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Chapter 1

“HOW COULD YOU EVEN LET something of this sort happen?! Stop this madness immediately! Hars Soth, are you out of your mind?!”

The wedding ceremony of Seekers Zander and Vyllea, taking place at one of the assembly grounds of the School of Spirit Power the day after capturing the yellow anomaly at the Apprentice stage, was rudely interrupted. A massive crowd surged into the square, flocking around two very colorful-looking mentors. The white-haired elders, clad in golden robes that barely concealed their slightly protruding bellies, strode confidently among their students, lightning flashing from their bright green eyes. The elders’ entire demeanor expressed their fury: they couldn’t accept that someone at the ascension school acted without the high permission of the heads of the Alchemy and Artifacts departments, the pillars and pride of the School of Spirit Power. Both elders, like Hars Soth, were Gold Warriors. In fact, all the teachers I’d seen had that stage and rank of ascension. Even the headmaster, who resided in the massive building somewhere closer to the center of the mountain.

“Greetings to the heads of the Alchemy and Artifacts Departments! Allow me to remind you that you are currently on the premises of the Department of Meditation, so please observe the rules of decorum and refrain from disturbing the students’ ascension with your shouting.”

Hars Soth stepped forward, shielding us from the crowd. Remarkably, it worked — none of the newcomers dared to bypass him, even though it would have been quite easy. My spirit vision revealed that the heads of the two departments had brought nearly three hundred people with them. I didn’t count them all, of course, but I noted many Golden-ranked Apprentice stage students among them. They were also older than Vyllea and me. It seemed that several senior class groups in their entirety had honored us with their presence. Wherever I looked, bright green eyes stared back at us. The Tiger Clan was certainly represented well here.

“We demand to know what’s going on here!” The elders stopped a few meters before Hars Soth, as if not daring to cross an invisible line. Their support group remained behind, clearly unwilling to approach any closer.

“In accordance with the School of Spirit Power’s charter, approved by the immortal founder, the Silver-ranked Nascent God Chen Feng, we are conducting a ceremony to unite two Taoists who have decided to bind their relationship with marriage.”

“Marriages are forbidden on our school grounds!” one of the elders almost shouted. Judging by the insignia, it was the head of the Alchemy Department. But emotions didn’t affect Hars Soth. Ignoring the fact that he faced two department heads, our curator clarified,

“One more shout, Boane Drole, and I will have to ask you to leave the Meditation Department’s territory. There is no place for shouting here, nor for any outbursts of emotions. If you have any issues with what’s happening in the square, you know where to find the headmaster. We are acting strictly in accordance with the charter. These two students will exchange bracelets, even if I have to fight the entire school to make it happen. Does the head of the Alchemy Department have anything else to say on the matter, or can we continue?”

The elder gave us an extremely unpleasant look.

“Elite class students and Seekers, no less? Well, Hars Soth, if you want a fight, let’s have one, by all means. I, Boane Drole, head of the Alchemy department, deem these two students unworthy of the great art of pill-making and forbid them from showing their faces on my department’s grounds! I furthermore forbid my teachers from instructing them. They will receive no practice, no lessons, and no techniques. Nothing! In a year, they must take the graduation exams and demonstrate everything others have learned in class. Do I have that right, Deputy Head of the Meditation Department?”

“The head of the Alchemy Department has every right to issue challenges to students,” Hars Soth confirmed. “I presume Boane Drole is aware of the consequences if such students successfully pass the first-year graduation exams?”

“I read the charter of the School of Spirit Power when your parents were still wetting their diapers!” Judging by his tone, Boane Drole didn’t like the reminder concerning the consequences of us passing the exam, but he didn’t want to back down. It was clear to me that this elder would do everything to ensure Vyllea and I didn’t live to see the exams. Why risk and leave things to chance when you had three hundred loyal senior students at your disposal?

“Does the head of the Artifacts Department wish to join the challenge against my students?”

“I don’t like Hars’s calmness, Boane,” said the second elder, who had been silent until now. “I don’t like the spatial pouch on that student’s belt. I don’t like the fact that this pair is sixth-rank Seekers. I’m familiar with the newly-formed guild — they are frequent buyers of our products. But none of those I’ve worked with for a long time are sixth rank. And I categorically dislike the consequences of blocking their education. What if they pass the exams?”

“They need to survive until then, Desthos.” The head of the Alchemy Department was openly threatening us now. “If these fools carry on with the ceremony and put on the bracelets, their days at the School of Spirit Power are numbered!”

“Vyllea, from now on, I pledge to call you my wife!” I declared, deciding that now was the perfect moment to speed up the ceremony and bring it to a conclusion. Hars Soth’s long-winded speeches about our union being blessed by the Heavens would likely be extraneous, given the circumstances. On a small pedestal next to us lay two beautiful golden bracelets. One was wide and massive, meant for me, the other was delicate and lovely, meant for Vyllea. Everyone fell silent. Even the elders didn’t dare interrupt the final part of the ceremony. Vyllea extended her hand to me, and I secured the bracelet on her wrist — it fit perfectly. The entire width of the bracelet bore the name “Zander,” while on mine, the name “Vyllea” occupied at most a third of the available space. The laws of the Deforean Empire immediately granted me the right to have at least three wives.

Vyllea secured the bracelet on my wrist, and I looked at the artifact with interest. Despite its massive appearance, the bracelet was weightless. It didn’t feel unwieldy or snag on the sleeves. In fact, I hardly felt it was there at all. There were no clasps — the bracelet became solid as soon as Vyllea had put it on me. From now on, I could only remove it in one case — if my wife died. Not even the emperor could declare the marriage void. Turning toward the crowd of students and the two scowling heads of departments, Vyllea and I bowed deeply (we had, of course, agreed on this in the anomaly).

“We would like to express our gratitude the elders and our fellow students for finding time in their busy schedules to attend our ceremony. Thanks to you, our marriage has been attended not only for the first-year elite class, but the entire School of Spirit Power in the First Tier as well — at least, the Alchemy and Artifact departments, whose heads have honored us with their presence.”

“My, but he’s good,” Hars Soth murmured to himself, though everyone heard him. The head of the Alchemy department’s face twisted. He realized that his presence at our ceremony had just taken on a wholly different role. An opponent of mixed-gender education had become a guest at a wedding ceremony… People had been killed for less. Boane Drole even took a step toward us to unleash his anger, but a hand was placed on his shoulder by Desthos Drole, the head of the Artifacts Department.

“Do not disturb the students’ meditation, colleague. We must admit that these young Seekers have shown themselves in a very interesting light. Let’s see how long they manage to bear the weight they’ve taken upon themselves. Perhaps I should add a bit more weight. I, Desthos Drole, head of the Artifact department, declare first-year elite class students Zander and Vyllea unworthy of the mysteries of artifact creation and forbid them from entering my department’s premises! In a year, I will eagerly assess your level of preparation. I still want to understand how you achieved the sixth rank. Hars, don’t look at me like that. I am fully aware of what it will cost me if these students successfully demonstrate their familiarity with the first-year curriculum. Remember, they have to survive until then. And I will personally conduct their examination, covering all the topics my teachers and I will teach in classes. These include not only textbooks but also our personal experience. Let’s go, colleague. We have much to consider.”

“There’s nothing to consider.” Boane Drole gave us a look of disdain before turning to the crowd of students, who still didn’t dare approach. “This pair must not reach my exams! Whoever ensures this simple task will receive the highest grade for their exam! I forbid touching them before the dedication ceremony, but afterward, when they become official students and begin their path to immortality within our school’s walls, it’s open season. I want my words to be conveyed to students of all classes and years!”

“Zander, he’s just stolen two days of celebration from me!” Vyllea’s voice sounded as hurt as if someone had taken away her candy. I closely watched the heads’ reactions. While Boane Drole breathed heavily in displeasure, Desthos Drole discreetly smirked into his beard. This elder worked with Seekers. He knew that only the strong chose this path for themselves. And recalling the head of the Artifact department’s words, he forbade us from entering his department’s territory but didn’t prohibit attending classes or working with his teachers. Was this elder truly our enemy? It seemed not — he had likely just come along for the company.

Soon, only three of us remained in the square: Vyllea, Hars Soth, and myself. All the guests had left the Meditation department’s territory.

“Elder, I don’t quite understand the division into classes and departments,” I admitted honestly. “Where can I learn more about this? I’d also like to know where the alchemists’ and artifact creators’ premises are to avoid accidentally missing them. I suspect they’ll become our favorite places for walks.”

“Our education system is different from that of most ordinary ascension schools. Freshmen and sophomores are divided into classes and study in all four departments of the school to determine their future specialization. Those are the departments of Spirit Power, Alchemy, Artifact Creation, and Combat Skills. Third-year students move into classes of their chosen specialty and are thenceforth considered affiliated with their specific departments. This is how it works with regular classes. The elite class is a bit more complex and simpler at the same time — it remains unchanged from the first to the fourth year of study. However, the program given to students significantly exceeds the curriculums of ordinary classes, whether in the first year or the third. Elite class students must excel in all four areas.”

“Can the heads prevent us from attending classes for all four years?”

“That’s too costly,” Hars Soth allowed himself a smile. “The school’s charter indeed allows students to conflict with teachers and even entire departments. The immortal founder highly respects the right to demonstrate strength and skill. If a student fails, they are held back a year and their tuition increases. In your case, this tuition would simply be introduced. But if a student proves their strength and skill, the teacher or the department head, should it go that far, is obliged to take the successful student to their treasury and allow them to choose any item they like. Of course, the heads will remove all valuable items beforehand, but the very fact of defeat will tarnish their reputation.”

“So you have no doubts about us?”

“Two students who graduated with honors from a Tier Zero school after attending only a few times? Silver Apprentices who had achieved their rank in the course of a few months? Conjoined Taoists capable of standing against Bronze Warriors? Not the slightest doubt. You’ll be provided with all the materials you need. The primary criterion for advancing to the second year, which achieving the Bronze rank, has already been met in your case. Everything else is minor and can be resolved through study and practice. Your task is to survive until the exams.”

“Elder, there is an auction in Hardes in a month that we must attend. How do students earn the right to leave the school?”

“They must prove their excellence. Each month, a student ranking is compiled. The top ten students from each year are allowed to leave the School of Spirit Power for three days. We ensure that students are motivated to study. Moreover, the school provides the top students with self-propelled carriages, but that’s irrelevant in your case.”

“To be the best means earning points. Can these points be taken off? Say, for being in the wrong place or defeating overly enthusiastic Tigers?”

“Teachers cannot take off points already earned, but they can withhold them. Remember, two of the four areas will be closed to you. You’ll need additional sources of ranking points. You can earn them by demonstrating strength and skill. As I’ve said, the immortal founder respects strength and always directs his students to be the best. The simplest and most efficacious way is dueling. It doesn’t have to be combat. You can compete in pill-making, artifact creation, or mastery of spirit power. The only restriction is that points are awarded for winning duels against equal opponents — those with a similar or close number of points in that area.”

“But during the first month, no one has any points,” I mused. “So we can challenge anyone. Can someone refuse a duel?”

“Yes, anyone can refuse a duel. This is the only scenario where earned points are deducted, or they even go into negative values. The amount depends on the opponent’s ranking. The school’s artifact system ensures fairness, so cheating is not an option. If an official challenge is issued and it’s not the tenth in a given day, the artifact will lower the ranking of whoever had backed down. There’s no place for the weak at the top.”

“Duels are the simplest way, you say. So there are others?”

“Yes. I’ll provide the full list after you become students, but I’ll tell you now: you won’t earn many points in other ways. We are talking about collective points, distributed among the team. Not only do students compete individually, but classes compete against each other. Everyone wants to be at the top of the ranking by the end of the year. Apart from promotion to the next year, it also merits a valuable gift from the school. The best should feel they are the best, after all. But enough talk — you should visit the quartermaster, turn in all the loot from the anomaly, and choose your residence. You’ll get a map of the school with department locations from him as well; he’s been informed. In two days, I’ll expect you in the central square for the student dedication ceremony.”

Our wedding ceremony turned out to a fascinating affair with far-reaching consequences. It was worth going through with it just to see the twisted faces of the Tiger Clan students. There were indeed too many of them in the school overseen by the Phoenix Clan. From what I had gathered, all these great beast-eaters came from Tier Zero, indicating that the western part of the empire prepared future Taoists much better than the Phoenix Clan. Perhaps the proximity to the demons affected this — a month’s journey in a self-propelled carriage would take you to their border town. For some reason, there were no active hostilities in Tier Zero, but various wormholes constantly appeared, through which demons regularly broke into our world. Vyllea alone had devoured at least ten villages by the age of twelve. How could there be enough people to prepare for Ascension when such guests constantly fed on them? The westerners were doubtlessly formidable. They even trained demons on the territory of the Phoenix Clan, preventing inhabitants of the other world from entering their own. Of course, I’d have liked to believe that I had seen the training of spies who would then infiltrate the demon world to help people, but stubborn logic suggested otherwise. I had indeed seen the training of spies, but those were to operate in the human world.

Despite Hars Soth’s orders, we had a hard time getting to the quartermaster. The assistants of the “busy and respected Taoist” had tried absolutely everything to take our loot and handle the accommodation issue themselves, but we persisted. We got past the third assistant, then the second, and finally reached the first assistant, with whom we spent almost several hours, stubbornly insisting that we had to follow our curator’s instructions. Hars Soth had warned us not to kill the quartermaster’s assistants. We complied and just demanded our due. Finally, the assistant gave in, and we were allowed to see the “great” quartermaster.

“Zander, what is this?” Vyllea was taken aback when she saw the Taoist behind the desk, diligently working through a pile of documents. The shock for my demon came from the fact that the scrawny quartermaster was the spitting image of one of our acquaintances named Yeezy, who was a fifth-rank Seeker. The only difference lay in the fact that Yeezy was a Golden Apprentice with two hundred thirty-five meridians, while the quartermaster of the School of Spirit Power was a Golden Warrior with a full set of open meridians. The clothes were different, too — the quartermaster wore a golden robe. But those were the only differences. Their appearance, body shape, and movements were so similar it seemed one was copied from the other. Were they brothers? Then the difference in their Ascension levels was puzzling. Was Yeezy using a disguise, like Dee in Tier Zero? Possible, but unlikely. No one questioned the appearance of the buyer. This meant everyone had long been accustomed to it. I thought this point needed to be clarified before we left the first Tier. I sensed an interesting mystery there.

“Time is short, so let’s get straight to business. Hars has informed me you have something valuable. Show me.”

Even the voice of the quartermaster, who didn’t bother introducing himself, was similar to Yeezy’s. I unloaded a huge pile of loot, including the bodies of lower and higher demons. The bodies disappeared immediately — the quartermaster couldn’t let such valuables be exposed to time. Meanwhile, he managed to write everything down in a strange small book with covers made of thick leather rather than the wooden boards typical of normal books. The quartermaster didn’t need to look into the crates; he obtained all the information from his aura, which remained on all the time. The entire assessment took no more than five minutes, with most of the time spent unloading the crates and loot from the spatial pouch.

“Excellent. I’ve noted that down.” The quartermaster returned to his desk. After rummaging through some papers, he pulled out a small sheet. “This is a map of the school. Hars asked me to show you where the alchemists’ and artifact creators’ territories are. He said you’re not allowed there. Why?”

“The heads didn’t like that we got married today,” I replied, showing my bracelet. Vyllea also raised her hand, displaying her ornament, and a look of sadness began to creep across the quartermaster’s face.

“Married? Two first-year students?”

“Elite students, sixth-rank Seekers,” I added, just in case the word “Seeker” might elicit a reaction from the quartermaster. But he simply let it pass without a reaction.

“So, you need to be housed together?” There was so much reluctance in his question that I barely contained my smile. The quartermaster clearly didn’t like dealing with anything outside his routine duties.

“Preferably close to a power source,” I said, having already assessed the surrounding area with my spiritual vision. While not everything fell within my accessible range, I knew there was a place of incredible power within the mountain that hosted such an enormous ascension school. I couldn’t see the source itself — a massive stone wall blocked my abilities — but indirect signs, such as power spots scattered throughout the mountain, indicated its presence. Moreover, these were quite strong spots, growing more potent the higher up the mountain they were. At the base were Apprentice-level spots, and there were a few Warrior-level ones further on. Perhaps somewhere at the peak, where my spiritual vision couldn’t reach, there were Master-level or even Overlord-level power spots. Why not? Anything was possible in this world.

“What power level do you need?” the quartermaster sighed again.

“Bronze-rank Warrior stage,” I declared. If we were to be bold, we might as well go all out. Our conjoined core would protect us from harmful energy effects, and there was a chance it could restore conjoined meridians before I channeled their energy into actual paths.

“Do you want to burn yourselves?” The quartermaster looked up at us for the first time, making him look even more like Yeezy.

“What difference does it make to you? The important thing is that the house is good. And beautiful,” I added quickly before Vyllea could interject. “We can handle the energy.”

“A house with a bronze-rank Warrior stage power source.” A thick book, also bound in animal leather, appeared on the quartermaster’s desk. He seemed to forget about us as he buried his face in it, lost in his work. I suspected he hadn’t forgotten anything and was merely testing our patience. However, even Vyllea was unusually calm today — she was twirling her bracelet, examining it from all angles, and smiling contentedly. Nothing else seemed to matter to her.

“There is one house that might suit you, but there’s a problem: sometimes the power source emits silver-rank Warrior strength. Not often, but consistently once a week. Are you prepared for that?”

“How long does the surge last?”

“A few seconds. But it’s consistent and weekly.”

“We’ll take it!” I struggled to contain my excitement. Vyllea might not care about power spots — she just wanted a beautiful house — but I was concerned about meridians and, to be honest, our safety. Bronze-rank Warrior power spots wouldn’t attract any crazy Copper or Bronze Apprentices — they’d be burned. If someone decided to cause trouble, it would be a serious opponent, whom I wouldn’t mind neutralizing. That reminded me…

“Elder, could we have a bucket of red paint and a brush? Since we’ll be living there for the next four years, we want to make it pleasing to the eye. Is that allowed?”

“And decorations! Lanterns, ribbons, maybe even glitter,” Vyllea “woke up” at the mention of something interesting to her. “We need lots of decorations! They must be red! The School of Spirit Power mountain should be beautiful!”

The sight of the quartermaster’s bewildered face as he signed our papers was the perfect ending to the day. But tomorrow we’d have to work hard. Vyllea wouldn’t trust anyone else to paint her house, even if it was a temporary abode such as this one, and we’d have to put a prodigious amount of elbow grease into it.


Chapter 2

“RAISE YOUR passes!”

The voice of the head of the School of Spirit Power echoed throughout the mountain. Each first-year student had to raise their issued tokens — plaques, amulets, whatever they called them — and hold them in the air, wherever they were when the announcement reached them. Today the ascension school was welcoming a massive army of first-year students into its ranks. Vyllea and I were in the Meditation department’s square, among five dozen other elite class first-year students. Darna continued to act like she didn’t know us — she stood alone, not deigning to interact with the commoners. A few students approached her, but after glancing at the emblem on her chest and her disdainful expression, they quickly remembered they had important matters elsewhere. The red-haired beauty’s attire didn’t resemble the Seekers’ garb at all; she wore school’s white uniform, with the emblem of the Phoenix and the crest of House Feng shining on her chest. She had made her choice, deciding to return to the clan. Apparently, marrying the young Bouche Feng wasn’t such a dreadful prospect, after all. Age was something that passed quickly, and for Taoists of the central region who lived for centuries, a few years’ difference was altogether insignificant.

