, may I ask a question?” I bowed and, before the overseer could reply, boldly continued, “You wear three symbols on your chest, but I recognize only the clan’s crest. Please don’t take my words as an insult, but I am unfamiliar with these symbols. Could you tell me which house and lineage such a respected Taoist belongs to?”

“You should have learned the heraldry of the first Tier at the School of Spirit Power,” the overseer frowned.

“We are Seekers, Elder. We spent most of our time on missions for the head of House Wang and aiding the residents of Tier Zero, not formal education. We didn’t have the chance to study the heraldry of the First Tier.”

“You are the Seekers with Molly?” the overseer asked, causing Vyllea and me to exchange surprised glances.

“You know about our Molly?” Vyllea inquired.

“I presume the entire southern part of Tier Zero has heard about the self-propelled cart and the two Seekers who traverse the villages, collecting payment for the services in the form of washing their Molly,” the overseer even smiled, which made his tired face seem somewhat fresher.

“This is the crest of House Gorn, and this, of House Soth. House Soth manages the southern sector of the First Tier on behalf of the Phoenix Clan, but unlike in Tier Zero, it is not the sole house representing the clan in this Tier. The Phoenix Clan is also represented by Houses Reen and Meese here. There’s an ongoing power struggle in the Tier among these houses, sometimes even leading to armed conflicts. House Soth has been leading for thirty years, but House Reen is gaining strength each year. When you enter the First Tier, you will need to choose which house to serve. They will assign you to a lineage.”

“We are Seekers, Elder,” I showed him our plaque cautiously. “We do not serve houses. I thank you for the information.”

“Tomorrow at ten,” the overseer reminded us. “Also, where is your famous Molly? I’d love to see the self-propelled cart that’s become so famous that rumors of it have even reached this Heavens-forsaken place.”

“She’s outside, Elder. Just sitting there, gathering dust. If you permit, we’d be delighted to show her to you.”

Near Molly lay the corpse of yet another fool who’d decided to seize an artifact of the Overlord level. His intent to steal the carriage required no further proof — anyone could wander around the cart and even touch it safely, but if you climbed into the driver’s seat, pressed both pedals, and activated the artifact’s launch lever, the protection mechanism would trigger.

“The twenty-seventh,” I said, leaning over the body to search it — no one from the crowd dared approach the charred corpse. But there was hardly any loot to be found — just a couple of spirit coins and small stones. Everything else was utterly useless.

“The cart is self-sustaining, as I see?” the overseer sniggered as he cast a brief glance at the body.

“Fools abound, but unfortunately, here in Tier Zero they are too poor to make Molly profitable. I hope that in the first Tier idiots who ignore the Phoenix Clan’s symbol at their peril will be wealthier than here. We will be here at ten in the morning, Elder. We have no desire to wait for another week.”


Chapter 20

“IT’S TERRIFYING.”

The lightning striking the dome’s formation was enough to daunt even Vyllea. She pressed into her seat and stared straight ahead, afraid to look up and see a thick bolt of lightning crash into the dome six or seven feet away from her, scattering a thousand tiny sparkles. Our escorts, accustomed to such sights, merely laughed at us and our four fellow travelers who had also earned the right to pass into the First Tier. Vyllea and I sat on Molly, so even during particularly strong strikes, the most we did was duck our heads, while other Taoists crouched, even covering their heads with their hands as though it could somehow protect them. “The Path of Fear” was the name given to the fifteen-hundred-foot corridor protected by special formations, and frankly, it lived up to its name.

The amulets issued to us served as our pass to the other side of the barrier. The passage itself was another formation that created a shimmering veil in the dense energy wall, resembling a portal. Since we weren’t even planning to get off Molly, pretending there was nowhere to park her, we were allowed to go first. The self-propelled carriage easily entered the barrier, but as soon as our bodies touched it, we were shocked as if by electricity. It felt as though I was dismantled down to the last bone and then reassembled. The flash of pain was so intense it took my breath away. Judging by Vyllea’s grunt next to me, she felt it, too. However, Molly continued moving, and the pain vanished. We left the barrier behind, and the amulets we’d been issued earlier disappeared. The passage was one-way, and now we’d need permission from House Soth to return to Tier Zero.