All the students were dressed in the white school uniform, making the two green-spotted Seekers stand out. But Vyllea and I didn’t care about appearances; we didn’t come to school to impress anyone. Hars Soth had promised us ten Warrior-stage techniques after passing the first-year exams and two techniques on the first day after the enrolment ceremony, so we were in a great mood. We’d have defense, healing, and some offensive skills. The elite class curator asked about our preferred martial arts style and was quite surprised to learn it was that of the Tiger — the dominant style among our class. In fact, only three students from the Phoenix Clan were in the first-year elite class: Vyllea, Darna, and me. Carmin and Elda hadn’t made it. I hadn’t seen them at this school, so they may have chosen a different path. But all the other forty-seven students had the bright green eyes of the western clan.

“You should address me as Mentor Hars Soth!” The Taoist’s voice wasn’t as loud or penetrating as that belonging to the invisible head of the school, but it reached everybody’s ears all the same. “Over the next four years, I expect my class to win all competitions at the School of Spirit Power. You have been selected from hundreds of thousands of peers, so you must uphold the prestigious title of the elite class. Anyone unable to cope with the workload will be transferred to one of the regular classes. Those failing to participate in class rankings actively will get transferred. Anyone who so much as thinks of arguing with me will be transferred. I don’t need any budding opposition or resistance. The elite title offers many privileges, but it also demands a lot of hard work. Questions?”

The students remained silent. Vyllea and I were frankly bored, but many Tigers, hearing that arguing with the mentor was forbidden, clearly intended to test that. The challenge in their eyes said a lot, as did the fact that most of those present didn’t know each other. I noticed only a few groups of three or four people; the rest, like Darna, kept to themselves, observing their neighbors. It felt strange — how many ascension schools must there be in the west to produce such a large number of elite students? And why were they called elite? I could see that Darna was the clear leader among us in terms of the number of meridians she had open — she needed only five more to reach the Golden rank. It must have been nice to be a pure absolute — a few weeks ago, she was just a Copper Apprentice. There was no need for her to worry about limitations, blocks, or any of the numerous other minor predicaments that more unfortunate Taoists had to deal with. An incredible breakthrough! I wanted something like that, too! But Darna was the only one so endowed. The rest of the Tigers didn’t just look worse — they were catastrophically worse than us. This was supposed to be an elite class, with no one but the absolute best making the grade, and yet there were nearly twenty Copper Apprentices with only four or five meridians. Twenty! Such strange notions of elite! The strongest Tigers were a few Silver Apprentices, around whom groups had already formed. Those consisted of Bronze Apprentices. I had some very unpleasant questions for mentor Hars Soth. If he claimed to know everything about his students, he should know why the composition of the class was so peculiar.

“No questions. Follow me.”

We headed to one of the buildings of the Meditation department, also known as the Department of Spirit Power. This was where they worked with spirit stones, energy infusion, spirit vision, and other interesting and important techniques that I definitely didn’t intend to ignore. For example, I was greatly interested in the ability to sense the presence of other living beings — a skill mentor Guerlon had often used to identify opponents. I didn’t know the details yet, but I was certain another way of perceiving the world would help with my mental development issues. I needed to break the conjunction block. It was definitely there; I could feel it, even though I couldn’t prove it.

Elite class training in Tier Zero took place either on training grounds or outdoors in the shade of trees. The First Tier surprised us in this respect: we found ourselves in a huge hall where student desks were arranged one above the other like seats in an amphitheater. Instead of an arena, however, there was a platform upon which stood a huge table surrounded by a plethora of cabinets filled with all manner of intriguing stuff. I could sense energy-imbued plants, stones, trees, artifacts, alchemical tools, books… Many of these plant structures were unfamiliar to me in reality; I had only read about them in textbooks, and so I was eager to hold them, touch them, and taste them. This was behavior more typical of alchemists who made pills rather than artifact creators, but I’d always liked to study items thoroughly so as to have no issues finding them in the open world later. As for artifacts, my interest was professional — none of their structures were familiar to me. I felt it was time to become not only much stronger, but a great deal smarter as well. Apparently, if you didn’t know the name of every detail adorning the façade of the palace of House Soth, the more refined members of society would regard you as a country bumpkin unfit for conversation. Alright, that might have been an exaggeration, but I was nevertheless desperately aware of lacking the most basic kinds of knowledge. I needed more books.

A scuffle broke out as the freshmen started to fight for seats in the first and second rows. Apparently, they didn’t balk at using techniques on each other — one student got knocked down to the floor and didn’t get up again. This cooled the hotter heads somewhat, and soon the first two rows were occupied by those organized groups led by the Silver Apprentices. There were no fierce battles for any of the other seats, and the rest of the class quickly settled down. Except for Vyllea and me, and amusingly, Darna. All this time, mentor Hars Soth sat silently in his place. He seemed to have forgotten about the body lying on the floor, which was getting closer to becoming a corpse with each passing moment. The wolf had allowed his cubs to sort out where they would spend the next four years on their own.

“Where do you like best?” I asked Vyllea. She looked at the classroom and pointed to the center of the first row.

“I want this spot. I don’t like looking at the backs of others. Let them look at mine.”

“You’re in our seats.” I approached the desks. “You have a minute to move, or I’ll move you myself.”

The leader of this group didn’t bother with threats or questioning my right to chase him away. He simply attacked with a Spirit Arrow — one of the freshmen’s favorite techniques, and considering the thickness of his meridians, no stronger than a Bronze Apprentice’s level. He seemed to have focused on developing nodes and wrapping them with meridians without paying much attention to strengthening the channels. The Spirit Arrow got absorbed by my Spirit Armor, causing no harm.

“Your time is ticking,” I said calmly after the third arrow proved useless. “You have thirty seconds left. Either vacate my seat, you worthless descendant of the Tiger Clan, or use a better technique. Right now, it feels like I’m dealing with a Candidate who’d stumbled upon a technique scroll and swiped a few spirit stones from his father. You might as well start burning out your nodes.”

“Together!” commanded the leader, and four Spirit Arrows flew at me at once. I didn’t know what they expected. If a Silver Apprentice’s technique had just proven ineffective, why would I fear Bronze-level techniques?

“Ten seconds,” I said in the same calm, almost friendly voice, as my opponents’ meridians got emptied. “Then I’ll show you how elite class first-year students’ techniques should really work. If you don’t want to join that useless piece of meat on the floor, get off our seats.”

“You wouldn’t dare!” the leader finally spoke. “My father…”

I was probably about to hear a sob story about a poor western family barely managing to scrape together enough spirit coins to pay for their child’s education, but I didn’t bother to listen. Vyllea was getting bored, and I was tired of standing. I used a tried-and-true method for resolving problems — a Ramming Strike. A simple shove, useless in a real fight, but very effective against these self-proclaimed immortal members of the Tiger Clan. I aimed for his chest to avoid hitting my future desk and chair, but I forgot that there were desks behind that idiot, too. The leader’s body flew upwards, broke the desk with its back upon landing, and lay there motionless in the debris, folded in half. Outraged cries followed, but they quickly ceased when I looked up. Apparently, something in my friendly gaze didn’t sit well with the protesters, as their objections abruptly stopped.

I turned my gaze to the three pale accomplices of the Silver Apprentice. No sign of their former arrogance had remained — their postures could almost have been called obsequious.

“Do you need a special reminder? Or have you decided to defend these seats to the bitter end? Get out!”

A calm and friendly voice always worked wonders! The entire front row of the vast auditorium emptied within seconds. Even those seated at the sides had decided to move, apparently reluctant to find out whether the green-eyed beauty might change her mind and point to another seat next. Vyllea sat down contentedly at a desk slightly left of center and, without hesitation, moved it closer to the one in the center, which she had apparently designated for me. I walked to my seat with a smile, but didn’t sit down immediately — a broken student’s body lay behind me. Surprisingly, he was still alive! I pulled him from the wreckage of the desk and placed his body next to the first victim, who was also still breathing. These Tigers were indeed resilient! This was something to keep in mind. Leaning down, I placed my hands on each of their chests and closed my eyes. Four and thirty-eight meridians. Even more than Vyllea and I. I felt no pity or sorrow for these fools, so I began extracting energy from their bodies as quickly as I could. The conjoined energy core eagerly absorbed the processed Qi energy and immediately used it to restore the conjoined meridians. I didn’t expect much — these students didn’t contain that much energy. Not even a third of my meridian was restored, but the main goal was achieved: I tested the process of accelerated energy extraction from Taoists and confirmed it wasn’t fatal. Both bodies remained alive, despite their meridians being reset. Two Spirit Arrows shot from my hands, finishing off both of the unfortunate first-year elite class students of the School of Spirit Power. There were now forty-eight of us left.

The mentor didn’t react to my actions. He patiently waited for everyone to take their seats. What was Clyed Feng’s advice? Try not to stand out? But of course, I’d do exactly that.

“Class, attention! Quiet, everybody! Take your seats and prepare for the lesson! You have one minute! Or does anyone wish to express their disagreement with my order? I’m always open to discussion. Your time is on!”

My voice filled the auditorium. The Tigers fell silent, and only Vyllea’s satisfied giggle disrupted the quiet for a moment. Finally, everyone sat down at their desks. The cold and deliberate killing of two students had evidently cooled the fervor of the more zealous ones. They didn’t understand my strength and were afraid. But not everyone was intimidated.

“What makes you think you’re in charge here, Seeker?”

The voice belonged to an incredibly beautiful redhead who had been standing by the entrance waiting to see how our little show would end. It seemed like everyone in the class stopped breathing at that moment — the stage was set for a conflict between an upstart and a representative of the highest house. Someone backed by the entire department. I turned to Darna and noticed out of the corner of my eye that mentor Hars Soth had tensed. He had also been informed about Darna and who she was. Considering that the mentor himself was from House Soth, he treated the high-born Phoenixes with great respect.

I don’t know where my next brainwave came from. Maybe it was some inner resistance to rules in general and the notion that the strongest must always be in charge in particular. Experience told me that strength didn’t equate to wisdom and experience. And Darna, no matter how I felt about her, was not only smart, but also an excellent shield against various attacks from other groups. Who would want to mess with the daughter of the clan leader’s advisor unless they were completely deluded or were planning an elaborate suicide? Folks like that didn’t last long in Ascension schools. I bowed, folding my hands in front of me.

“The first-year elite class welcomes its Class Prefect! Class Prefect, an unfortunate event has occurred: two students, overwhelmed by the majesty of this grand auditorium, had succumbed to the shock and ascended to the Heavens, unable to cope with their emotions,. We shall remember our fellow students. Class Prefect, I hereby request you to report to mentor Hars Soth that our class is ready for the lesson.”

“Zander, why is she the Class Prefect?!!”

Vyllea’s yell nearly deafened me. Fortunately, it echoed in the anomaly. However, in reality, Vyllea jerked so sharply that the entire class, including Darna, turned their gazes toward her. I grinned — the school rules I’d read yesterday during breaks between painting the house came in handy at last. And what a tedious task that was! Thankfully, there were two brushes, and Vyllea had taken on most of the work. She really enjoyed it. Once the paint had dried, my restless beauty spent the entire night climbing the walls, decorating them with lanterns and ribbons. I began to understand why getting to the quartermaster had been so difficult — he was the perfect custodian of everything, but had no ability to refuse requests. If we had asked for a house at the top of the mountain, he would have given us that too. The faces of the quartermaster’s assistants who’d brought us all the supplies said it all — they clearly thought we had robbed the School of Spirit Power before even becoming proper students. Thus, I turned towards the seething Vyllea and explained.

“Being the Class Prefect of the elite class is a huge responsibility. While the other students sleep, the Prefect must check the readiness of the classrooms for lessons, constantly attend student council and school governing council meetings, report on academic progress, and almost always personally explain why certain elite class students aren’t in the top ten rankings. Do you want to handle all that?”

“The hell I do!” Vyllea huffed and added in the anomaly: “You could have warned me!”

“It happened by chance. It just seems right this way. I don’t want to be responsible for anyone except you and me. The rest are of no import to me.”

“Fine, consider me convinced! I won’t be angry at you! But only today! Do this again, and I’ll kill you!”

“Class Prefect, the class is ready.” I bowed to Darna once more and took my place next to Vyllea. Zander had done his job; Zander could rest now. I needed to think about what had happened during the absorption of the half-dead students’ meridians. I had the feeling that the energy core was ready to absorb them even without direct physical contact. This needed to be tested! So today was the first day of school? Theoretically, the senior classes should start hunting us, fulfilling the Alchemy department head’s orders. It would be a great way to try out quite a few things.

Darna stood motionless for almost a minute, her brown eyes fixed on me. Finally, having apparently managed to bring her feelings to a semblance of order, she turned to mentor Hars Soth and bowed in greeting.

“Mentor, the first-year elite class is ready for lessons. Class Prefect Darna Feng is ready to follow your instructions.”

“Is the choice of Class Prefect unanimous? Does anyone disagree or wish to voice any objections?” The class curator looked around the room. There were no objections — the Tigers still hadn’t figured out how to deal with the Seekers. Something was clearly needed to be done about us — that much was a given. The question was when and by whom.

“Class Prefect, the classroom is not ready for lessons.” The curator looked at Darna, confirming her status. “A desk is broken, and there is debris on the floor. Today, I will limit myself to a verbal reprimand; next time, you will be punished. As your assistant has stated most astutely, being the Class Prefect is not only an honor but also a responsibility. Assign your assistant to remove the debris and bring down one of the desks from the upper section to replace the broken one.”

Assistant?! Hey, we didn’t agree to this! What kind of setup was this?! I was about to voice my disagreement with the new status when I felt warmth spread through my chest. The school token, which also served as our pass to the premises, had grown warm. I took it off my chest, and it took me a moment to grasp what had changed. When we were given the token, it bore nothing but our names on it. It was definitely an artifact — I saw the immense energy sealed inside it. And now it bore new inscriptions, although I saw no movement of energy threads. Judging by the stunned looks of the entire class, the changes affected everyone’s tokens.

“I’m third in the first-year student ranking,” Vyllea said aloud, eyeing her token with interest. “Fine, I’ll accept it. Zander, what about you?”

“Second.” I put away the plaque, which displayed not only my ranking but also my new position: Assistant to the Class Prefect of the first-year elite class.

“Who’s first? Whose nose do I have to break?”

“The Class Prefect’s.” I looked at Darna, clearly understanding who was at the top of the ranking. “The only question is — what has just happened?”

“Groups of students usually have several weeks or even months to choose their Class Prefect,” mentor Hars Soth explained willingly. “It must be a unanimous decision made by the entire class; otherwise, it won't be accepted by the school’s governing artifact. Once the group selects a Class Prefect, each member receives a minimum number of points. Seeing as how this simple choice has pushed you to the top of the first-year rankings, it means no other group has yet chosen a Class Prefect unanimously. The Class Prefect receives an increased bonus from the group ranking, but it seems wasted to me. I have just given a clear instruction, but I still don’t see it being executed.”

“Assistant Zander!” Darna blushed as she addressed me. “Prepare the classroom for the lesson!”

“Rednose, are you lost?” Vyllea tensed, ready for battle. “Why do you think Zander is your servant?”

“I’m the Class Prefect!” Darna was taken aback. “He’s my assistant! He must…”

“I don’t care who you are!” Vyllea interrupted. “You’ll give orders in your castle, but here no one owes you anything, and there are no servants here! If you need something from us, you’ll have to ask like an equal, not like some highborn scum.”

Another staring contest ensued, but this time Darna tried to burn a hole in Vyllea instead of me. Which was, to the best of my recollection, not even something mentor Guerlon could manage. Though no — he actually could. He was the only Taoist whom Vyllea both feared and respected.

“Assistant Zander, please prepare the classroom for the lesson!” Darna’s polite bow came with great difficulty, but she said it. In front of the entire class and the curator. She had made her choice. The position was more important than how she appeared to others.

“Yes, Class Prefect.” I stood and returned the bow. This ceremonial nonsense irritated me no end, but it was necessary now. I had no idea why. The bodies of the slain students went into the spatial pouch, along with the broken desk. I climbed to the upper rows, which were unoccupied, and grabbed one of the desks to haul it down. All of this transpired in complete silence. The Tigers seemed utterly lost. The daughter of a clan advisor bowing to one Seeker and unable to argue with another? Who the hell were these people?!

“Mentor, the classroom is ready for the lesson.” Darna has reported my work, though he had seen everything himself. This official protocol infuriated me! But when the token warmed again, I finally understood what was happening. The artifact! It was somehow attuned to record the issuance and completion of tasks! Everything had to be accompanied by official-sounding balderdash that Vyllea and I found so irritating because only then did the artifact recognize that the student was performing an actual assignment and not just following the whim of the class leader. I looked at my token and frowned — the number “1” had appeared on it. I was topping the first-year student rankings without having actually done anything! Mentor Hars Soth happily answered my unspoken question.

“When the Class Prefect issues a task, they sacrifice part of their ranking. Remember this, Class Prefect. You may take your seat.”

Devoid of any emotion, Darna walked forward but stopped, unsure where to sit. Her status didn’t allow her to go to the upper tiers, yet she couldn’t push us out of the first row, either. So, she had to sit in the first row. But where? Somewhere on the side, like an outcast? Her pride wouldn’t allow that. After standing in front of us for a while, Darna pursed her lips, sat at the desk to the right of mine, and pushed hers close to mine, forming a three-person sitting arrangement with Vyllea on the left, me in the center, and Darna herself on the right.

“Well, since everyone is ready, let’s start our first lesson.” Mentor Hars Soth stood up at last, drawing everyone’s attention to his person. “Today is an introduction. You will learn what makes the School of Spirit Power strong, what lies ahead, where to get textbooks and materials for all our subjects, and most, importantly, how you can prove to the rest of the school that you deserve to be in this class and are not here because of your pull with the department heads!”

So that was what it was! Pull! I was eager to hear more about that…


Chapter 3

“DID IT WORK?” Vyllea opened her eyes, finishing the conjunction. However, one glance at me was enough for her to figure it out herself. “It didn’t. That’s bad. Should we try again?”

“Not now.” I sat on the floor and watched as the energy core greedily absorbed the Bronze Warrior energy that filled our house. The core worked hard, winding threads and distributing them through the meridians, but it was clear the core was near its limit even to someone without much knowledge of such things. Its movements were too jerky. Unlike the cores of other Warriors, which were stable and treated the ambient energy as trivial, ours was different. Nothing about us remotely resembled regular Taoists. The conjoined core had the saturation level of a Master, while the meridians and nodes, both real and conjoined, reached the saturation levels of an Overlord; however, we were in a zone with Warrior stage energy, and our bodies barely reached the Silver Apprentice level. From a logical perspective, we shouldn’t exist with such raging level discrepancies, yet we did, and we had every intention to remain in that glorious condition. Last night, after the introduction and a lesson in the history of the First Tier, we received several dozen textbooks and returned to our red house unhindered. Even the pathways around it had changed! They had previously been paved with ordinary stone, but the workers had replaced them with red ones matching the color of the house itself while we were in class. More ribbons and lanterns adorned the facade, and a beautiful phoenix drawing appeared on one of the walls. If I understood correctly, the quartermaster had been taken by our idea of transforming the rather dull gray house into a more colorful residence, and so he had allocated additional resources we hadn’t even requested.

“Can you explain why we still remain weak instead of breaking this barrier?”

“Because the techniques of Warriors differ from those of Apprentices. With Apprentice-level techniques we had to memorize the sequence of energy manifestation and then reproduce and fix it on the existing meridians. It didn’t matter which ones for as long as it was fixed. This allowed me to transfer techniques from the real world to the conjoined projection, where fixation wasn’t required. But it doesn’t work that way with Warrior-level techniques — they only work through specific meridians and the energy core. You can’t just start using a technique without opening the necessary power channels. Consider the simple healing technique we’ve learned. It only requires two meridians out of thirty, so you’d think they can be replaced somehow, right? But, apparently, it doesn’t work like that. To use healing, we need to open the head thread. That’s the Gold rank. And we’ve barely reached Silver.”

“So everything we have is useless, then?” Vyllea started breathing heavily.

“We have three Warrior-level techniques. We won’t be able to use the Tiger Claw for a long time — it requires becoming a Gold Apprentice and opening around a hundred meridians. That’s a high-ranking Warrior technique. The next one after that is healing. As I mentioned, it requires the head thread and at least two meridians to be used. Until we achieve that, healing remains out of our reach. And finally, we have Spirit Armor. This one is more interesting: out of the twenty meridians needed, we’re only missing one. Most importantly, we can start forming it right now. Once we manage that, we’ll have a Warrior-level defensive technique. But here’s the catch: to create this meridian, we need an Overlord-level source of energy. We don’t have that, so Spirit Armor is out of our reach for now, too. What we need to do as soon as possible is get descriptions of standard Warrior techniques to identify ones that don’t require the head thread. There must be some! Like the Spirit Arrow. Or Aura. Damn, even a movement technique would come in handy! We just need to figure out what we can use, and then we’ll be much stronger. Right now, we have what we have.”

“Zander, but we already have ninety-eight conjoined meridians! Why can’t we forget about the limitations and use them directly?”

“Because I lack the most basic knowledge in that area. Remember, when I was learning Spirit Armor while still an Apprentice, I received help from Overlord Nurgal Lee. He knew exactly how the conjoined meridians worked. But right now, we don’t have him, or mentor Guerlon, or a safe Overlord-stage source to create another meridian. During the conjunction, I tried forming a regular connection channel, like all Apprentices do. But the energy I used to bind the nodes couldn’t withstand the proximity to the meridians filled with Overlord energy. It evaporated before I could even start winding it onto the node. Without a source, we’re quite limited, and that’s a constraint we need to accept. I may have directed the energy from the core into the necessary channel, but it won’t stay there for long. I suspect it’ll take a very long time for the meridian to form on its own. In the First Tier, it might take three hundred years, at least.”

“So, we need mentor Guerlon,” Vyllea concluded. “We could borrow some of his energy again! Or we need to find an Overlord-level anomaly. Even a Master-level one would do. If we use the heart of a Master-level anomaly, will it be enough for two meridians? One for you, and one for me.”

“I have no idea,” I admitted. “We’d need to test it. Do you happen to have a spare Master-level anomaly heart? Neither do I. What does your heart say about anomalies?”

“Nothing. It’s still recovering from absorbing the last one. It needs two weeks.” Vyllea looked momentarily embarrassed. She realized that if she hadn’t mindlessly absorbed the anomaly, we could have tested the meridian creation now.

“Then we’ll wait for our meeting with Clyed Feng. Right now, it seems like our only way forward. Unless mentor Guerlon suddenly visits and offers us another meridian. But I’m not counting on such a gift from the Heavens. We have two hours before our lesson; we should eat something. Should we go to the dining hall or eat at home?”

“You’re annoying again! Have you seen the dining hall here? It’s so ugly!”

“In that case, dear wife, set the table!”

Vyllea smiled — she loved taking care of me. She found some special secret meaning in serving me dishes, pouring tea, even cooling it with her breath if it was too hot. She did it all so naturally, beautifully, and enticingly, that it was hard for me to restrain myself from pouncing on my wife and losing another chance to recover meridians. In such moments, Vyllea was the epitome of femininity — a far cry from the fierce and dangerous demon she usually was.

Classes at the school were divided into three blocks. First came theory — a mentor would come to our classroom and lecture on a particular topic. This could take from one to four hours, depending on the subject. For example, music had almost no class time allocated to theory, while chess and energy control could take up to four hours. After that was a break for meals, followed by practice: we would hone techniques, skills, play chess, demonstrate our mastery of the pipa, or simply answer questions, depending on the type of lesson. This also took three to four hours. Then came another break and the third block of classes — physical training, which lasted until Earis disappeared beyond the horizon. Our physical development trainers gave no concessions. This was my least favorite type of class — I could never be first here. Darna and Vyllea were physically stronger than anyone else in the class, and possibly in the entire first year. They effortlessly performed exercises that made the rest of us sweat blood, yours truly included. There was nothing I could do about it — my body just wasn’t ready for such exertion.

Two weeks passed like this. Our ranking gradually approached triple digits — while the other students spent their week dueling, me and Vyllea went home, where I tried to figure out how to give us access to Warrior techniques. I didn’t believe in dead ends. There was a problem that needed solving, but, for some reason, the solution kept eluding me. The necessary meridian stubbornly refused to form, the energy from spirit stones was intercepted by adjacent power channels, and the meridians themselves constantly tried to nullify. The situation was extremely unpleasant. Plus, the Tigers were clearly planning something: no one had bothered us for a whole two weeks — neither our classmates, nor the senior years. It felt like the School of Spirit Power had completely forgotten about the two Seekers. The only positive news during this time was that I had finally managed to locate Carmin and Elda. From a distance, of course, but I memorized their energy structures and would find them at the first opportunity.

“Seeker, I challenge you to a duel!” This unusual phrase caught me after our music theory class, where we were learning to read sheet music. It only took me one lesson to understand the intricacies of this discipline, so I attended the class just to accompany Vyllea — music theory was extremely difficult for her. Considering that playing a musical instrument was the only area where I couldn’t help my wife, she had to put in all her effort.

I turned around and found myself facing a scrawny guy considerably shorter than me. A Bronze Apprentice, nothing special. Not only was he not from our group and a first-year student, but he also had the brown eyes of a Phoenix Clan member. He was carrying a pipa case. Our entire group had similar ones — none of the ordinary students, not even Class Prefect Darna, had spatial pockets like Vyllea and I did.

“A duel in what?” I asked, following the rules. This wasn’t the type of opponent I had envisioned for my first duel, but since he’d challenged me, I couldn’t back down. Otherwise, my token would indeed show a triple-digit number.

“Playing the pipa! What’s your Meditation Department ranking?”

“Zero — I haven’t even started earning points yet,” I said, taken aback. This was not the challenge I had expected. “May I ask why me? How did you even hear about me?”

“Mentor Hubb Soth said there’s a Seeker in the first-year elite class who can feel the essence of music. I want to test his words!”

“Are you a musician?” Hubb Soth was the mentor who’d just been teaching us music theory and would be leading the practical session in two hours. He had praised my playing a few times, but I had only been reproducing melodies from sheet music without fully immersing myself in the music. Why was I described as someone “feeling the essence” of music all of a sudden, I wondered?

“I am Æar Barr, the youngest son of the great musician, Master Bæon Barr!” the boy declared with such pride that he seemed to think his tone alone should declare me the loser. Unfortunately for him, I had no particular reverence for unknown Taoists. But I clarified just in case,

“Barr — that’s a House from the Third Tier, right? I don’t remember you from the Tier Zero school.”

“I graduated from the School of Wind Illusions in Tier Zero. But I transferred to the School of Spirit Power in the First Tier. It’s considered the best. Do you accept my challenge?”

“I, Seeker Zander, accept Æar Barr’s challenge to a musical duel. What’s your Meditation Department ranking?”

“Thirty-two points. I propose we duel now. Let mentor Hubb Soth judge us.”

Thirty-two points. What a remarkable score. It would be ideal to know what it meant. Was Æar Barr in thirty-second place? Did he have thirty-two mysterious points that I could obtain? Apparently, I needed to delve deeper into the world of rankings; otherwise, Vyllea and I wouldn’t make it to the auction. Since no one was challenging us, it seemed I needed to rectify this oversight and become a more aggressive student. After all, shouldn’t the curators of other courses be complaining to ours about unruly Seekers?

Mentor Hubb Soth was very surprised to see the crowd entering the auditorium. Our entire group decided to watch the assistant class prefect “fight” in a musical duel. This wasn’t about throwing techniques and swinging fists. It required something else, and it was far from certain that I had that something. Everyone wanted to see me lose. Even Darna had stayed, as if she, too, was interested in this petty squabble. In the past week, I hadn’t heard a single word or seen a single glance from the class prefect. It was as if she didn’t exist at all! Yet the classroom was prepared for lessons every day.

“Mentor, please be the judge of our duel!” Æar Barr bowed to the mentor. “We will duel on pipas!”

“What an interesting and unexpected duel,” the music mentor said with a grin. “It’s been a long time since something like this happened within the walls of the School of Spirit Power in the First Tier. Well, let’s see. Each of you will have five minutes to display your talent. The school artifact and I, mentor Hubb Soth, will give the score. The one who issued the challenge begins. Æar Barr, do you need an instrument?”

“I will play my own.” The youth removed the case, and the auditorium gasped when its contents were revealed. This was not just any pipa — what we saw was a true work of art! Describing it would be a challenge in itself… First of all, it was an artifact from the third belt, bound to Æar Barr. The pipa was crafted from a single piece of wood that shimmered in the rays of Earis streaming through the window. The musical instrument featured beautiful artwork and several quite intricate sigils upon it. Whoever crafted this instrument was not just a master of their trade — they were, without a doubt, a true genius. But the most incredible and enchanting thing about the pipa was its red color! The way Vyllea’s eyes lit up when she saw the instrument spoke volumes. My wife managed to restrain herself from publicly declaring that she wanted such a toy, but her entire demeanor showed how much she desired the pipa.

“Your five minutes begin now. Play”" Hubb Soth, the music mentor, seemed well-acquainted with Æar, as he didn’t even suggest that he play any specific melody. And Æar did not disappoint — the auditorium filled with enchanting sounds, amplified many times over by the sigils on the pipa. It felt like the melody penetrated to the listeners’ very bones, evoking a whole display of emotion — joy, excitement, rage, bewilderment, frustration… Or, most likely, all of them at once. What Æar played was far beyond the standard curriculum. His fingers flew across the strings as if they had a life of their own, and he seemed to have entered a meditative state, merging with the music completely. He was the music. And yet…there was something missing. I couldn’t quite put my finger on it. Something crucial felt absent from what Æar was playing — something without which music shouldn’t exist. There was no… Oh, how this tongue-tied Seeker wished he could find a fitting analogy. The music lacked harmony, as strange as it might sound when put that way. It was flawless; Æar made no mistakes, and yet the music was without harmony. I felt a desperate urge to read more and expand my vocabulary somewhat.

Five minutes later, as the last notes of the pipa had faded, the auditorium erupted in applause. Everyone was clapping — it was indeed rare to hear a perfect performance by a true genius. And it was clear to me already that Æar was a genius musician.

“What we’ve just heard was a fine interpretation of a traditional Geuran melody,” concluded Hubb Soth. “I must admit, Æar, today you exceeded all my expectations. I award you an additional ten points to your Meditation Department ranking and officially declare that you are the first first-year student to successfully pass the final exam for my subject. I request the school artifact to record this in the logs. Zander, your turn. Do you need an instrument?”

“I will play my own,” I replied, following Æar’s lead, and took out the pipa I had bought in Tier Zero. The instrument was simple — but even though it had no enhancements and looked quite unimpressive compared to Æar’s magnificent red artifact, it was still dear to me. This pipa had been bought for me by Mentor Guerlon, which automatically made it the most powerful artifact in our world in my eyes.

“Your five minutes begin now. Play!”

I recalled the mentor’s words about Æar’s interpretation of the Geuran melody. The decision on what to do came instantly — if we were to compare the performances of two musicians, it should be done with the same piece. However, I started playing it guided by my sense of beauty rather than my eidetic memory. I shamelessly altered the parts that felt off to me to what I considered more fitting. Hubb Soth believed I “felt the essence of music”? Well, it would be a shame to disappoint him, wouldn’t it? At some point, it seemed to me that mere finger movements were insufficient — after all, my instrument was simple and not an artifact. So, I mentally drew energy from one of my Conjoined channels, weaving it into my music. I had no idea if this was permissible, but as long as I kept the rhythm and no one blatantly interrupted me, none of my actions constituted a violation. When the energy seemed insufficient, I started drawing it from another meridian without thinking twice about it. The music consumed me entirely, and considering such trifles as the nullification of an Overlord-level meridian was out of the question. What mattered was playing!

When I finished and opened my eyes, emerging from the meditative state, the auditorium was silent. There were no shouts, no applause — just a dead calm. Everyone sat as if in a trance, unable to snap out of it. Even Vyllea was dazed — my wife sat with her eyes closed, swaying back and forth gently. Finally, my audience began to come to their senses, albeit slowly and uncertainly. Mentor Hubb Soth was the first to open his eyes, followed by Darna, Æar, and finally, the rest of the group, including Vyllea.

“How is this even possible?” someone’s astonished voice broke the silence. “I have a new meridian! I broke through the barrier!”

“Me too!”

“And me! Two of them!”

The words from my classmates were strange. I scanned them all with my spirit vision and barely managed to stay on my feet. Besides me and the mentor, there were forty-eight people in the auditorium. Forty-seven of them, except Vyllea, had just formed one or even two new meridians! Everyone, including Darna! I assessed my own resources, feeling stunned, and sighed heavily: five of my conjoined meridians were now empty. I had somehow shared my energy with the entire class without their consent and, as far as I could tell, without causing them any pain whatsoever! Evaluating Vyllea again, I breathed heavily — this musical performance had not spared her, either. My wife had the seed of a future meridian — not a full channel yet, but a stable formation of the Overlord tier! It couldn’t hold energy yet, but neighboring channels couldn’t burn it away, either. This meridian could develop and would likely solidify into a stable channel in the course of our conjunctions. I assessed my own state with a pounding heart, and a smile crept onto my face, for I had the same seed of a future meridian as Vyllea.

“Zander, may I see your pipa? Is it an artifact?”

“No, mentor. It’s a regular instrument. Here you go.”

I handed my pipa to the music mentor and placed my hand on my token. It heated up, indicating that the school artifact and mentor Hubb Soth had chosen the winner of our duel. Four new inscriptions appeared on the back of the token. Three lines showed a clear zero, but the one corresponding to the Meditation Department displayed thirty-two points. Æar Barr had wagered everything he had on this contest, so confident was he of victory. However, judging by his expression, he had no regrets. I didn’t think he’d expected to open two new meridians by challenging me.

“An instrument from Tier Zero? How unusual. Are you aware it’s nearly destroyed?”

“Yes, mentor. I’ll need to replace it and put this someplace I could honor it. This pipa was a gift from Overlord Guerlon, my mentor. Music was something I’ve learned from him, so I cannot simply discard his gift. The power embedded in this item from Tier Zero isn’t visible to the naked eye. It lies deep within the soul of this instrument. In its core.”

“Which is how you’ve managed to make your entire class immensely stronger in just six hours?”

“Six hours?”

“Didn’t you know? You were playing for six hours, channeling energy into your classmates. I must admit, I’ve never encountered anything like this. Why didn’t your pipa do this in previous lessons?”

“Because I didn’t need to win a duel before, mentor. And, as I said, I knew my instrument could get damaged. I fear this was a one-time event. Until Overlord Guerlon gifts me a new instrument, I won’t be able to strengthen the class again.”

“A pity. It would be interesting to see what else your nearly broken pipa can do. I award you an additional ten points to your Meditation Department ranking and officially declare that you are the second first-year student to successfully pass the final exam for my subject. I request the school artifact to record this in the logs. Students, today’s lesson is over! I need to process everything I’ve seen and heard today. This year promises to be interesting.”


Chapter 4

“FOURTH-YEARS, WHICH ONE of you is Archod? I, Zander, a first-year student denied the right to study artifact crafting, challenge you to a duel in artifact creation!”

“Which of you weaklings is Phaod? I, Vyllea, a first-year student, challenge this coward to a duel in hand-to-hand combat! Fourth-year Toleus, prepare yourself! I’ll take you on right after Phaod! Hurry up, boys! Get your feet moving and present yourselves to your new mistress!”

“Someone, restrain this lunatic! These Seekers are driving us crazy!”

We most certainly were doing that — and with much gusto. After the musical duel, I realized we couldn’t delay any longer, or we’d miss the auction. Since the Tigers were clearly avoiding confrontation, we had to start hunting them ourselves. We began by heading to the central square with the twenty-one stelae displaying student rankings: one for each department per year, one general ranking for the year, and one for the entire ascension school. We checked the top names on the fourth-year steles, then hunted those students down throughout the school. Duels between years weren’t forbidden, and we quickly discovered that a first-year defeating a fourth-year earned far more ranking points than us fighting peers. So, we began our hunt for seniors while also keeping an eye on our own year — anyone climbing too high in the rankings and threatening our top spots was immediately challenged.

We focused on three stelae: artifact crafting, meditation, and combat skills. We left alchemy alone; the textbooks we received were altogether too basic and unremarkable. The curator had provided books covering all four years, and there were even a few rarities in their midst, but those were of little use to us. It seemed that alchemy just wasn’t our forte. We’d certainly pass the exams but wouldn’t win any alchemical duels. Several clever students challenged us to alchemy duels, which we naturally lost, remaining at zero in that ranking. However, we quickly regained our points. I would challenge them to music duels, then to spirit vision duels, and finally to artifact crafting duels. Then Vyllea would finish them off by beating them senseless in combat.

What I loved most was that we hadn’t killed anyone in three weeks. Even after combat duels, everyone survived, though they by no means survived unscathed. Vyllea’s treatment of the fourth-years evoked sympathy even from the instructors witnessing our duels. My wife broke legs, arms, ribs, and jaws without giving it a second thought; once, she bent an opponent backward until his spine snapped. I wasn’t much gentler, turning my opponents’ insides to mush with my Ramming Strike technique, but always stopping short of killing them. Why? Well, we weren’t monsters, right? Just kidding. We had no pity for our enemies. They had come to the Phoenix Clan to impose their will upon them. We could have killed them all without repercussions, but killing would be too easy an option for the Tigers. It would only make the strong ones more determined to improve. Why should we become the catalyst for another clan’s growth? On the other hand, the pain and the suffering they experienced after losing were something that stayed with them and bred fear. It fed into a deep-rooted desire to flee and avoid the madmen. And it most certainly created barriers to their development.

In the end, nearly everyone avoided us except for the most persistent. Yes, there were some tenacious ones students among the lot. One fourth-year, Myrin Drole, challenged me to duels with jians on a daily basis. Naturally, I lost; he was significantly better with a sword. I would immediately challenge Myrin to a technique duel, forcing the instructors to administer healing, but it didn’t help my score — the points regained were fewer than those lost. Eventually, Myrin Drole achieved his goal — like in alchemy, my score in combat skills was a perfect zero. He found my weak spot and exploited it every day. Vyllea even suggested killing this annoying pest, but I always stopped her. My aim wasn’t to top the main school ranking; I only cared about the overall first-year ranking, where I firmly held the fourth spot. Naturally, Darna led it, with Carmin and Elda in second and third place, respectively. We tried not to bother them, though a couple of times Vyllea had to knock Carmin down a peg or two. While she lost to him in jian combat (Carmin had turned into a real fighting machine), he stood no chance in hand-to-hand combat or technique duels.