We were met at the barrier by another Taoist as bored and weary of the world as any. Yet a flicker of surprise crossed his eyes at the sight of our Molly. Not only had we arrived in a vehicle — ours was one flashy ride! My spiritual vision still wasn’t functioning, but I understood: the Taoist welcoming us was clearly higher in the stages of ascension than us. Now that we were in the First Tier, practically everyone was above us in level, except perhaps children. So, once again, I would have to dig out the term “Elder” for frequent usage. However, once glance at Vyllea made my face crack in a wide grin. Nobody intended to stand on any such formalities, and if someone decided we were breaking unwritten laws, they could always tell us directly. After all, you could never have too much loot.

We moved away from the barrier and stopped to wait for the rest of the group. Only after the last Candidate emerged from the shimmering veil did our escort slowly walk towards the exit. Another quarter-mile of the “Path of Fear” awaited us, but this time the lightning no longer sparked such primal dread. The exit from the corridor was more exhilarating — gates that only opened as we approached. From the side of the First Tier, the checkpoint also resembled a small village, except that before entering it, we found ourselves in a closed courtyard. We were already being awaited — near the far wall stood six tables, each covered with a flag bearing the emblem of a house and clan. Three flags belonged to the Phoenix Clan: Soth, Reen, and Meese, but there were also three tables with flags from other clans’ houses, which, of course, were unfamiliar to me.

“Juniors, choose a house and register!” our greeter announced. “You may approach each registrar, and they will explain the benefits of their house and clan. You cannot leave without passing through the registrars, you cannot leave! There must be no unaffiliated Taoists in the First Tier!”

We had to dismount from Molly and approach the greeter. From his expression, he had understood everything, but wanted to delay the conversation. He even approached the registrars’ tables.

“Elder, we are Seekers,” I caught up with the greeter and showed him our plaque. “My partner and I do not wish to belong to any house or lineage. Or clan, for that matter. Where can we get our passes to continue as the Heavens dictate?”

“Are things so bad among the Seekers that even Candidates are now being enlisted? Whose wild idea was this?” The registrar representing House Reen said with a chuckle. I took an instant dislike to this Taoist. There was something repulsive about him, reminiscent of Darna — he looked at the world as if it owed him something.

“These plaques were made by the head of the Phoenix Clan and are backed up by the Emperor’s authority. Does the Elder from House Reen think that two immortals have granted us the right to call ourselves Seekers because it had occurred to them on a whim? I humbly request the Elder representing House Soth to inform your head about the words of House Reen’s registrar and his opinion on the prudence of decisions taken by the Phoenix Clan’s head and the Emperor. Perhaps this view does not belong to just a single Taoist, but happens to be shared by the entire House Reen?”

Silence hung in the courtyard. The House Reen registrar turned pale, but it was hard to say that the House Soth registrar felt victorious. Apparently, he was harboring the same thoughts as his colleague, but simply hadn’t voiced them. A burning sensation spread between my shoulder blades — the registrars were seriously considering ending our lives there and then. There was undoubtedly danger, but I didn’t believe the registrars possessed any real combat skills. Even if they were Gold-ranked Apprentices (my spirit vision still didn’t work), their bodies, which were beginning to show signs of corpulence, clearly indicated they were far from martial practices. The only threat came from the Taoist who had greeted us — he was clearly familiar with grueling training.

“What about our pass, Elder?” I asked again, looking at the greeter. Vyllea stood next to me, gripping my hand. It might appear she was scared of potential danger, but in reality, I was the one holding her back, as my demon was on the verge of attacking.

“Proceed to the gates. You will be allowed through.”

Surprisingly, no one had tried to hold us back, and soon we were rolling through the first village we’d seen in the First Tier on Molly. The difference in goods offered and the prices they commanded was striking — prices here were exorbitant. Energizing food, various artifacts, and expensive resources — expensive for us, at least, as the locals barely glanced at them. Apprentice-stage herbs littered the ground. Then I found a shop where prices were steep even by local standards — they were selling Apprentice-stage spirit stones. A simple Copper-ranked stone was priced at three spirit coins, although dozens of such stones would be needed to produce one coin. The shrewd traders understood that newcomers from Tier Zero would rush to buy energy sources they could use. Thus, they sold the stones not just at three times, but closer to ten times their value.