So why didn’t I want to kill Myrin Drole? Because I saw him as a challenge! His persistence only benefited me — as if the Heavens themselves had sent this Tiger to push me towards constant improvement. My body was catastrophically weak; even the pills that curator Hubb Soth was giving me daily weren’t helping. My body had hit a barrier and refused to overcome it. However, daily training with Myrin yielded results — I had to improve to avoid pain. I was constantly learning new things. And you didn’t just kill someone who made you stronger. Theoretically, I could push the barrier further and form meridians through the harmony of music and energy from the fused meridians, but the words of mentor Guerlon held me back — the longer you postponed a problem, the harder it became to solve it later.

Given my zero scores with two departments, I maintained my fourth-place overall ranking through the departments of meditation and artifact crafting. Vyllea hovered around the sixth or seventh place due to her first-place position in the combat skills department and her middling ranks in meditation and artifact crafting. These duels were quite peculiar — I would always remain somewhere nearby, guiding Vyllea’s movements through our shared anomaly. Adjusting to this method took time, so initially, we lost simply because one of us hesitated too long while explaining what to do through the anomaly. But gradually, our synchronization improved — Vyllea’s movements in forming sigils became more precise with each day, requiring fewer instructions. She even won one of the duels on her own! She was so overjoyed that she walked around with a beaming smile for the rest of the day. All I had done was explain the base sigil to her. The cunning instructors of the artifact crafting department, who acted as judges in these duels, would present a tricky object to turn into an artifact. For example, a tablespoon or a teaspoon. Formally, both were spoons, but the base symbols for each were different. If you made a mistake, you wouldn’t create an artifact. Spoons were the simplest option. The most common “torment” from the instructors was wooden cubes. Before turning such a cube into an artifact, you had to determine the exact material it was made from. And if this so-called cube had even a minor defect and wasn’t perfect, it became an entirely different base item. In general, I enjoyed the artifact crafting duels. I felt in my element, especially since I had finally managed to read the works of Huang Lung for Warrior-stage Taoists — only to set them aside with some elaborate cursing. The situation was familiar. The sigils of student-stage artifacts were fixed with spiritual energy, while the sigils of warrior-stage artifact makers required a special technique. It was also in the library of the founder of the Silver Heron School, but to use it, one needed the meridians that we lacked. Thus, all the fascinating artifacts and crafting methods had to be put on hold for now.

"Class, let’s welcome our curator!" Darna was the first to leap to her feet as Hubb Soth entered the classroom. Surprisingly, he wasn’t alone — Carmin and Elda were accompanying him. Three weeks ago, when Vyllea and I had just started earning our school ranking, we had an unofficial meeting with the curator. Naturally, as a mentor at the School of Spirit Power, he couldn’t officially demand that his students stopped toying around and started killing members of the Tiger Clan. The curator was dissatisfied that in two weeks we had only killed two students, both first-years. He wanted more bodies. A lot more. That’s when I came up with the idea of crippling students instead of killing them. The curator didn’t like the idea, but two weeks later, he called us to his office again and rewarded us with Warrior-stage spirit stones from his personal stash for successfully implementing his plans. He was pleased with the results — two Tigers had already transferred to another school, unable to withstand the daily beatings.

During that meeting, we also discussed what kind of elite class this was — there were far too many useless students in it by any account. What I heard didn’t please me — the graduates of the elite class were highly sought-after and desired Taoists, so influential Tiger families did everything to get their children into the elite class. They balked at nothing, be it abuse of privilege, bribes, or even threats. It turned out that the elite class wasn’t a class composed of the best. It was a class for the rich and the well-connected. The fact that three representatives of the Phoenix Clan had somehow ended up in it was a fluke that many wanted to correct.

“These are Carmin and Elda, new students of the first year’s elite class,” the curator announced unexpectedly. "From now on, they are part of our class. Students, take your seats.”

Our new classmates had no questions about where to sit: only three desks were occupied in the front row. Instead of calmly sitting somewhere to the side, Carmin pulled two more desks over to Vyllea’s, and he and Elda joined our group. Vyllea gave the intruders a long look, but said nothing. She considered Carmin a worthy fighter, so she didn’t mind him sitting next to her. As for Elda… we hadn’t figured her out yet. Over the past month, we hadn’t really crossed paths. Blue-eyed Elda was one of the best in everything related to the meditation department skills, technique usage, and even hand-to-hand combat, but I didn’t need to take her ranking points. There were plenty of Tigers for that.

“Ready to lose today?” The ever-cheerful silver-haired Carmin whispered to my wife. Vyllea elbowed him, nearly knocking him off his stool, but they had to postpone their scuffle — the curator hadn’t finished speaking.

“The first month of classes has passed. The elite class of the first year has demonstrated to the entire School of Spirit Power just how weak and useless it is. The alleged elite of the school has scored third among the first-year students. This isn’t just shameful — it’s catastrophic. Now, I will call out three names. Those I call should come to me.”

The curator summoned the weakest students — Copper-ranked Apprentices who had not advanced in their ascension. Two of them hadn’t even managed to open any new meridians in a whole month. The one meridian formed three weeks ago with my help through music was their only gain in the school. When the three stood next to the curator, bewildered about why they were called, Hubb Soth continued,

“You are a disgrace not only to the elite class, but to the entire School of Spirit Power. There is no longer a place for you in my class. From now on, you are students of the sixth group. Get out!”

“You cannot expel me!” one of the boys protested.

“I not only can, but already have. You are no longer a student of the elite class. Check your token.”

All three looked at the amulets hanging around their necks. The talkative one turned red and hissed at the curator with unconcealed malice,

“I won’t let this slide like that! We’ll see who gets kicked out of this class!”

"Class Prefect, there are students from other groups in the classroom. Please ensure order."

As soon as Darna started to rise from her seat, the trio quickly disappeared through the door.

“As per the results of the first month, the ten best first-year students have been granted the right to a three-day visit to the capital. I am extremely displeased that only five of my class made it into this list. This elite class is the weakest in the history of the School of Spirit Power in the First Tier. Students Darna, Zander, Vyllea, Carmin, and Elda, you can choose any three days in the next month to visit the capital. You will be provided with a self-propelled carriage and accommodation at the best hotel in Hardes at the school’s expense. This right is recorded in your tokens. If this situation repeats next month, I will expel ten incompetents from this class! It seems not everyone understands that this is not an ordinary class, and you won’t be able to just sit back and enjoy the ride while others work hard. Next month, I expect to see this class to rank first!”

With these words, the curator turned and left the auditorium in broad strides. Vyllea and I had to get up and follow suit. Darna informed the group that the schedule had changed, and that there would now be an alchemy lesson, which meant that we needed to leave the classroom. The professors refused to give any lectures while Seekers were present. Their department’s head has issued an explicit decree to this effect. We didn’t have such problems with the artifact creation teachers. On the contrary, they enjoyed working with us because Vyllea and I never made mistakes with the bases and used quite unconventional solutions. It got to the point where, a week ago, during one of the duels which was about the speed of creating artifacts, I had the idea to use a formation. After that, I was informed that the head of the artifact creation department had wanted to meet me. I didn’t go straight to the head, but I couldn’t refuse the invitation, either. Something told me that I needed this meeting. I planned to visit Desthos Drole after returning from the capital.

“Zander, wait! Do you have a few minutes?”

Vyllea and I exchanged glances — it was the first time in a month that the red-haired beauty had so much as looked in my direction, let alone spoken to me. Moreover, there was nothing commanding or demanding about her intonation. This was highly unusual — Darna had no qualms about ordering our classmates around. She would crush any dissenters in the first-year rankings like insects. She didn’t literally stomp on their bodies, but it was close enough to make no difference.

An alchemy teacher entered the classroom and gave a demonstrative cough, urging us to leave. I nodded to Darna and headed for the exit, taking Vyllea by the hand. The red-haired girl followed us. The alchemist didn’t say anything about this brazenness — he only cared that Seekers wouldn’t be present in his classes. Everyone else could do as they pleased. No one forced anyone to learn. Incompetents simply didn’t survive in this world.

“Vyllea, may I have permission to speak with you at your house?”

Darna seemed determined to shock us completely. The red-haired girl demonstrated a good knowledge of demon customs. It was believed that homes belonged to the female demons, serving as the foundation and the crux of their very existence. By asking Vyllea, Darna showed the highest form of respect from one female to another. She acknowledged Vyllea’s authority in the house and didn’t intend to challenge it. My bewildered wife just nodded, and soon we were inside the red house. Darna removed her amulet from her neck and, shivering slightly, reluctantly put it back.

“It’s weak here, too.”

“If you mean that you experience a shortage of energy, you should go to the summit.”

“As if someone would let me up there!” Darna smirked. “Have you seen who’s inside the mountain?”

“My spirit vision doesn’t pass through rock. Nor does any other student’s, for that matter."

“Zander, let’s not play weak and pathetic right now. I propose a temporary truce until the end of the school. We can be useful to each other.”

“A truce? Was there ever a war between us? As far as I remember, the future bride of Bouche Feng had simply handed us over to the Phoenix Clan, eager to ingratiate herself with the clan elders. Hardly what you’d call a war warranting a truce, wouldn’t you say?”

“I have no regrets. If it happened again, I would do it without hesitation. The clan comes first. That’s why I wanted to speak with you privately. I need your help.”

“We don’t work with traitors,” Vyllea declared.

“I misspoke: it’s not me who needs your help. The clan needs your help. Do you see what’s happening at the School of Spirit Power? What’s happening in our class? Those Tigers are everywhere. My father has sent me alarming numbers. Seventy percent of the students in our school of ascension belong to the Tiger Clan. In other schools, the situation is even worse. In the Jade Blossom and Wind Illusions schools, the Tiger percentage reaches ninety percent!”

“Which says that House Soth has completely failed in its management of the southern part of the Empire.”

“Which says that the Tiger Clan intends to dominate the entire empire, South as well as North! The Dragon Clan faces a similar situation — their children have nowhere to study because all the places are taken by the great houses of the western clan.”

“I’m almost embarrassed to ask — where do the Tigers get so many people?”

“Four to five children per Tiger Clan family is the minimum norm. They even have a law imposing higher taxes on families that don’t meet the birthrate plan. The head of the Tiger Clan dreams of subjugating the entire empire. They need people for that purpose. So for the last fifty years, they’ve been breeding like rabbits.”

“Zander, what does she want from us?” Vyllea was starting to get annoyed with the redhead’s presence. “Why do we need to know all this about the Tigers?”

“Darna wants to unite the Phoenix students under her wing. She wants everyone without green eyes to come together as a single fist under her leadership. Was the transfer of Carmin and Elda to our group your doing?”

“Yes. It was difficult, but I’ve managed to prove the necessity of such an act and to push it through the school council. The curator has supported me in this. He, too, sees the problem with the Tiger’s dominance.”

“Then let her unite them. What’s that got to do with us?” Vyllea still didn’t understand.

“I’ve already explained to the teachers that my pipa was broken.” I thought I knew what Darna wanted from us.

“I spoke with Æar Barr. He has already written to his father, and while his father is making an instrument for you, Æar will gladly lend you his pipa.”

“Zander, I’m going to kick her out!” Vyllea began to get angry. “Explain!”

“I want your husband to become a symbol of growth for my people. I don’t understand how he did it, but he’s managed to open meridians for fifty students all at once. I know you two too well to believe it was a coincidence. And what he did once, he can do again. Right now, I lack the power and influence among first-year students of the Phoenix Clan. Everyone is afraid to oppose the Tigers openly. But if we combine this opposition with the opening of meridians, most of the Phoenix students will join me. We will become stronger.”

“Tigers? Those weaklings? They can’t even beat a fly!”

“So you didn’t find it strange that there are so few students in the third and fourth years? In the first three months, the School of Ascension retains only the first two years and the incompetents from the upper years whose families pay huge sums to ensure their offspring graduate. All the strongest senior students are now conquering anomalies. They need to pursue their development actively to make any progress. The School of Spirit Power’s first tier owns eight — actually, now nine anomalies: three yellow, two red, three blue, and even one black. Where do you think the strongest fourth-year Tigers are? Exploring the yellow anomaly? No, they’re in the black anomaly under the leadership of the head’s first deputies! When they return, there will be a massacre in the school. The Tigers will hunt down the Phoenix students, cutting them down one by one. There’s not a single representative of my clan left in the third and fourth years. If we remain divided, they will kill us piecemeal. Oh, they won’t touch me. Nor Carmin, nor Elda. Maybe even Æar will survive. But they’ll kill the rest for sure. I can’t let that happen, so I came to you for help. I need a catalyst to make people stop cowering in fear and start uniting. So they understand that only together can they become stronger. Those who are still alive need your music, Seeker. The clan needs your music.”

“Alright, so the clan needs something from me. However, you seem to be forgetting that I don’t belong to the Phoenix Clan. And Vyllea is a demon altogether. The more people die, the better for her.”

“You don’t care about the lives of your fellow students?”

“I’m a Seeker. I don’t care about the lives of anyone in this entire world.”

“Fine. I knew what I was getting into. If you help me, at the end of the first year, you will receive this. Today, I got a letter from my father. The deputy head of the Phoenix Clan guarantees Seekers Zander and Vyllea what’s shown in this picture if they help me in the School of Spirit Power.”

Darna pulled a folded sheet of paper from her pocket and spread it out on the table. Vyllea and I looked at the drawings in silence for a moment, and then my wife turned to me with a stunned expression:

“Zander, I need it…”

Of course, she did! I could almost see the effort that had gone into preparing for this meeting, involving everyone who had ever interacted with us, including Clyed Feng — this idea was undoubtedly his. They had dissected us, figured out how to buy us, and then put us back together. And we understood perfectly that we were being bought, but how would anyone refuse an offer like this? The picture showed several designs of a beautiful, red single-story house with exquisite furniture. Statues, furnishings, an open terrace, even a swing for two — all in red tones. If such a house appeared inside our spatial anomaly, Vyllea would be over the moon with. And if that house could be made a reality… It would be worth it. We just had to figure out how deeply we were stepping into this trap.

“Assuming your father’s promise makes this conversation significantly more interesting, let’s move on to the specifics. What exactly do you want from us?”


Chapter 5

“SO YOU WON’T EVEN TALK to me now?”

Vyllea glared at me from under her brows but said nothing. Darna had left, leaving me alone with my angry and upset wife. And to think it had started so well! I had almost agreed to cooperate with the redhead — if not for the long list of prepared conditions. And not just any conditions — conditions etched into a golden artifact contract, no less!

What was a Seeker ultimately? A Taoist (and, as of recently, also one demon) who traveled the world offering their services. Killing troublesome beasts, closing wormholes, repelling demon attacks, finding things no one else can, dealing with anomalies other Taoists avoid like the plague. They are adventurers or mercenaries, roaming the world and showcasing their skills. But aside from this well-known trait, there is another internal one. Seekers are always guided by their own sense of right and wrong. And this sense often doesn’t align with the employer’s. Yes, a Seeker will fulfill a signed contract or keep their word, but afterward, they will start imposing their idea of good.

What Darna proposed went against all my core beliefs. As I said, it all started quite well and logically. The red-haired heiress wanted to strengthen the students of the Phoenix Clan through my music. A good idea, really — the first-year students would take little energy, and I was eager to test my skills on Æar’s artifact pipa. Most of the energy from the paired meridians would go to our own power channels. But Darna wanted this not to be a one-time or even periodic event, but part of daily training, intending to form an army of Gold-ranked Apprentices. Moreover, besides the music, Vyllea and I were supposed to conduct daily training, stop sparing the Tigers during duels, and start spilling blood way more actively. Darna especially wanted to clean up the elite class — by the end of the first year, only Phoenix Clan members should remain. We were to accompany Darna constantly, supporting her status, and demonstratively consulting her on all sorts of meaningless matters, so everyone would gradually get used to the idea that we were her people. Actually, the list of demands didn’t end there, but I stopped listening to the redhead. While Vyllea sat there, gazing at the picture of her dream house with loving eyes, Darna was working her scheme, aiming to turn us into her servants.

“You can stop. We’re not interested,” I interrupted her stream of elegant phrases and handed back the golden contract. It was clear Darna had prepared thoroughly. Her arguments hit right where they needed to, stirring feelings of injustice and the need to correct it immediately. But it didn’t take that much pondering to see past the pretty slogans and come to the bitter realization this was all merely an attempt to use us for their purposes. Darna was truly the daughter of a clan advisor, and if she had come to any other Seeker with such a proposal, they would have eagerly agreed to any conditions just to punish those who defy everything that’s good and just. But I had been trained for four years by a meticulous, contradictory, yet wise Seeker whose core teaching was always, “Zander, think.” Mentor Guerlon made sure I used my head not just for taking Vyllea’s hits or eating. He taught me to think critically.

“What do you mean, ‘not interested’?” Vyllea snapped out of her reverie at the unpleasant words.

“We’re not going to accept Darna’s offer,” I repeated, looking into the redhead’s brown eyes. “If the clan truly needs my music, I’m willing to play. But for some inexplicable reason, you didn’t even bother to ask what it cost me to play that music. Or did the great daughter of an advisor assume that strengthening fifty people was so simple it could be done several times a day? Let me disappoint you — it’s not. My maximum is one performance a week. And for that, I need a source of energy. Regular spirit stones won’t suffice — I need the heart of an anomaly, at least yellow, Warrior-stage. Yes, Darna, you heard correctly, Warrior-stage. Only with such a source of energy can I push your future army up the ladder of ascension weekly. As for the house

“Thanks, but no. We don’t need it!”

“Zander!” Vyllea looked like she was about to pounce on me.

“We. Don’t. Need. It,” I repeated, emphasizing each word. Vyllea clearly wanted to say something, but stayed silent, seeing my expression. She sensed that now was not the time to protest, and she held back. I love that about her!

“I have an agreement with Curator Hubb Soth to beat up the Tigers and force them out of the School of Spirit Power. When the seniors return — if they return — we’ll deal with them, too. But using us as shields won’t work. Nor will making us your obedient pets. Bring me the heart of a Warrior-stage anomaly, and I’ll play for your Taoists weekly. That’s the most we’re willing to do.”

“Before I ask my father for a heart, I need to be sure your performance wasn’t a fluke. That you can actually do it again,” Darna countered. “In two days, I’ll gather everyone who wants to join me — thirty-two people. All students of various ranks. Prove that your music is worth something, and then we can talk about more. As for being my people…”

Darna hesitated, glancing at Vyllea for a moment, but continued, “Being my allies is one thing. I would go to great lengths for my people just because they are mine. They are part of the clan. You wish to be of use, but you do not wish to become my allies. That’s different. People such as you must prove their usefulness. What you’re asking for costs a lot. I need to understand what these investments will yield clearly enough. Thirty-two people, Zander. In two days.”

With that, Darna left our home, and Vyllea decided to stay pointedly silent. For a while, this suited me perfectly as I went over the entire conversation with Darna again. This wasn’t the loud and brash girl from Tier Zero anymore. This was a shrewd and dangerous daughter of a clan advisor who knew exactly what she wanted from life. I had a strong feeling that her father had somehow managed to bring Darna back into House Feng, and not as a potential Nameless One, but as one of the future pillars of the clan, allowing her to walk the path of ascension from Tier Zero to the central region on her own so that she could see the problems faced by the southern part of the Deforean Empire with her own eyes.

“All right, let’s revisit what Darna proposed. A house. Tell me, o daughter of Almyrda, why do you need a house in the central region of the human world? We were shown a beautiful picture, but no one’s ever mentioned that this house would be in the First Tier. How many thousands of years are you willing to wait before you reach the central part of the human world?”

“A house that wouldn’t be in the first Tier?” Vyllea’s gaze hardened.

“Why would it be? If we agreed to become Darna’s servants, that house would be waiting for us somewhere on the lands owned by Advisor Acryn.”

“I’ll never be rednose’s servant!”

“When Darna says ‘ally,’ she actually means servant. Because she can’t and won’t have anyone else around her. She’s from House Feng. To them, the entire south of the Empire is populated by servants. If we accepted this handout, we would become one of them. Are you ready for that? Ready to tell your mother you sold out for a pretty house?”

“Don’t make me furious, human!” Vyllea growled. The page with the picture fell to the floor. The house was no longer on anyone’s agenda.

“I promised you a house, wife. And you will have one. But not at this price. And let’s not forget we would have to explain to inquisitors how we can hide entire houses in spatial pouches, complete with their contents. Even though the house wouldn’t actually be in the spatial pouch. You understand they’re testing us, right? The clan knows we’re openers. Now they want to see what else we can do. They want us to become Darna’s obedient pets, jumping through hoops whenever they show us something pretty.”

“Then why did you agree to work with her? We should just kill that red-nosed upstart!”

“We need to develop. I have somehow managed to create the seeds of future meridians with the aid of music. If Darna can bring us the heart of an Overlord-stage anomaly, we can forget about problems for a while and continue developing, forming new nodes and meridians. That’s worth cooperating for. That and nothing else. Let her deal with her Clan matters herself. I’m not interested. And… hey, what’s with this crowd?”

“Someone’s trying to break in?” All of Vyllea’s irritation vanished. She transformed into a battle-ready demon, ready to defend her home. She summoned her jian, and after a moment’s thought, I followed suit, drawing my sword. A group of ten Golden Apprentices approached, led by a Golden Warrior. Desthos Drole, the department head of artifact creation, had graced us with his presence.

We stepped onto the porch, prepared to fight outside. If the department head wanted a simple conversation, he would have come alone. A Golden Warrior had no equals in the School of Spirit Power. But he didn’t come alone — he brought his students, ones I had never faced. These were third and fourth-year students. They weren’t on the ranking lists, so we didn’t know they existed. We were barred from the artifact creation department. Even walking through the department’s grounds wasn’t possible — the guards at the gates separating the departments wouldn’t let us through.

“Elder,” I greeted the department head. Vyllea didn’t bow, glaring defiantly at the calm faces of the students accompanying the old man.

“Was the young Seeker not informed that I wanted to speak with him?” Desthos Drole didn’t beat around the bush.

“The esteemed Desthos Drole publicly forbade us from entering the artifact creation department. When we were told you wanted to speak with us, they didn’t mention the ban was lifted. Elder, can we now enter the artifact creation department?”

“Not yet,” the old man replied mysteriously, then looked at Vyllea. “Which house are you from, child? I’ve never seen Seekers from the Tiger Clan.”

“I’m a Seeker,” my wife answered. “I have no house, no home, and no Clan. I’m on my own.”

“What an interesting place you’ve chosen to live.” The department head acted as if Vyllea’s answer satisfied him. Turning to his students, he said, “Descend. There’s no need to harm yourselves with such energy.”

Despite being Gold Apprentices, Desthos Drole’s students found it extremely difficult to stay near the Warrior-stage power source. The Qi emanating from the mountain’s depths scraped at their internal organs and must have caused unforgettable sensations. The eagerness with which the students retreated spoke volumes of how they felt.

“Will you invite me in, or shall we continue our conversation on the doorstep?”

I sheathed my weapon and stepped aside, allowing the Elder of the artifact creation department into the house. He settled into one of the chairs and blissfully closed his eyes, allowing the strands of energy to penetrate his body. As a Golden Warrior, Desthos Drole was constantly experiencing an energy deficit down below where all the main activities took place. There was no such shortage here, and the old man felt much better. I already knew that Desthos Drole lived much higher up, where the energy intensified to correspond to the Golden rank of the Warrior stage, but we weren’t ready for that yet. Our conjoined energy core simply couldn’t handle such strain, and would most likely break. Even here, it operated at its limits, nearly bursting during the brief surges the caretaker had warned us about. The core was gradually adapting, but it was a slow process that infuriated me no end. I wanted everything immediately, not piecemeal over decades.

“Elder, may I offer you some tea?” I asked, following proper etiquette. Over the past month, I had read enough books on manners to no longer be considered an uncouth peasant. Only occasional pauses to recall the appropriate information revealed my rural upbringing.

“I wouldn’t refuse,” the Elder nodded. We sat silently across from each other while Vyllea busied herself in the kitchen. Judging by the Elder’s unhurried demeanor, our evening training session would likely be canceled. Finally, tea was served, and Vyllea poured the fragrant brew. It wasn’t the best we could afford, but not any Tier Zero weeds, either.

“I’ve seen your duels,” Desthos Drole finally spoke, signaling the start of a serious conversation. “Impressive for someone from the Tier Zero. Quite impressive. Your formation for mass inscription of sigils was particularly ingenious. Where did you learn such a method? It’s not something taught to ordinary students. Not even to extraordinary ones.”

“Perhaps the Elder hasn’t been informed of this, but I spent two years in the demon realm with my future wife and mentor Guerlon. I learned about formations there.”

And not a word of a lie — I had indeed perused the books from the Silver Crane School pertaining to the Apprentice Stage during our sojourn in the demon realm. But the old man was clever, there was no denying that. Any answer to the next question he’d asked could spell trouble for us.

“Two years in the demon realm? What were you doing there?”

“Forgive me, Elder, but that’s Seeker business. I have no right to disclose what Overlord Guerlon had been doing in the demon realm. If you wish to know the details of our mission, you can ask our mentor directly.”

“No, the specifics don’t interest me much. I came here for another reason — your pipa. Instructor Hubb Soth told the council of instructors about an interesting incident where, during his class, you managed to open several students’ meridians using a strange instrument. I’d like to see this instrument. Is that possible?”

“As I’ve already told Instructor Hubb Soth, my pipa is just a simple musical instrument from Tier Zero.” I produced the pipa and handed it to the Elder of the artifact creation department. How unfortunate it was that I had promised Darna to replicate the musical ascension! The excessive attention from the instructors was unnerving.

“Indeed, this thing is no artifact.” Desthos Drole returned the pipa. “Then how did you do it? I saw Darna Feng on my way here. Your group has a class right now, yet the Class Prefect is ignoring it. Are you still Seekers, or can we now add the suffix ‘Feng’ to your names?”

“Elder, I’m not sure what you’re implying. If you want to know something, please ask directly.”

“I asked directly, Seeker. How did you open the meridians for the entire class?”

“With music, Elder. Instructor Hubb Soth was present during my performance; he knows more details. If you need specifics, please ask him. I can only say that I had never done anything like it before. I swear it to the Heavens.”

The fire between my shoulder blades clearly indicated that angering the outwardly placid old man in our home was a bad idea. The Elder of the artifact creation department was a powerful and dangerous opponent capable of turning two bumbling Seekers into pulp.

“Can you do it again?”

“Elder, you’ve seen my instrument — it’s practically broken.”

“That’s not what I asked!”

“Elder, I cannot give you a hundred percent guarantee. If mentor Guerlon provides me with another instrument, the probability will be high. If I use any pipa from the school, the probability will be minimal. In the three weeks since my performance, I haven’t been able to replicate my success even once.”

“When are you ready to take the artifact creation exams?”

“At any moment, Elder. My wife and I are ready to take the exams right now.”

“Right, your wife,” Desthos Drole said with undisguised irritation as he looked at Vyllea. “Her progress in artifact creation is much more modest than yours.”

“We each have our strengths and weaknesses, Elder. What’s this about?”

Ten pouches of spirit coins appeared on the table, each containing a hundred coins.

“I’ve worked with Seekers for a long time, so I know your rules. I’m hiring you. Darna Feng has started a very dangerous game within the school that not everyone likes. I want you to agree to everything she offers you and report it to me. This will be your monthly payment until the end of the first course.”

“The head of the artifact creation department wants to make us his spies?” After what the old man had just done, the word “Elder” wouldn’t come to my lips.

“I don’t care what you call it. You’ve fulfilled an order to clear the clogged palace sewer for House Soth, so you’ll do anything for spirit coins. A thousand spirit coins a month for the next year. You won’t find a better job anywhere else in the entire First Tier. And it’s not hard work, either.”

“You’ve clearly worked with the wrong Seekers.” I moved the table toward the Elder. The fire between my shoulder blades blazed, but I couldn’t agree to this offer.

“You’re refusing my offer?” I had no doubt that the Elder would attack us now, and this would be our last fight. My mind was filled with nonsense, but since I couldn’t think of anything better, I began to voice it.

“When joining the guild, Seekers take on certain obligations. The main rule of our charter states that a Seeker has the right to fulfill only officially issued orders on golden sheets. Otherwise, they will be punished by a reduction in rank. My wife and I are the only ones in the entire First Tier who have sixth rank. If we accept your offer, we will be demoted. This will be a huge blow to our mentor’s reputation. He will come to the First Tier to sort the situation out. Is the Elder of the artifact creation department ready to explain to a Silver-ranked Overlord why his personal students lost a rank that is unique to the First, Second, Third, and even Fourth Tiers? If you’re ready for such a conversation, I’ll accept your offer. If not, please submit it officially through the Seeker guild.”

“You’re personal students of a Silver-ranked Overlord?” The news was so unexpected for Desthos Drole that the pain between my shoulder blades vanished.

“Yes. This can be confirmed by Darna, the Seeker guild, and the head of House Soth, and that’s just off the top of my head. This is common knowledge.”

“Very well, Seekers, I’ll consider your words. I trust I don’t need to warn you that Darna Feng must not find out any details of our conversation? Perhaps in a few days I’ll still submit a request to your guild, and we’ll meet again. As for these pouches, let them stay with you for now. As a sign of my serious intentions and goodwill, I’m awarding you and your wife ten points to the artifact creation department’s rating and officially declaring that you have successfully passed the graduation exams for my subject. I ask the school's artifact to make the appropriate entries in the records. You now have access to my department. I’ll inform your curator when I’m ready to take you to our treasury. I’m sure what you see there will make you reconsider adhering to the principles of the Seekers so strictly.”

When the department head left, Vyllea and I sat in silence for a long time. Finally, my wife asked,

“Zander, can you explain why we have to listen to everyone and nod along? Why can’t we just kill them all?”

“We don’t have the techniques to kill the head of the Artifact Creation Department. He’s stronger than us.”

“Can we fix that? Or are we going to keep bowing to every snake that thinks its venom is the deadliest? Darna, this ferret-faced fossil, others… duh, even our curator, for that matter! He’s using us to solve his problems, too.”

“To fix that, we need to become Gold Apprentices, and preferably ascend higher still. And to accomplish that, we need energy, so we’ll have to work with Darna to get a Nascent God-stage anomaly heart.”

“If she manages to source one for us. She could easily say her father doesn’t allow such a valuable thing to be wasted on Seekers, so if we want it, we’d have to join the Clan.”

“A few hours ago you were ready to become Darna’s servant for a house.”

“Zander, don’t even start!” Vyllea was about to feel offended, but surprisingly reconsidered, apparently realizing that now wasn’t the time for any of that nonsense. “I was wrong. Is that what you wanted to hear from me? I’m not ashamed to admit as much to my husband, because you’re the only one I can allow to see me weak. But what will we do if we don’t get the heart? I don’t want to bow to that old man. I don’t like him one bit…”

I had no answer, so the conversation ended. Two days later, a meeting of those dissatisfied with the current state of affairs in the School of Spirit Power was held with the participation of the entire elite class of the first-year students. When Vyllea and I entered the room, Darna was finishing her pep talk to the effect that the Phoenix clan was great, the Tigers should go back whence they had come, we must not disgrace the Clan, and so on. A bunch of fancy words that amounted to nothing. When the senior students from the Tiger Clan returned, all these meetings and talks would be useless.

“Here, take it,” Æar Barr said, shyly handing me his pipa. Red, just as Vyllea liked them — however, this time my wife didn’t look as excited. The meeting with Darna had been very enlightening. My demon no longer viewed all red objects as her possessions. I noted the skeptical faces of those present. They didn’t believe in Darna’s rhetoric, but they were willing to spend a few hours to personally verify that meridians couldn’t be opened without hard, rigorous, and exhausting training.

I sat on the floor. Vyllea settled behind me, wrapping her arms and legs around me. The pose was extremely provocative, and many seemed ready to voice their objections, but that didn’t concern me in the slightest at the moment. I needed physical contact for our conjunction to simultaneously be able to play and direct the energy flow. I decided not to invent anything and chose to reproduce the same melody from the musical duel. Vyllea and I still had ten conjunction meridians left, so I decided to give it my all today, weaving energy directly into the music.

Complete control and focus were necessary. I couldn’t leave anything to chance, so a part of me stayed alert, monitoring the process. Energy from the conjunction node flowed into the energy core, and then got redirected to Vyllea’s heart, where it acquired a reddish hue, and then burst out towards all living organisms within a limited radius. It affected not only the students, but also the plants, fungi, and trees in the cabinets behind me. The red energy hit people and, not finding the heart of the ancients within them, settled on their bodies wherever it could. If the students lacked nodes, the energy formed them and immediately connected them to the previous thread with a channel of power. The process was slow and somewhat strained, as the main flow of energy was intercepted by Vyllea and me. About three-fourths of the red power was absorbed by our bodies, settling where the seed of our new meridian was forming. Neighboring energy channels wanted to seize this energy to restore themselves, but couldn’t, for Vyllea’s heart wouldn’t allow it.

When the energy from three of our conjoined meridians ran out, Vyllea and I had a stable, albeit still empty channel. The thirty-fourth meridian! Our chance to study the Spirit Armor technique of the Warrior stage! I didn’t want to stop — we still had seven powerful fully charged channels, and tonight we’d need a complete recovery, anyway, so I continued. Minus three meridians — plus the thirty-fifth real power channel. Another three gone — and the thirty-sixth added. It felt like the harmony of the music had completely eliminated the body’s barrier, so I directed the tenth and last conjoined meridian towards the nodes. Three for me, and three more for Vyllea. Previously, opening them had been so painful that we had nearly lost consciousness. Nothing of the sort happened today. New organs were forming in our bodies so quickly and smoothly that it felt as if they’d always been there! One hundred and one nodes! The new three weren’t yet connected by any conjunction meridians, but the fact they had opened at all said a lot. Harmony truly worked wonders!

I stopped channeling energy into the music and assessed the results of having spent ten full Nascent God-level meridians. That amounted to three additional real meridians for both Vyllea and myself. Excellent. Plus three nodes each. Even better. As for the ordinary students with their basic Apprentice meridians… Heavens, how was this even possible?!

The thirty-two attendees of today’s meeting were as follows: twenty Copper, eight Bronze, and four Silver Apprentices. Now, there wasn’t a single Copper-ranked Apprentice left. Moreover, only seventeen Bronze ones remained — the majority had advanced to the Silver rank! Additionally, the four Silver Apprentices present had successfully advanced to the Gold stage! Those were Darna and three second-year students we hadn’t met before. The group had only absorbed a quarter of my energy, but even that was enough for ten Nascent God-level meridians to cause such transformations! And, as my logic suggested, playing during full conjunction had a massive impact, too.

The music ended, but the Phoenix Clan students took a while to recover. As usual, Darna was the first to open her eyes. A Golden-ranked Apprentice within a month! I wouldn’t mind advancing at that rate, either.

There was no point in saying anything — we had discussed everything beforehand. I had fulfilled my part of the deal, and now, if Darna planned to rally students by promising rapid meridian enhancement, she’d have to work hard to get me a Nascent God-stage anomaly heart. I wouldn’t settle for less. I placed the pipa on the teacher’s desk, picked up the blissfully dazed Vyllea and walked out of the room. What happened next didn’t concern me. Darna could play the leader of the rebellion all she liked if she really wanted to…

Three days later, our transport, Molly, left the gates of the School of Spirit Power and headed towards the capital. In two days, the auction would be held, and Vyllea wanted to wander through the shops again beforehand. I didn’t object — I wanted a break, too. Besides, I dreamt of finally visiting the First-Tier librarian. I was sure the book with the list of standard Warrior-stage techniques could only be found with his assistance. Our meridians had been restored through a remarkable and incredible union, and Vyllea and I were stronger than ever, so nothing seemed amiss.

The Heavens clearly decided to mock this entire line of thinking.

As the city walls came into view, my spiritual sight revealed a Copper-ranked Warrior blocking the road. He stood with his arms crossed, behaving like the master of the entire First Tier. We approached, but the Taoist didn’t move aside. Molly stopped a few meters from the strange green-eyed member of the Tiger Clan. Although, perhaps, he wasn’t altogether strange. His appearance reminded me of a Silver-ranked Apprentice whose power I’d had the pleasure of absorbing. No regrets there!

“Finally, the moment has come. Seekers Zander and Vyllea, it’s time to pay for my brother’s untimely demise! Today you will die!”


Chapter 6

THE TAOIST BLOCKING OUR PATH wasted no time. The moment he confirmed we were his targets, he activated his Warrior’s aura. This would have crushed any Apprentice from Copper to Gold rank. I needed to investigate what allowed Apprentices to advance to the Diamond rank — there could be something there I needed to know. Fortunately, our conjoinrf energy core, still at Copper rank, easily withstood the pressure. Vyllea leaped from the cart, drawing her jian mid-air. Despite the Taoist’s surprise at our agility, he didn’t falter — before Vyllea could strike, he drew his own sword and began deflecting her attacks with confidence. Moreover, he incorporated techniques into his combat, one of which hit Vyllea and pushed her several feet away. Without her Warrior-stage Spirit Armor she wouldn’t have been able to defend against the strange attack. Annoyingly, despite seeing the energy movements in his meridians, I couldn’t replicate them due to the lack of necessary power channels. I urgently needed a source of Overlord-stage energy!

The unidentified Tiger turned towards us and was met with three Ramming Strikes — two from me, and one more from Vyllea. The techniques dissipated against his Spirit Armor, but he still took a step back. At that moment, the ground exploded beneath him as I used Power Burst. However, it proved ineffective — our simple techniques couldn’t penetrate the Taoist’s Warrior-stage Spirit Armor. Despite our abundance of energy, something was missing — or, perhaps, our opponent was incredibly strong. Strong enough to even try to mock us, it seemed.

“Is this all you’ve got? Pushing and exploding the ground? No, Seekers, you won’t die so easily! You’ll regret the day you were born! You will — ”

He didn’t finish his sentence because Molly rammed into him. The impact wasn’t very strong due to the short distance, but it was enough to throw the Tiger aside. I directed Molly towards our opponent, but quickly realized it was futile. After rolling a few times, the Taoist sprang to his feet and used a displacement technique to appear behind me. I couldn’t react in time and took the blow. The strike was so powerful that without my Spirit Armor at the Warrior stage, I would have been split in two. As it was, my shoulder went numb, and something cracked. The barrier couldn’t absorb the full impact. Despite his low rank, the opponent demonstrated excellent technique mastery. However, he made the mistake of getting too close to me. I seized the opportunity and grabbed his leg. In response, his sword and several techniques struck my back and head, but it was too late. With our bodies still in contact, I mentally latched onto his core and yanked the energy from him with such force that he gasped in surprise and clutched at his chest, forgetting to continue his assault. My core greedily absorbed the energy, channeling it through the established connection.