However, an unpleasant feature of the First Tier quickly became apparent and needed to be addressed without delay — energy in the air was significantly more abundant than even in the demon world, reviving the long-forgotten sensation of my insides being scratched raw. That was why traders were selling spirit stones — to safely reach Hardis, the capital of the first Tier, one had to open at least one meridian. There was even a massive platform in the village for this specific purpose, now empty. We drove past it; it was the residents of the human world’s Tier Zero who needed to visit this place, as the farther from the barrier, the more energy saturated the environment, and not everyone could survive the journey to Hardis. Vyllea and I faced no such threats. Opening meridians was still necessary, since it would make life much easier, but I was eager to leave the village.

Why? Because no sooner had we driven out of the courtyard where newcomers were received, and moved a few dozen feet that a fire seemed to blaze between my shoulder blades. Someone didn’t just want to kill us — they were planning to do it very soon. I nearly went blind using my spiritual vision and growled in displeasure, finding the ability utterly useless. I couldn’t see anything at all.

With each passing second, the pain between my shoulder blades intensified. The foe intent on killing us was alarmingly strong. Could someone have taken such a liking to Molly that they decided to claim her right away? Or was this a swift reaction from House Reen? That seemed unlikely — at the moment we left the courtyard, the registrar was still pale as chalk. No, it was something else, something I distinctly disliked.

“Let’s get out of here,” I said, pressing down on the pedals, and Molly tore through the village streets at a crazy speed. Some yelled, some threatened, but it was clear — they really were trying to kill us.

“Nine… no, ten Taoists. Just running, no techniques used. Fast. No weapons drawn. They’re working in unison, herding us like animals. Be careful!”

The road forked: one path led out of the village, and the other veered towards houses. Techniques suddenly sparked to life on the latter, noticed by Vyllea — techniques I could see without using spiritual vision. Our pursuers didn’t want us taking that road. They were driving us out of the village to deal with us in a quieter spot. Fine — it was time to see how well they could run on rough terrain!

I pushed Molly to her limits. We burst out of the village, knocking over a cart and likely running over a couple of animals. The village rapidly receded, but our pursuers had merely been waiting for us to lose the protection of the walls. The entire group of ten kept pace confidently, periodically using two or three movement techniques. Not Steps — it was something else. Something that propelled them a couple of hundred feet forward at a time. At one point, it became clear that those who had been behind us were suddenly ahead. Their speed was incredible. Techniques flew at Molly, but I sharply turned aside, offering the sides of the cart to the blows. Whoever our opponents were, they clearly weren’t Warriors (or they would have simply destroyed us with their auras), let alone Overlords. Thus, they could not even scratch our Molly with their techniques.

For about thirty seconds, we raced across the rugged terrain toward the nearest mountains. They were far — about twenty miles away — and I knew that with our speed, we were bound to be caught eventually. I wanted to lead the attackers as far from the village as possible. I didn’t want any casual observers to witness our battle.

One of the assailants decided he was tired of running and, using another technique, suddenly appeared on Molly behind us. His hand stretched out toward me to use a technique, but his adventure ended there — one of my artifacts struck him directly in the heart. Vyllea, the clever girl that she was, had long since pulled several daggers from her personal inventory, which were capable of penetrating the spirit armor of Apprentice stage Taoists. If we ever had to return to the Zero Tier, I’d find Dee and give him something useful as a token of my gratitude. The technique he had gifted us was worth a lot! It was a pity the Nameless One had asked me to give up working with assassins — they were quite handy. The lifeless body fell to the ground, buying us a bit more time. But not much — the opponents had clearly decided to get serious.

Nine Taoists swiftly outmaneuvered us with several techniques and spread out in a semicircle. Techniques flashed, and this time I had to fight with my sword: these bastards were aiming not at Molly, but directly at us. There was no point in turning around anymore, so I took my feet off the pedals, forcing the carriage to brake, and using Molly as a support, lunged toward the nearest opponent.

Nine Apprentice-stage Taoists. Dangerous. Their teamwork and skill in cornering their prey were evident. They used powerful techniques against us — not slow stuff like Spirit Arrow, but something much more potent. The opponent I lunged at had been ready for me: he met my attack with a club and even used a technique similar to Ramming Strike, throwing me back — a good tactic to hit and displace the opponent to prevent counterattacks. Something to remember as I wished this Taoist an uneventful journey to wherever he was headed — Vyllea didn’t miss. We didn’t even try to pierce the spirit armor of our enemies with our swords — it was a waste of time. However, the knives I’d made for all occasions worked perfectly. One throw equaled one corpse. The assassins of Tier Zero knew their craft well.