Something green flashed to the side, followed by the metallic clash of blades — Vyllea had jumped onto Molly to shield me from the enemy’s attacks. The opponent’s energy core began to pulse wildly, reminding me of our own during energy surges at home. Ours, however, had started to calm, as if the absorbed power was somehow stabilizing it. The enemy’s meridians continued to flicker as if he was still using techniques, but nothing was hitting me. Only the inexplicable metallic ringing worried me, so I decided to absorb that energy too.

The enemy finally showed signs of distress — he started to scream. His Spirit Armor dissipated first, as he no longer had the energy to maintain it. This gave me direct physical contact with my opponent, increasing the volume of absorbed energy. The trembling body collapsed onto Molly, still clutching its chest — as if the rapid energy drain felt like his soul was being sucked out. At last, his energy core gave a final shudder and went dark. It took me a few moments to drain the remaining seventy meridians, and then I let go of his leg, finally taking in my surroundings.

Vyllea was standing beside us, fending off two flying green blades with her sword. Their movements slowed with each passing moment until they fell to the ground near Molly. My spirit vision identified them as artifacts, although not particularly strong ones — probably not even reaching the Warrior stage. Nevertheless, they were formidable weapons. How did a Copper-ranked Warrior come by such luxuries? I glanced at his belt and found a spatial pouch. No, not a pouch — something else. A fake made from simple materials, but still identified by my spiritual sight as a spatial storage. Now this Taoist truly piqued my interest. Artifacts I didn’t understand always drew my attention.

“Where did you get this?” I tore the spatial storage from his belt and held it up to his face. He was shaking as if he were standing atop a tall mountain peak stark naked. As expected, he didn’t respond. He seemed to have no recollection of himself. Rapid draining had clearly taken a toll on him, and despite losing his Qi, he still managed to control the flying blades, likely using his bodily energy. I jumped off Molly and dragged the unknown Tiger to the ground, placing him in a sitting position next to the cart.

“Zander, why do you need him? We should finish him off!” Vyllea didn’t sheathe her jian, eyeing the fallen blades warily. Only now did I notice that she had a few cuts. The blades had penetrated her Warrior-stage Spirit Armor!

“We will, but give me a couple of minutes. Gather everything, especially the blades. I want to understand how they work. An artifact like that shouldn’t be found anywhere in the First Tier, so I need to figure out its origin.”

I sat about three feet away from the enemy. His drained energy core was already actively absorbing energy from the surroundings. The shaking lessened with each passing moment, as if warmth was returning with the power. But I had no intention of letting him recover. I closed my eyes and reached for his core, trying to catch the energy it was absorbing. It didn’t work from seven feet away, no matter how hard I tried. I had to move closer. At three feet, the energy started to react to my efforts, but the Taoist’s core was stronger than my commands. The energy withdrew, but was immediately pulled back in. It didn’t want to leave his body. I had to get even closer. Only when there was just a foot between us did I gain full control over his energy core. I immediately drained everything it had accumulated. Killing this Tiger was not an option — for now. I needed to understand the possibilities of absorbing energy from others, and there was no better way of doing that than practicing on a Warrior-stage Taoist.

We had to set up a protective formation to prevent passing peasants from gawking. This caused considerable confusion — folks kept bumping into the barrier — but I was more concerned about something else. Despite two hours of intense effort to drain the enemy, the distance never increased. It remained the same foot it had been at the start. While it was good that direct contact wasn’t needed, I wanted to understand why I couldn’t act from a greater distance. Was it impossible? Was it because he was a Warrior and I was an Apprentice? Or was it my lack of control over energy? Any of these possibilities pointed to my weakness — a fact I couldn’t deny.

“In the name of House Soth, we demand you remove the protective formation, or you will be attacked!”

I grimaced as the city guards approached. Apparently, peasants had complained about being unable to pass. I wasn’t done testing my energy absorption ability and wanted to interrogate the trembling body before me, but it seemed the Heavens had other designs. I couldn’t let a dangerous enemy go free, especially one who might reveal our energy theft technique. An interesting idea struck me as I looked at Vyllea. My wife had spent most of her life following the path of demons, absorbing the meridians and cores of humans and demons alike. She was currently following the beast path — a strange variant thereof that still relied on absorbing parts of one’s enemies, although essences and meridians and not internal organs in her case. Essentially, it was the same demon path, but with beasts and not humans as her targets. Why not let her indulge her true nature, I thought? It would break through eventually, anyway, so it was best to delay that moment as long as possible.

“Remember I promised you a tiger?”

Vyllea frowned, unsure why I suddenly mentioned beasts, but then her gaze fell on the trembling Taoist. He hadn’t regained consciousness. The rapid draining of the energy core clearly had a severe negative impact on those ascending to immortality. We would need to test this again. There were too many Tigers in the southern part of the empire; we would deal with them later.

“You forbade me to consume humans,” Vyllea said hesitantly, though her eyes gleamed with interest.

“Do you see a human here? This is a Tiger, even if his outward appearance might resemble a human being. And he’s a Warrior, too.”

“It will make me feel terrible…” Vyllea muttered, but with a fluid motion, she was next to the body sprawled next to Molly.

“I will stabilize you. You’ll wake up fresh and perky in the morning.”

“Well, you sure know how to persuade a girl!” A bloodthirsty expression appeared on my wife’s face. She cast a promising glance in my direction as she punched the Taoist in the chest, shattering his bones. There was an unpleasant crunch and a squelching sound as Vyllea ripped out two bloody white spheres trailing empty meridian threads. Growling gutturally, Vyllea lost her human form and began stuffing chunks of flesh into her mouth. It looked horrific, but I didn’t turn away. Vyllea was a demon, and absorbing the energy core of a Warrior could accelerate her mental breakthrough. The enemy’s body twitched one last time before being stored in our spatial inventory. Vyllea collapsed to the ground, convulsing from the energy overload — the core, albeit near-drained, was still a core and not a mere node. My wife had never consumed one like this before. I deactivated the protective formation with a wave of my hand and embraced Vyllea, initiating a conjunction — we would need many hours to stabilize the energy whirlwinds within her.

“What’s going on?” The guards approached but halted when they saw Vyllea’s blood-stained face.

“Seekers of the Sixth Tier Zander and Vyllea,” I said, showing my Seeker’s plaque with my free hand. “My wife is unwell; I need to treat her. I apologize for blocking the road. I’ll move the cart as soon as she feels better. It’ll take a few more hours.”

“Where did the blood come from?” the guards frowned. Everything that could indicate the presence of a Tiger Clan member had already been stored in our inventory.

“We’ve encountered a very powerful foe. We miscalculated our strength.”

“Do you need help? Medical assistance?”

“No, just some peace. Can I restore the formation so we aren’t disturbed?”

“Away from the road. Travelers are complaining they can’t get through!”

“Of course.” I picked up Vyllea and moved away from the road, stowing Molly in my inventory to clear the path. After setting up the protective formation again, I lay down and placed Vyllea on top of me. The turmoil within her couldn’t be left unattended; she couldn’t handle this energy on her own.

The guards lingered for a while, but returned to the city eventually. By the time I stopped the conjunction, it was deep into the night — the energy core had nearly burned through Vyllea’s insides. A Silver Apprentice’s body wasn’t prepared to absorb such power. However, there was a silver lining: the mental clarity Vyllea generated was now twice as potent as before. It seemed she had broken through some barrier, though it needed further verification. Absorbing energy cores may have been dangerous, but what Seeker shunned danger?

The city gates were already closed, so there was no point in entering immediately. I laid Vyllea down on a blanket and covered her to protect her from the night’s chill. Then I retrieved a lantern, placed the Tiger’s body on the ground in front of me, and began a detailed examination.

First, I inspected the spatial pouch, which wasn’t even a proper pouch. I had never seen a storage item like this before. It lacked the typical human artifact shimmer, but I felt certain it wasn’t bound to anyone. That was impossible. Spatial storages were creations of Overlords and could cause chaos if left unbound in the First Tier. At the very least, an item such as this one should have turned this Warrior into black dust within hours. However, that hadn’t happened. After another glance at Vyllea, I took the risk and activated the artifact, peering inside. For a moment, nothing happened, but then a small space appeared before me. Tiny — it couldn’t even fit Molly — but that wasn’t the point. This was indeed a spatial pouch, designed for the First Tier and functioning without a binding! Either the binding had been removed when the owner was destroyed, which would completely upend everything mentor Guerlon had taught me about spatial storage, or something else was at play. What I held in my hands was an object that simply shouldn’t have existed.

The revelation was so startling that I sat before the open storage, unable to look inside. I couldn’t understand how First-Tier artifact makers had created such a marvel. Why did no one know about it? Why didn’t anyone at The School of Spirit Power have such storages, running around with books in their hands instead? Even Darna, the would-be leader of the Phoenix Clan’s future army, didn’t have a spatial pouch in her arsenal. Here, though, was a mediocre and not particularly strong Warrior — a member of the wealthy Tiger Clan, whose brother had been a student in the elite class — with a small spatial storage and flying knives in his possession. Mentor Guerlon may have had such knives as well, but he had been a Master when he had wielded them. Something strange was happening, and I didn’t like it one bit. I needed to learn as much as possible about the House to which these two belonged and pay them a visit. I also needed to speak to our curator; he claimed to know everything about his students. Well, I was really interested in what he had to say.

There was nothing particularly valuable in the storage. A few jians, many spirit stones, about a thousand spirit coins, various items of clothing… But just as I had given up on finding anything useful, I discovered a few books and a technique scroll under the pile of clothes. I pulled out one of the books and stared at it for a while as if it were a blank space — the book was written in the language of demons. We may have spoken the same language, but our scripts differed somewhat. It’s as if both races had utilized a single system of writing ages ago, but two different variants have evolved as each world went its own way. The technique was also written in the language of demons and, if I understood the description correctly, allowed one to control an artifact — the very knives now lying in our inventory. The technique was for Taoists at the Warrior stage, but after I studied it, my breath quickened — it utilized ten primary meridians! The ones that Vyllea and I had long since developed. I closed my eyes and transferred the technique into my mind. Then I moved it into conjunction mode.

I took out both knives, sensing no threat from them at all. These artifacts, if they had ever been bound to their owner, must have become unbound upon his death. Another contradiction to everything I had known before — the binding described in our artifact textbooks didn’t dissolve upon the owner’s death. It had to be broken.

When I activated the technique, I was overwhelmed by an indescribable sensation — it was as if I had grown two additional invisible arms! An energy thread appeared between me and the two knives, allowing me to control them. I didn’t even have to wave my real hands. The control was exercised through the invisible hands, and the knives obeyed without question — they flew, attacked, embedded themselves in the ground, and then sprang out with such ease as if they were truly extensions of my body. However, there was one downside: controlling the flying knives required enormous energy expenditure.

I summoned the knives to my hands and examined them. An immediate sense of cheapness arose in me — the items I held were crafted by a lazy blacksmith and an equally lazy artificer. The sigils looked unfinished. Energy leaked through them into the space, with only scraps going directly to the operation of the knives. They needed substantial refinement to become truly formidable weapons. Both sigils on the blades were unfamiliar to me — not found even in the books of the Silver Heron School describing Warrior-stage techniques. Perhaps a description of such sigils could be found somewhere in Master or Overlord-stage books, but I thought it unlikely. The artifact was clearly created not only for the First Tier, but also in the First Tier. Or the First Circle, to be more precise. The books and the technique were clearly the work of demons. So there was a high probability that the spatial pouch and the flying knives had also belonged to demons of the First Circle.

If we also considered the fact that the amulets made by Vyllea’s kinfolk to block energy hunger didn’t require bonding to a demon, this brought us to a rather unpleasant conclusion — demon artifact makers significantly surpassed their counterparts in the human world in skill. This led to the next logical question: who said that Vyllea and I must necessarily live in our world? Were the School of Spirit Power and the path to the Second Tier all that held us here? Without proper training it would be harder to get into the Second Tier. But it still wasn’t impossible. Strict restrictions only concerned movements between Tier Zero and the First Tier. If we became Warriors in the First Tier, they couldn’t refuse us entry to the second. That was the law.

So I would go with the assumption that demons were indeed more skilled artifact makers than humans, which meant Vyllea and I should definitely pay them a visit in the future. However, I was still concerned about how the deceased came into the possession of artifacts. Did the Tigers trade with demons? And was the scale of said trade great enough for a nondescript Warrior-stage Taoist from the Tiger clan to possess such item? What was happening in the other Tiers? The fact that the Phoenix Clan was letting this happen wasn’t even a concern — it was something that just saddened me enormously. Why was Tier Zero managed by incompetents from House Wang, who were ready to do anything to keep information about the real situation from reaching the inner Tiers? And not only did they keep quiet — they collaborated with the demons, too! And here in the First Tier the situation seemed no better: House Soth utterly failed in their duties. The Tiger Clan was everywhere, no matter where you looked. Was the Phoenix Clan doing anything about it? No, why bother? So what if their own students didn’t receive a proper education? That just meant they were weak! Darna… The redhead rushed into the fight without any good understanding of what she wanted to achieve. Why did she need a group of Gold Apprentices in the first place? So they could become an enticing target for the stronger students from the Tiger Clan? Meridians without techniques could not defeat an opponent. But instead of bringing technique scrolls from the Clan and training until everyone fell unconscious, Darna wanted to take the path of least resistance. She’d make them an offer: they’d become her servants, and she’d make them Gold Apprentices! However, their very survival until the end of the first year and the arrival of stronger opponents was anything but a given. And when the imminent clash would happen, their demise would be their own fault exclusively.

As I went through the dead man’s belongings again, I found a massive key. Judging by its appearance, it opened some door. Definitely not a hotel room. Therefore, somewhere in the capital there was a house where this Tiger Clan member lived. Well… The Heavens had definitely indicated that a trip to the world of the demons was postponed. First I’d need to return to the School of Spirit Power and find out the name of the Silver Apprentice I had killed. Then I’d earn some points, gain the right to visit the capital again, and this time, knowing the name and the House, try to find the residence within three days. I was certain I’d find something there that would shed some light on the strange relationship between the Tiger Clan and the demons. I just had that feeling. Sounded like an excellent plan!

I wiped the blood from sleeping Vyllea’s face and placed her inside Molly. Earis had already appeared on the horizon, which meant the guards had opened the city gates. Removing the protective formation, I set off for the capital of the First Tier of the Empire’s South. The auction was tomorrow, so today I needed to find some time for a conversation with the librarian. Shopping would have to wait. Now, I just need to figure out how to break this to Vyllea. She would definitely disapprove.


Chapter 7

“IT TOOK YOU LONG ENOUGH to get here, researcher.” The creaky voice of the dwarf sent shivers down my spine. An offended Vyllea stayed silent, not even noting the striking resemblance between the First-Tier librarian and his colleague from Tier Zero. The only difference between them lay in their ascension levels. There, the librarian was a Gold Apprentice, while this one was a Gold Warrior.

“I admit my fault, Elder.” I ignored the incorrect address. It seemed the librarians of all Tiers couldn’t remember who we were. “I hope this has no negative impact on our fruitful cooperation.”

“Cooperation?” The dwarf looked up from some book and glanced at me. “What are you talking about, young man? Turn around if you haven’t yet realized where you are. You are in a library. There’s no cooperation here — we dispense knowledge. If we have it, that is.”

“I meant the kind of cooperation, Elder, where you tell me what you need, I retrieve it, and receive a pre-agreed reward. Doesn’t the First-Tier library need anything?”

“Heavens, where did you come from? You need to be more flexible, researcher! Gradually steer the conversation to the topic you need, instead of dumping everything you want on your interlocutor,” the librarian rasped, then looked at Vyllea. “What’s wrong with you, demon? You look like someone took your candy.”

So, information from the Tier Zero had somehow gotten to the First via some secret channels of librarians. The full scoop on us, including Vyllea’s true identity. And if the librarian continued to interact with us, this meant said fact didn’t bother him at all. The library was empty — the School of Spirit Power had its own, which we hadn’t been allowed into yet. We’d only gain access after the first school tournament, scheduled for two months from now.

“Instead of shopping, we’re wasting time here,” Vyllea grumbled. “‘Elder,’ ‘respected,’ ‘cooperation,’ ‘you need to be flexible’... It’s so infuriating! A Seeker either says what he needs or says nothing. The rest is nonsense!”

“What do you need from me, demon?”

“Me? Nothing. My husband will speak for himself.”

“Husband...” The dwarf looked at me again, his gaze falling to the bracelet on my wrist with Vyllea’s name on it. “Now, this is interesting. When did you manage that?”

“Those with a real need will always find a way,” I smiled. “Vyllea is right, a Seeker shouldn’t beat around the bush. I need a book detailing the techniques of the Warrior stage. Not the techniques themselves, but the meridians involved. On top of that, I need information on conjunctions. The second request is a priority. We’re willing to perform a number of tasks in exchange for this information.”

“So the language of the ancients no longer interests you?”

“It does, but not as much as before. The Clan was right to distribute the initial dictionary to each Tier. What I need now is not so much the dictionary, but descriptions of what is found in the anomalies of the ancients. What, for example, is a dental chair, and what is it used for? How does it work? Or the regeneration capsule, for which we have already been investigated. What is it, how does it work, and why is it so valuable to the Clan? And so on. But even this interesting topic is secondary — the priority is techniques and conjunctions.”

The dwarf closed his eyes and sat motionless for a while. He seemed to be activating spirit vision, since I didn’t notice any movement of energy in the meridians. Spirit vision probably worked on levels I didn’t yet fully fathom.

“Very well, researcher, now I am intrigued. You are both Silver Apprentices, and your meridians are as thick as if you’d formed them in the Fourth Tier. Here in the First Tier, you emit Qi instead of absorbing it. I see no amulets, so sooner or later you should start experiencing acute energy hunger. But you are too calm to be concerned about this. Therefore, you have some method of restoration at your disposal. At the same time, you demand descriptions of Warrior-level techniques. It is known that you are conjunction partners. Are you saying that your conjunction has advanced to the Warrior Stage? In just a few months after leaving Tier Zero?”

Instead of answering, I activated my Warrior-stage spirit armor. The dwarf shot a Spirit Arrow of the same stage at me without hesitation. It almost reached my body, but dissipated before making contact. However, the Spirit Armor was heavily damaged. And not just damaged, come to think of it — it was gone! So… a Gold Warrior’s attack could be blocked by Spirit Armor… No! I was thinking about this wrong! When would I learn to analyze information correctly at last! I had been told explicitly that Warriors only had two real ranks: the initial, when the energy core was formed, and the final, when the Warrior was ready to form their elemental core. Everything else was artificial division used for the sake of learning techniques. So, I needed to look not at the number of meridians but at their strength, or the amount of energy stored in them. I even swallowed hard when I realized who was actually standing before me. The librarian of the First Tier was a Gold Warrior Taoist. And an owner of meridians significantly stronger than ours! They had not just a core, like ours, but also an additional sheathing of the same “material.” For some reason, I hadn’t paid attention to these details before, focusing only on the number of meridians.

“Meridians with the strength of the central region?” I asked.

“Which couldn’t break your armor.” Judging by his expression, the librarian was also contemplating the situation.

“What do you mean, ‘couldn’t?’ You did break it. You’ve torn it to shreds, to be precise. Thank you for the lesson, Elder. Now I know how to assess the strength of Taoists who are Warrior-stage and above.”

“So the Apprentices aren’t good enough for you, eh? Not even those tempering themselves in the black anomalies? Do you think the Tigers have sent nearly the best of their students over to our region for no reason? The Phoenix Clan’s School of Spirit Power in the First Tier is the only one in the entire empire that possesses a black anomaly of the Overlord stage."

“How do they survive there?” I frowned, but seeing the librarian’s face, surmised correctly, “They are protected by the Nascent God of the Tiger Clan. The one who ‘resides’ in the center of the mountain. The Phoenix Clan turns a blind eye, ignoring the presence of such a powerful Taoist from another Clan on their territory. No, they don’t just ignore him, apparently… They have an agreement. The Tiger from the central region doesn’t interfere in the students’ squabbles, and the Phoenix Clan doesn’t interfere with the training of strong Taoists. But their initial positions are unequal. Tiger Clan students are strengthened in the Overlord-stage anomaly, while Phoenix Clan students remain confined on school premises… Moreover, there are no Phoenix Clan students on the third and fourth levels. They had lost the right to access the anomalies and transferred to other schools… Is there some tournament that determines the right to access the black anomaly?”

“You’re asking me?” The librarian chuckled in delight. “Researcher, did you accidentally forget where you came? This is a library! A place where books and knowledge are kept — not an information service of the School of Spirit Power. If you want to find out something, ask the curator.”

“I need a map of the anomalies of the School of Spirit Power.” I looked at the dwarf. “No, even more precisely — I need the coordinates of one specific black anomaly of the Overlord stage. It has no place in this world.”

“Two Silver Apprentices plan to go to a black Overlord anomaly? Where the raging madness is so strong that even under the protection of a Nascent God, only two out of three students who go there survive? Have you already figured out how you will approach the core? Not to mention the golems. How many of your black specks will reach the crystal?”

“We are Seekers. Closing black anomalies is our job.”

“Once you handle that job, you’re more than welcome back here,” the dwarf decided. “Then you’ll get the list of techniques and information on conjunctions. Shall we set a deadline or leave it open?”

“We should manage by the end of the school year,” I said, feeling confident in my response. The librarian seemed pleased.

“I’m happy you didn’t start pounding your chest and claiming you’d handle everything by tomorrow. Few know where the black anomaly is. Certainly not a humble First-Tier librarian. Maybe the curator of the elite class knows, but how will you explain to him why you need the anomaly? You can’t just go there. Think, researchers. That’s why you have heads on your shoulders. Now, off you go. I’m tired. Haven’t talked this much in ages. My voice is already hoarse with you!”

We left the palace of House Soth without pocketing anything. The conversation with the librarian had made a significant impact on our mood. A black Overlord-stage anomaly, guarded by a Nascent God leading the Tiger students. And all of this happening with the highest approval from the Phoenix Clan. What did the Tigers promise them? Why did House Feng give such a lucrative piece to their competitors? Something they could use to empower themselves! On the other hand, what did I care? I certainly wasn’t planning to delve into such matters. What concerned me more was the librarian’s phrase: “How many of your black specks will reach the crystal?” The dwarf was right; it would be foolish to rush into such a place. The energy near the crystal would simply burn us to cinders. We needed an ally… Mentor Guerlon? Clyed Feng? Darna? I knew only three names whose bearers could handle the task, but only the first two suited me. They knew what was happening with Vyllea, and it would be easier to explain why none of the golems attacked the intruders in the anomaly. As for Darna… No, that option was out. So it was down to Mentor Guerlon and Clyed Feng. That left me with the question of gaining their support.

Although that wasn’t the only question. The next one was that of getting into the anomaly. The simplest and most straightforward way would be winning one of the school tournaments. At first glance, this seemed challenging — if Apprentices who visited the anomaly were forming their meridians with the power of an Overlord, they would be formidable opponents. However, Vyllea and I now had Warrior-stage spirit armor and a couple of interesting flying daggers on whose blades I could inscribe another symbol — one that pierced Apprentice-stage spirit armor. I had a millenarian chamomile, so there would be no problem with that. As long as no unique individual capable of piercing Warrior-stage spirit armor appeared in the school, there shouldn’t be any issues with the tournament.

“Welcome back, brothers!” The Seeker bartender greeted us with a cheerful smile. “I have an excellent job for you! Perfect for Seekers of your high rank!”

“Not interested,” I responded, heading toward the far table. Stopping by the Seekers’ guild was the last thing I wanted to do, but my spirit vision showed that today was one of those rare days when a particularly interesting person was in the tavern. A scrawny old man whose appearance never suggested he might be a formidable opponent. He may have been a Gold Apprentice, but that fact alone didn’t make him remotely remarkable — there was no shortage of those in the First Tier. After the encounter with the librarian, I started to pay attention to other things but rank, focusing on the foundations of their meridians instead. I had already noticed that his meridians were thick and powerful, and now I could say with absolute certainty that his channels of power were every bit as good as mine and Vyllea’s. His meridians were clearly formed in the Fourth Tier or under the safety of an Overlord-stage source. Since he hadn’t yet advanced to the Warrior stage, he had likely hit a wall. The only question was, which wall? The wall of ascension or the wall of the tier? Either way, this was an opportunity.

“Seeker Zander, Seeker Vyllea!” The old man’s face lit up with a friendly smile that I didn’t trust for a second. “Do you have something interesting for me?”

“Seeker Yeezy, what a pleasant surprise. We need to talk in private. Shall I set up a protective formation?”

“An interesting way to begin a conversation,” the old man replied, although the friendly expression had left his eyes. He glanced at a sullen Vyllea, who was clearly unhappy that we wouldn’t be going to the shops. The old man’s meridians began to glow, and spirit armor formed around him. He was ready for a fight. Nevertheless, he said in a kindly tone, “Go ahead. Let’s talk in private, even though the Seeker tavern is a private enough place already.”

Mentor Guerlon had mentioned that Yeezy might work as the eyes and ears of inner-tier houses or even imperial officials. You didn’t earn a fifth rank just for longevity. As the protective shield formed around us, the old man tightened like a spring ready to snap. And snap he did, jumping from his seat but not attacking.

"What in the name of demons is this?!" the old man shouted. Between us lay the corpse of the clan Tiger member.

“I need to know his name and where he lives.”

“Boy, did you come to the wrong place!” The old man’s anger was palpable. He was clearly expecting me to do something else. Revenge for the sewer incident, perhaps? But that would be silly — after all, we’d volunteered for that job. There had to be more to it. Could his resemblance to the School of Spirit Power’s quartermaster be an issue? Maybe, but all that felt trivial right now. I decided I’d get to the bottom of it later.

“No, I didn’t. Something tells me this is the best place in all of Hardes for such questions. This information is important to me, Yeezy, Seeker of the fifth rank. Name your price.”

The old man calmed down and sat back. He didn’t look at the body.

“You’re mistaken, Zander, Seeker of the sixth rank. Yeezy, Seeker of the fifth rank, doesn’t deal in such matters."

“Is that so? Very well, let’s approach this differently. Here’s a perfectly unknown Taoist going by the name Yeezy. I, Zander, an equally simple and unprepossessing Taoist, need information on this corpse. Who is he, and where does he live?”

“I’ve heard you put on musical performances at the school,” the old man unexpectedly remarked, still not looking at the corpse.

“Do you want to know if I can do something similar for you? This body isn’t worth the effort it would take to form the nascent core of energy. I’m only willing to pay for this information with spirit coins.”

“Effort to form a core of energy? You’re not even concerned about the tier barrier?”

“You don’t have a tier barrier, old man. Your meridians are as strong as they can be for the fourth tier. So, the only barrier you face is the central region, but surely not in the Second Tier.”

“What an amusing and fundamentally incorrect conclusion,” Yeezy chuckled. “No, Seeker, you’re mistaken. I wasn’t born in the Fourth Tier. My home is the First.”

“Then there might be problems — I’ve never dealt with tier restrictions before. But if there’s enough energy, it’s always possible to take a risk.”

“How much energy is ‘enough’?”

“The equivalent of the heart of a Master-stage red anomaly. If it’s in the form of spirit stones, they should be no higher than the Silver Warrior rank.”

“Do you have any idea how large a pile that would be?”

“Not even remotely. Also, I can’t guarantee success. As I said, I’ve never broken a tier barrier before. If we make a deal, you’ll be the first.”

“What exactly do you need, simple unprepossessing Taoist Zander?”

I nodded toward the body.

“For starters, let’s sort out this situation. I don’t like being ambushed on the road. It gives me a wild urge to bring goodness and light to the masses.”

“That’s Dero of House Drole,” Yeezy said, still ignoring the corpse. “He was a most ambiguous character. One of the Warriors who decided to stay in the first tier. His house is located on the same square as the palace of House Drole.”

“An ambiguous character, you say?”

“There are several layers to the capital city, Zander. The one you walk on, where Earis shines, is the happiest. But it’s far from the only one. There are layers where even a Warrior-stage Taoist shouldn’t show their face because they’ll be killed before they can attempt anything at all. Poisons, gases, beasts, people, techniques, ancient artifacts — the arsenal for eliminating unwanted guests is extensive and varied. Dero Drole was someone who had access to such layers. He felt at home there. He knew many beings whose mere existence is a secret, let alone their names. He wasn’t the strongest Warrior around, but he had backing. What kind of backing is unknown. But those who live deep below us had wanted to work with him, so he had high-level access. His death will displease many.”

“That’s truly a tragedy,” I responded in the same tone. “So, a house on the same square as the Drole palace. How much does your information cost?”

The body vanished, leaving only a few bloody traces on the table.

“As a first-time client seeking information, you can have it for free.”

I looked at Yeezy again. The old man appeared as a Seeker, had a Seeker’s plaque, but I would bet everything I had that he wasn’t a Seeker. A fence… I glanced at his belt, which held many standard spatial pouches. Definitely a fence, but clearly not just for Seekers.

“Alright, I’ve learned what I needed to know. The rest of my questions can wait, including your remarkable resemblance to the quartermaster of the School of Spirit Power.”

At these words, Yeezy tensed again, but I made a show of removing the protective formation with a wave of my hand. So, this was indeed a sensitive issue, and Yeezy knew very well that I had met the caretaker. Quite the treasure trove of information, this fence! Maybe he really dealt in information, and items were just a bonus?

“I look forward to your proposals regarding this matter. I understand it’s foolish to ask, but I’d prefer that the subject of our conversation didn’t become known to a third party. I suppose if you decide to reach out, you’ll find me even at the School of Spirit Power.”

The Drole palace was not far from the Soth palace. It seemed that these two houses not only competed for dominance in the south of the First Tier, but also in who could build the most impressive central palace. If the Soth palace’s exterior shimmered with all the colors of the rainbow, the Drole palace was constructed of marble. I’d only read about marble, but never seen it in person before. This wasn’t ordinary marble either — protective sigils adorned it. If a battle broke out in the square with techniques flying about, the palace would remain unscathed. Replicating what I did in Tier Zero wasn’t an option here.

I spotted the right house immediately — it was hard to miss the only building on the square apart from the palace. The two-story mansion resembled a miniature castle, and was also made of marble. My spiritual vision revealed that the building had at least two underground levels and a passage to the catacombs beneath the capital. However, I decided not to break in, since the house had servants, which I hadn’t considered. I was used to it being just Vyllea and me, needing no one else, so I assumed others lived the same way. Apparently, Dero Drole lived differently — he had twelve servants, all of whom were Apprentices of various ranks. There were no simple Candidates in the house. But there were others: on the second basement level, familiar cages like those in the Soth palace held several prisoners. Someone had displeased the powerful Taoist, but for some reason, he hadn’t killed them. It seemed I’d have to visit again before returning to the School of Spirit Power. For now, the auction took priority.

We went to the inn, and the next morning, Vyllea and I arrived at a rather unremarkable house. It looked the same as a hundred others on the street and in the city. It had standard upturned, multi-tiered tiled roofs and three floors — that was all I could say about it, since it was under a protective formation. The house stood on a narrow street, forcing high-born representatives to wait their turn as their self-propelled carriages approached the entrance. Everyone considered it beneath them to walk on the sidewalk like commoners. And everyone arrived in self-propelled vehicles — none were horse-drawn. Each tried to impress their neighbors. Even in this setting, our bright red Molly stood out. People constantly glanced at the unusual red carriage and the two young Seekers inside. When choosing between standing in line or walking to our destination, I opted for the latter. Seekers didn’t follow rules; they set them.

There was no guard at the entrance, and we entered unimpeded. Our pass just warmed slightly as we passed through the protective formation.

“Please follow me. I will show you to your seats,” one of the many auction house servants greeted us. The massive auction house was far longer than it was wide. The three floors were deceptive — inside, there was only one floor, the first. It was a broad platform surrounded by three tiers of rooms for auction participants, each with its number. We were given number thirty-three. All rooms had their protective formations to ensure privacy from curious guests. Moreover, all corridors were lined with ancient metal, rendering my spiritual vision useless. I couldn’t see a thing. The First-Tier auction house took good care of its guests.

Our little room already had food, water, a chess set, and a simple pipa. Everything was there to keep guests entertained while they waited for the auction to start. I peeked outside — the only thing visible was the central podium and the stand where items would be displayed. The rooms of other guests appeared as black screens with numbers gradually lighting up, indicating the guests’ arrival. Several hours passed before a gong sounded, and a Gold Warrior Taoist stepped onto the podium. Not bad! The auction organizers had ensured not only privacy, but also security.

“Esteemed Taoists, welcome to the annual auction of the first tier. Today’s auction features thirty-five items, and as per tradition, we begin with the most expensive lots. Guests of the auction house, I am pleased to present the pinnacle creation of the alchemists from the third tier! Three Golden Pills of Harmonious Development for Taoists. Body, soul, and mind! The creators of these pills guarantee they can break any ascension barrier — except for tier barriers, of course. It’s foolish to advertise this lot — you know its value better than I do. Place your bids, Taoists! The starting bid is thirty thousand spirit coins! The increment is five thousand! We have thirty thousand for the first lot. Room thirty-three!”

It seemed I urgently needed an appraiser. I would have to offer a bunch of millenarian plants to match the local prices. Besides, I had doubts that I had come here specifically for these Third-Tier Golden Pills. Nonetheless, I’d have to fight for them too. As Vyllea would say, I needed them!


Chapter 8

“TWO HUNDRED SEVENTY THOUSAND spirit coins! Who bids more? Golden Pills from the Third Tier! Two hundred seventy thousand spirit coins! Sold! Room thirty-three! Esteemed auction participants, we now have a musical interlude! Please welcome Æar Barr, the youngest son of the great musician, Master Bæon Barr!”

Vyllea even let out a surprised hum when our opponent from the musical duel appeared on the podium. He wasn’t in the top ten rankings of the first-year students, which meant he had gotten here by some other means. Apparently, the school’s rules only applied to those students without the backing of a great house from the inner tiers. Corruption was everywhere.

The auction house rules had been established over many years: after each item was auctioned, there was a pause for the winner to pay for their lot. If they didn’t, they were expelled from the auction, and the lot was re-auctioned. The doors of our room opened, admitting a respectable Golden Warrior Taoist. Not the strongest warrior, by the way — he probably wouldn’t break through my spirit armor on the first try.

“I need an appraiser,” I declared before the guest could say a word. “I will be paying with these.”

Three boxes appeared on the table. Vyllea had made sure that each millenarian flower in our spatial anomaly was placed in a separate box. Labeled, of course. I laid out three of the most common plants from my collection of six hundred specimens: a chamomile, a lily of the valley, and a cornflower. Without saying a word, the auction house representative took the first box and closed his eyes for a while. He then repeated the process with the other flowers and finally said,

“The auction house of the first tier values the millenarian cornflower at fifty thousand spirit coins, the millenarian lily of the valley at seventy thousand coins, and the millenarian chamomile at one hundred thousand spirit coins. The material presented is insufficient to pay for the lot you won.”

“I needed the appraisal.” I put away the cornflower, replacing it with another box containing a chamomile. Useless before reaching thousand years of age, but oh, so desirable thereafter. “Is this enough now?”

The Taoist checked the plant again, then took all three boxes and left silently. Soon, Æar Barr finished playing and left the podium. The second round of bidding began.

“Esteemed Taoists, we have auctioned all thirty-five lots! Thank you, participants of the auction house, for your activity, and we look forward to seeing you all next year. However, as you know, following a long-standing tradition, we hold additional auctions, offering items that participants had used to pay for their lots. Today is quite an unusual day — there is only one such item! Yes, you’ve heard correctly — out of thirty-five lots, thirty-four were paid for with spirit coins!”

Or with plants that you’d purchased from me for way below their market value. But I wasn’t going to complain. Plants came and went, but the thirty-four lots I’d won today would make a magnificent addition to our collection of useful items. I just needed to bind them to myself or Vyllea — all the artifacts I’d bought were from the Third Tier. I placed my hand on the button without hesitation as soon as I heard the lot descriptions, but I had to pass on a few. For some reason, I didn’t participate in the bidding for the second lot, a protective armor made from the metal of the ancients. Every time I reached for the button to place a bid, something held me back. Some premonition of wrongness. I felt I had to trust it. Vyllea grumbled, but didn’t dispute my decision — the armor was for men, and there was only one piece, anyway. If there had been two, I would have definitely bought them, but I had to let the others win as well. Bidding started at thirty thousand, and the winning bid was five hundred thousand spirit coins. That would amount to five millenarian chamomiles! Or five thousand pouches, each containing a hundred coins. That’s a mountain of money! The auctions here were sure conducted on an admirable scale.

“Esteemed Taoists, we present to your attention an ancient device! The item comes with all the necessary clan documentation — it has been inspected and deemed suitable for household use. Its application is extensive, but its primary purpose is to accumulate ambient energy and transfer it to its owner. You could say it’s an anomaly heart adapted to the tier’s energy. In the First Tier, it will collect Apprentice-level energy, but in the Second Tier it will already collect Warrior-level energy. This artifact not only signifies the status of its owner, but is also highly useful — it can charge other artifacts without consuming spirit stones. Its estimated capacity is one-fiftieth of a yellow-ranked anomaly heart! The starting price is two hundred thousand! The bid increment is ten thousand. Place your bids, esteemed Taoists!”

“Zander…” Vyllea suddenly said. She looked strange — as if she was trying to pay close attention to her own senses. “No, I don’t understand. Place a bid and see for yourself!”

Vyllea moved behind me, offering to initiate a conjunction. “See for yourself” meant only one thing: the ancient device within her chest had shown her something, but apparently not clearly enough for her to understand. I initiated four types of conjunction and removed the red energy from Vyllea’s heart. Images immediately danced before my eyes. The item on the pedestal went into an ancient capsule, I lay inside it, a cartridge was added as an energy source, and when I emerged, a bright plate of ancient metal glowed in my temple. The heart anomaly showed several more images before I placed my hand on the button and made my bid. An ancient anomaly heart with clan documentation? I sure wouldn’t let something like that pass me by!

“Six hundred fifty thousand! Sold! Room thirty-three!”

The last two images the heart showed me made me fight for the ancient item to the end. The first image depicted me standing in a bright room. An aura emanated from me, covering about a quarter of the available space. However, once an extra item appeared in my head, the aura expanded to cover the entire available area, and the room underwent significant changes — additional entities appeared. It was hard not to recognize the protective formation made of five flags. I might be wrong, but the heart seemed to indicate that with some kind of capsule — not the regeneration type, as there was nowhere to insert the device — my spiritual vision could be enhanced significantly. This would allow me to detect protective formations and other hidden artifacts. Such a benefit was worthy of sacrificing another six millenarian chamomiles was worth it. Finding the right capsule was the only problem. It seemed it needed to be a full medical capsule, not just a regenerative one like mine. Such capsules would be clan possessions — or, perhaps, you could come across them in unexplored anomalies.