I grabbed the corpse, using it as a shield to block the barrage of techniques. Using my sword to fend them off was risky — the blade trembled too much when I did that, and it could easily break. I had no regrets about using the body of a failed assassin — his reinforced clothes could block techniques even without spirit armor. True, bloody shreds still flew everywhere, but I needed just a few moments to select a new target. And those moments were given to me! One of the opponents roared wildly when a power burst detonated under his feet. I channeled the energy of an entire meridian into the attack, and the enemy’s spirit armor failed. Three down!

We moved to the side, and a moment later, the spot where we had stood ceased to exist. It was some kind of sigil used by the leader of the attackers. He was working them unbelievably fast: just as we figured out who was where, another sigil headed our way. I shifted to Molly and shrouded her in an anomaly, hiding her from sight. The last thing we needed was for someone to attack our carriage. Techniques might not harm her, but sigils were peculiar things that functioned like artifacts without needing a physical base — just energy, and if there was enough, even a sigil of the next stage of ascension could be used.

Realizing that they couldn’t beat us with techniques alone, four of the attackers charged at us with weapons. No swords — just jis and a chain with a spiked ball at the end. The remaining three, including the leader, continued to attack with techniques, forcing us to dodge and defend. My back burned so fiercely that I unwittingly used a rapid movement technique, almost ripping Vyllea’s hand off. Two enemies armed with jis appeared where we had just stood,. They weren’t running — they used movement techniques, and had I not trusted my instincts, we would have been impaled. Using another power burst was out of the question — I had to randomly leap from side to side, dodging both techniques and attacks from the frenzied enemies. I sent a few spirit arrows flying, but they disintegrated harmlessly upon hitting the spirit armor.

Vyllea tirelessly defended against everything the enemy threw at us — shurikens and knives, which she parried with remarkable regularity. Occasionally, she had to fend off spear attacks when I couldn’t react in time. One time we even got hit — a chain wrapped around Vyllea’s spear and a spiked ball struck my ankle, carried by force of momentum. My spirit armor held, but my leg got broken. I had to use a healing scroll, fortunately having plenty on hand.

Our situation looked perilous, but we had no intention of fleeing. This was the perfect test of our capabilities. I already knew who we were up against — the green-eyed Taoists of the Tiger Clan, likely seeking revenge for the humiliating defeat we had inflicted on them at the competition. It was odd they hadn’t touched us in Tier Zero, where we were much more vulnerable. Leaping once again, I noticed the enemy starting to slow down. Vyllea and I had virtually unlimited resources — as soon as one meridian became depleted, I drew energy from another. There were no technique bindings to specific meridians for us, unlike our opponents! Twenty techniques were impressive for an Apprentice-stage Taoist. Thirty were commendable for a Gold-raned Apprentice. Only a Warrior could handle forty, but there were none among our attackers. One of the spearmen winced from internal pain after a jump, instantly paying the price as I leapt straight at him. It may have been risky — we didn’t know the enemy’s capabilities in hand-to-hand combat, after all, but I had Vyllea and her knives. Moreover, we appeared behind him. While the enemy turned and tried to swing, our Steps carried us away. Four down.

“Had enough yet?” I yelled. “What made the Tiger Clan group decide to commit suicide in such an elaborate way?”

The chain and ball wielder swung to hit where he thought we would jump, but instead of jumping, I directed a power burst under his feet. A meridian gone and the fifth opponent down. Only two spearmen were left, who stopped jumping, along with their leader and his two bodyguards. I only glanced at those Taoists once, considering moving towards them, but a sudden pain in my back made me reconsider. This trio was setting up a trap. Wasn’t it clear from the sigil visible on the ground around them?

Unsurprisingly, no one answered us. The trio using techniques pulled out crossbows. There was no time for talking — Vyllea was strong, but even she couldn’t deflect three bolts at once. We had to jump again. Clearly, the enemy had depleted the meridians tied to their strange stepping technique — they could only run now. No more astonishing leaps, which turned out to be a nasty trick when used by polearm wielders. They stood back to back, ready to repel any attack, but we appeared where they least expected — on their shoulders! Who said the ground was the only support for jumping? You couldn’t use stepping techniques while airborne, but you could still jumping as high into the air as you could from anything you could stand on.

No one expected such audacity — not even the crossbowmen. It took Vyllea just one strike to slide her knife across two throats. A spirit armor was reliable indeed, but when overly relied upon, it could fail at the most unexpected moments. Two down, and now only three enemies remained. They could no longer use techniques, and their bolts weren’t infinite. I had no intention of getting close enough to fall into their trap. Vyllea and I lifted the bodies of the spearmen, using them as shields, and began to collect the loot. I still had to dodge particularly dangerous techniques now and then — such audacity was surely not anticipated by the Tiger Clan fighters. There they were, armed with crossbows and looked formidable, yet here we were, moving from corpse to corpse, stripping them bare. I even took off their upper garments, leaving them in just their underwear. Let those still alive see what awaited them. A demoralized enemy was a dead enemy.

The Power Burst didn’t work — their sigil had blocked it. Spirit Arrows shattered against their protection. Throwing knives from a distance was foolish — it would be akin to gifting the enemy weapons they could use against you. So for a while, I was at a loss — I had no crossbow or bow to use. That was a mistake! Vyllea was a decent shot, but I, for some reason, had always considered ranged weapons beneath me. And a crossbow would really have been useful right now.

However, we had more tricks up our sleeve! Steps brought us as close as possible to the sigil, after which I used a ramming attack, sending one of the leader’s guards flying. Somehow, I felt that such a trick wouldn’t work on the gang leader himself. The unsuspecting enemy was flung several feet away, and I somehow decided not to leap directly over the sigil towards him. Two steps later, I didn’t even need to kill the foe: the leader attacked the spot where we were supposed to appear. His defender was pulverized instantaneously — his body was literally ground into a bloody pulp. But we hadn’t leaped there — the fire between my shoulder blades had advised against it.

The most frustrating part was that the crossbow also broke! Vyllea kicked the now-useless weapon aside in annoyance, and easily deflected another bolt fired at close range.

“Who are you people?” For the first time during the encounter, one of the opponents spoke up. It was the second defender of the leader. Judging by the blood running from his nose, he had exhausted himself completely. He couldn’t use any more techniques. But the squad commander himself looked completely unharmed and quite alert, although his frown was rather unfriendly.

“Didn’t they tell you who you were being sent against?” I asked in surprise, finishing searching the pockets of the recently deceased. Two hefty pouches of spirit coins — that was decent loot. Coins had been tight for Vyllea and me.

“How about we part our ways?” The leader proposed.

“You think we’d let you regroup and ambush us again? Not a chance, dead man walking. This…”

The pain in my back intensified. Their diversion through conversation was a deceit — they had already begun harnessing their energies, preparing to end the fight swiftly. Within moments, they teleported close, and in an instant, delivered a blow that nearly folded my ankles in half. The bodyguard’s final action was cut short as one of Vyllea’s knives found his temple. I was flung several feet back, nearly blacking out from the excruciating pain. I fumbled for a healing scroll, but before I could use it, the situation took a dramatic turn…

Vyllea was relentless in her assault on the leader. Her knife effortlessly penetrated his spirit armor, and the leader quickly became a bloody heap — too reliant on his defense, he’d gotten outmaneuvered easily. At one point, Vyllea let out a triumphant cry; the opponent had made a fatal misstep, exposing himself. Her knife plunged into the leader’s chest, and just like that, the battle seemed over. But the leader of the Tiger Clan’s assassin squad wasn’t ready to die just yet. As Vyllea turned to walk towards me, she froze. Her eyes widened in shock, her body slumped to the ground. Behind her, the staggering leader stood holding… Vyllea’s heart in his hand!

The leader hurled the knife that had cut Vyllea from behind at me, but missed, his strength failing. With a trembling hand, he pulled out a golden sheet of paper and pressed the heart against it.

“Contract completed!”

Those were his last words as his lifeless body collapsed to the ground. The golden paper flared up and vanished, taking Vyllea’s heart with it.

My broken legs screamed in pain — a reminder of my own severe injuries, but I barely noticed. Even if the Emperor himself appeared before me then, it wouldn’t have mattered. Nothing did anymore. My Vyllea was dead…
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