The door opened for the thirty-fifth time, admitting a representative of the auction house. Without a word, I handed him six chamomiles and one cornflower. When I came here, I had six hundred millenarian flowers. Today their number had decreased by almost fifty.

“Please follow me.”

We were led to a large hall where all the items we had purchased stood on display. From the golden pills and a magnificent three-room tent, more luxurious than the palace of House Soth, to an artifact bath with a water filtration system (the same device mentor Guerlon had) and the so-called ancient energy accumulator, which was actually a strange device I was planning to use for enhancing my spirit vision.

“These items are from the Third Tier and require binding. Would you like to perform the binding now?”

The service was impeccable, but I didn’t need it at the moment. I approached the items and stored them in my inventory. I couldn’t reach all the lots — Vyllea was quicker than me. Among our new acquisitions were several outfits: formal attire for two Taoists of different genders, warm clothes for surviving the cold without danger, and a set of underwear that had brought us to the auction in the first place. Not red, but it had cost me one hundred ten thousand! The bidding for this lot was perhaps the most intense. The auction organizers had set the increment at a thousand, so the bid numbers flashed at a dizzying speed. But the lingerie was worth it! White, semi-transparent, it seemed made of air itself! With the set, we received a certificate for adjustments: if the sizes didn’t fit for some reason, the shop that had brought this treasure to the First Tier would ensure the perfect fit. But as I looked at the set, I knew no adjustments would be necessary. My wife would look perfect wearing this.

“Please, room nine.” We were led to a new room. Noticing my puzzled look, one of the auction organizers explained, “You bought the overwhelming majority of lots today, plus the bonus item. After the auction concludes, everyone will rush to see who was behind room thirty-three. There aren’t many houses in the First Tier that can afford to spend as much as you did. We recommend being cautious with all the items you’ve acquired. Once you start using any of them, the entire First Tier will know who was behind room thirty-three. Considering you’re Seekers, they will likely try to eliminate you.”

This precaution was certainly wise. When the auction participants were released from their rooms, they all rushed to the second tier, where room thirty-three was located. Status-conscious guests seemed to forget who they were, pushing forward with techniques. We had to blend in, standing in the back of the curious crowd for a while. Shouts began to ring out:

“Who is it? Who was behind room thirty-three? Is it House Soth?”

“It’s not us! It’s House Reen! They’ve been undermining us for ages! They want to take our place!”

“It’s House Drole! Only they could afford to spend so much!”

People looked around, trying to remember everyone present in the crowd. They’d compare lists, send spies, and sooner or later find out who had escaped from the auction. Perhaps it wasn’t wise to buy everything impulsively, but there was nothing I could do about it — I needed everything! The tent, for example, would fit perfectly in our clearing and any place we decided to stop. Taverns, inns, and hostels were a thing of the past now. Why settle for alternatives when you already had something that was perfect at your disposal?

Night soon descended upon the city, making it seem even brighter than during the day. Lanterns burned everywhere, illuminating all of the city center. We avoided the outskirts, and we had no reason to be there, anyway. After storing Molly away, Vyllea and I decided to take a walk and, almost casually, found ourselves near the residence of Dero of House Drole. Vyllea chewed on caramel-coated fruit skewered on sticks while I munched on roasted nuts from a paper bag, occasionally sipping water from a bottle. We looked so natural that no one paid us any attention. Many couples strolled through the center, as it was one of the safest places in the capital. Guards led by Warrior-stage Taoists were stationed everywhere, so everyone was feeling perfectly safe.

The house we approached still had twelve people inside. From what I could see, they were all in their rooms, lying on beds. There were no guards — why bother when the owner’s reputation alone protected his home from unwanted guests? Ensuring the square was deserted, Vyllea and I swiftly moved to the front door. I held a key, but it proved unnecessary; the door was unlocked and had no keyhole. We slipped inside and gently closed the door behind us. No one noticed us, and I detected no protective formations.

"Follow me," I whispered, confidently moving forward. Judging by the number of artifacts and some empty space, Dero’s office was on the first floor. The door was protected by two sigils. Again, I found no place for a key, so I brought my palm close to the sigils without touching them and tried to extract the energy contained within. It worked! Though not immediately, I managed to grasp a small thread, and my energy core did the rest, absorbing all the power from the sigil. The pattern remained, but was now useless. I repeated the process with the second sigil and, while its energy dissipated, evaluated my new ability. It seemed I could absorb energy not only from Taoists, but from artifacts and sigils as well, neutralizing them temporarily. A useful ability, but one to keep secret. The fewer people knew about it, the longer Vyllea and I would survive.

Dero’s office was also filled with various protective sigils. They were everywhere: on the walls, the windows, and the desk. He sure took his security seriously. However, it seemed we were only in one of his secondary offices and not the main one. The place where Dero conducted his real business was somewhere else — likely not in this house. The key was useless here. Either I had to forget about this Taoist, or meet with Yeezy again. The crafty old man likely knew where Dero of House Drole spent his time.

A safe was embedded in the wall, but I couldn’t open it. I drained the energy from the surrounding sigils, but it didn’t help unlock the door. A special key was required, and I didn’t have it. The safe was small and unlikely to contain anything significant, but my instincts screamed that the contents of this metal box were the primary goal. Unable to come up with a better solution, I pulled the anomaly over the safe, extracting it from reality along with part of the wall. My spirit vision couldn’t penetrate inside, and my knife didn’t leave a scratch on the metal. The creator of this storage device was a skilled craftsman who had combined ancient metal with contemporary materials. No matter — there were always specialist safecrackers offering their services to the discerning customer. I was now certain that another fascinating meeting with Yeezy awaited me in a month. All I needed to do was earn enough ranking points for us to leave the school.

The table and chairs in the office caught my eye, so they went straight into our spatial anomaly as well. While I busied myself with the safe, Vyllea managed to snatch up a bunch of statuettes, bookshelves, and even the large map of the southern First Tier that hung on the office wall. What use did the dead Dero have for all of this, anyway? We figured we might as well relieve him of all the unnecessary possessions. The first basement level was empty, so we lit the lamps, assessing the space from the perspective of what we could extract for two poor Seekers. However, there was nothing of interest or value here. Compared to Drole’s office, it felt like a wasteland. There were some shabby tables and cabinets in a bunch of half-empty rooms — nothing intriguing or valuable. The second basement level, though, was more interesting. It was small and devoted entirely to cells. There was a separate room with an entrance to the catacombs, which was clearly in frequent use, judging by its cleanliness.

There were three prisoners inside. All were at the Silver Apprentice stage, nearly reaching Gold. I didn’t have keys, but making noise here was fine. I drained the energy from the protective sigils, and then Vyllea kicked the doors down. It didn’t work on the first try! The first door flew off its hinges, and two bright green eyes stared back at us. Inside was a member of the Tiger Clan, looking like he had spent several years in captivity. Thin, emaciated, barely clinging to life. He appeared to be about twenty years old, roughly our age!

After the auction, Vyllea and I had visited a few shops. Since we no longer needed clothes, we opted for a food store to replenish our supplies and a scroll shop. There were such shops in the capital — Warrior-stage Taoists translated their techniques into scrolls, allowing Apprentices to use the same healing methods. In Tier Zero a healing scroll cost ten spirit coins and was a rare and coveted item. Here in the First Tier, a healing scroll cost one spirit coin. Just one! There were many Warriors in the capital, and not all of them had money. So they frequented these shops, where they left some of their energy in the form of scrolls. It wasn’t much, but it was income — there were always many buyers.

Because we now had more than a hundred healing scrolls, I used one on the prisoner without hesitation. He clearly needed “repairs.” It helped — intelligence appeared in his green eyes.

“Water…” the young man whispered. Vyllea handed him a small bottle, but he was so weak he couldn’t drink on his own. We had to play nurse. He drank the entire bottle. He started coughing, nearly fainting, but we couldn’t let him pass out. I gently patted his cheeks, bringing him back to his senses.

“Please help me,” came a faint whisper. The healing wasn’t working — his body was so emaciated that the only cure for him was a bowl of hot broth. After exchanging glances, Vyllea and I checked the other two cells. The situation there was similar, except one prisoner had already passed out from hunger. Judging by the form, it was a girl. She still managed to drink some water, though. Even though she was coughing and choking, she still drank, even without waking up. Her body kept fighting, clinging to life with all its strength.

We moved all three into one cell. Only the first one was conscious. He had been silent, gathering his strength. When he saw the other prisoners, tears even appeared in his eyes. I never thought someone could cry with dry eyes, so today was an eye-opener.

“Help us escape.” The first one had clearly gathered his strength. “House Hao will repay you.”

House Hao? I didn’t know of such a house in the First Tier, so I asked, “Is there a representative of your house in Hardes?”

“No. Only Droles. Enemies. House Hao is in the West.”

“You’re from the Western region?” I clarified. The prisoner nodded. “Did you come here to study?” Another nod. “Third year? The School of Spirit Power? You’ve been here for a month? Are they students, too? Do you study together?”

Every time, the boy nodded, confirming my words. The situation seemed completely unclear. Three third-year students from the School of Spirit Power, all Silver Apprentices belonging to one of the Tiger Clan’s houses in the west, ended up imprisoned by a representative of the southern house — one that also belonged to the Tiger Clan. They hadn’t shown up for their studies, and surely someone should have started worrying by now. At least their relatives. The teachers likely didn’t care much about students not returning from vacation. Or maybe they did? What if they had returned? It sounded crazy, but I had no other explanation for what was happening. One Tiger, actively working with the dark side of the capital and possessing many interesting artifacts made by demons, kept three students in his basement. Moreover, he was starving them. Why? Why was he so confident that no one would raise an alarm about these students disappearing? Perhaps because, to the rest of the world, the students were still at school under the guise of this trio? Or maybe it wasn’t just a trio? Could it be all those held in the cells? No, that was complete nonsense! One could even speculate that the anomaly near the school of ascension had been hidden intentionally, and that we had ruined someone’s plans. But a nagging feeling of certainty suggested that my thoughts, no matter how nonsensical, were only partly so. In minor details. House Drole were enemies… That’s what the boy said. Enemies of another Tiger Clan house from the west of the empire. What did that imply? It implied that I needed to find a way to rescue this trio. How?

“Vyllea, grab this pair; I’ll take the talkative one. We’re leaving.”

There were no objections — the emaciated bodies weighed almost nothing. At least to us. As we approached the front door, I assessed the square again — at the height of night, it was empty despite the bright lighting. Ideally, we should have swapped our conspicuous Seeker attire for something darker, but the Heavens would likely disapprove of such stealth. Seekers didn’t pretend to be anyone else. If we couldn’t hide, we had to be ourselves. That was the law, as far as we were concerned.

As a precaution, we used the Steps technique a few times to get off the square and, once House Drole’s palace was out of sight, brought out Molly. The guest space had been folded up, so I carefully placed the three bodies there — our guide had decided to pass out again. All we did was cover them with a blanket to prevent any curious passersby from wondering why there were three bodies in a Seekers’ self-propelled carriage. We roamed through Hardes aimlessly for a while. The gates closed at night, and getting out of the city required the highest permission from House Soth. We didn’t have it. Nor did we have the faintest idea what to do next. By rescuing the prisoners from the cells, we took on responsibility for their lives. It wasn’t the most necessary commitment, but retreating wasn’t an option. This trio would have to survive.

As I turned into another street, I stopped. I had subconsciously made our way to the Seekers’ quarter, and judging by what I saw, a certain very interesting Taoist was there tonight. Yeezy was sitting in the tavern despite the late hour, conversing with someone. Having waited until his guest headed to the back room and then downstairs to the city’s underground, Vyllea and I entered the tavern. Yeezy was about to leave, but upon seeing us, he even deigned to crack a smile.

“The Heavens themselves have brought you to me tonight, Seekers. Please have a seat.”

Once we settled in, Yeezy waved his hand, releasing a standard protective formation made of flags, not pegs like mine. This was quite interesting — the previous time the Seeker of the fifth rank hadn’t thought about privacy at all.

“Well then, let’s get straight to the point. Time is not on your side now. Last evening, House Drole placed an order for the assassination of two Seekers, and it was accepted despite agreements between guilds not to touch each other. It’s a rather delicate state of affairs that will need to come to a resolution of some sort, but it won’t matter to you: within the next two months, you will die. That’s the term of the contract, and for it, the killers will recruit their every asset. Unless, of course, we come to an agreement.”

“We as in the Seekers’ guild or the Assassins’ guild?” I couldn’t resist asking.

“We as in us. Just an unprepossessing elderly Taoist named Yeezy and two young but equally unprepossessing Taoists named Zander and Vyllea. No Seekers or assassins. So, shall we start negotiating?”


Chapter 9

“SO, YOU’RE SAYING we have nowhere to hide in the capital. Nor can we hide in the school of ascension. We have nowhere to hide in general,” I summarized everything the old man had just told us. “And yet we must hide somewhere, because the Assassins' Guild will still carry out the assignment they had been forced into accepting, albeit reluctantly. And information gatherers will help them. Isn’t it a bit excessive to involve so many assets just to get rid of two insignificant Taoists?”

“What can I say? You have largely brought it on yourselves. Insignificant Taoists don’t go about casually killing highly influential Taoists. So you have no other option, young people. Either you disappear for two months, or you disappear forever. Those who come after you have Copper Warriors for breakfast. Are you sure you can handle the geniuses of unwanted entity elimination? They won’t even need to enter direct contact with you.”

“Then I completely fail to see how an unprepossessing elderly Taoist named Yeezy might be of any help to us,” I leaned towards the old man, practically pressing my head against his. He didn’t pull away — he seemed amused by the situation. Our helplessness. Our fear. Our confusion. It must have felt very pleasant to be in control.

“You’ll stay at my house for two months, and during that time, the brave kids sent to fulfill the order won’t see you at all. You’ll cease to exist for that period. Then the Assassins’ Guild will regretfully inform House Drole that the order cannot be fulfilled due to the absence of the target.”

“And the price of your generosity is to open an energy core?” I asked. “But how will we know that the order for our assassination actually exists and isn’t just the fabrication of a cunning and devious Taoist?”

“Young people, in times like ours, one doesn’t simply…”

Yeezy didn’t finish his sentence — one’s capacity to speak tended to get greatly impaired when one had knife blades in one’s heart and temple. I’d made the decision so quickly that even I was surprised at how coldly I had killed the lying Seeker. I was tired of negotiating, flattering, and dodging. Yeezy was a Gold Apprentice, so his protection was of the same level. He had several protective artifacts that, judging by the amount of energy they contained, could withstand a blow from a Golden Warrior. But I hadn’t leaned in close to the old man for no reason. My voracious core had absorbed all the energy stored in the artifacts, turning them into beautiful, yet utterly useless trinkets. Judging by how easy it was, the amulets had also been made in a world different from ours. More demon creations for the First Tier! After that, it was a matter of technique — the teleportation technique that had allowed me to slam Yeezy against the wall and then striking with two knives capable of piercing an Apprentice’s spirit armor. Without his protective artifacts, Yeezy was just a simple Taoist. However, I had encountered a surprise — despite the blades in his heart and temple, Yeezy’s body refused to fit into my inventory. Somehow, the old man was still alive! I had to use my jian to sever his head from his body. That worked — this time the body finally fit into the inventory. But an unpleasant realization hit me — just because you thought someone was dead didn’t mean they actually were.

“That was the right thing to do, husband,” Vyllea’s calm voice came from behind. While I was dealing with Yeezy, my wife had finished off the bartender. He was an unfamiliar Seeker of the first rank, probably working the night shift while the owner of the establishment slept. There were no other patrons in the tavern, as my spirit vision confirmed.

“Now we just need to determine whether there really is a hunt for us or if it was the bluff of an old man trying to put some pressure on us,” I said as I righted the overturned table. The only signs of a murder were the bloodstain where I had beheaded Yeezy and a few fallen bottles from when Vyllea had dealt with the replacement bartender. But I didn’t feel like cleaning up. I had done what needed to be done. The one who had no right to wear a Seeker’s plaque had been punished. We would deal with the consequences later.

“Does it even matter? We have three bodies in Molly. We took on the responsibility for their lives. Seekers never back down from their word. We need to return them to their relatives. Do you know what will happen to us if we don’t return to the School of Spirit Power for another two months?”

“It’s a gross violation of the rules. They will likely kick us out of the elite class, and we can forget about free education. A thousand spirit coins per year for each of us and a new class. Trifles, all of them. Ready for a trip? I’ve never been to the western part of the empire; it’s high time to correct that.”

When Earis appeared over the horizon and the gates opened, we left the city. No one searched us — the guards were preoccupied with those entering. A considerable number of carts had accumulated overnight. They only gave us a glance, more out of curiosity about Molly — the striking red cart drew everyone’s interest.

There were two ways to reach the western part of the empire. The first and simplest was to use the portal in the palace of House Soth. But I had no idea which house of the Tiger Clan it would take us to. What if it would be the same House Drole, the enemy of House Hao? The risk wasn’t worth it. Besides, we didn’t want to show the three former captives to anyone in House Soth. There would be questions we’d be most reluctant to answer. So we opted for the second method — a long and scenic journey. Here we had a significant advantage over other travelers: Molly! Our self-propelled cart moved forward so quickly that we reached the mountain of the School of Spirit Power in just a few hours. It was nice to travel when the roads weren’t clogged with everybody eager to enter the school of ascension.

We didn’t try to emulate the heroes of old who could cover enormous distances in one day, so four hours after leaving the school of ascension we made a stop. We needed to care for our passengers — the talkative guy had regained consciousness, but his unfortunate companions were in worse condition. We left the road. First I set up a protective formation to hide Molly and our guests from prying eyes, and then Vyllea and I retreated into the forest. The not-so-pleasant but still unavoidable task of binding the artifacts needed to be taken care of. We decided to start with two of them, the tent and the bath, and handle the rest in the evening. The binding took an entire hour — thirty minutes for each item. It was something we’d both have very gladly skipped. Not only was the process extremely uncomfortable, but the items from the Master stage also left terrible abrasions on our internal organs. Our energy core prevented us from turning into dark dust, but it couldn’t fully protect us from the harmful effects of Third-Tier energy. We had to use healing scrolls — without them, we wouldn’t even be able to walk after the binding.

After setting up the tent and bath, we had to turn the clumps of dirt known as the offspring of House Hao back into people. Vyllea took care of the girl while I handled the boys. And I must say that it was quite a task — the dirt seemed to have ingrained so deeply that it came off only with the skin. Their clothes were in tatters, so we had to use our spoils. Good thing I thought to take one of the wardrobes from Dero Drole’s house, even though Vyllea grumbled about the rags and old clothes inside. Well, they sure came in handy now!

The transformation back into people did them good — all three regained consciousness. Problems began immediately — the representatives of House Hao refused to eat. Apparently, even the talkative one didn’t understand what was happening and didn’t want to accept food from strangers. He simply didn’t remember us!

“If you don’t eat, you’ll die,” I said, struggling to hide my irritation. The hour by which we had been required to return to the School of Spirit Power had just struck. We had made our choice, but a worm of doubt still gnawed at my soul, suggesting we might do better to go back and fulfill our commitments to the elite class curator.

“Who are you? Where are we?” The question came from the “talkative” one. Apparently, among this trio, he was the highest-born. The others remained silent.

“I am Seeker Zander, and this is Seeker Vyllea. We have pulled you out of the cages of a Taoist named Dero Drole. When we found you, you asked for help, even if you don’t remember it now. We decided it wasn’t right to leave three students of the School of Spirit Power in such a state. Technically, we should have handed you over to House Drole, as they represent the Tiger Clan in the south of the empire. But you managed to convey to us that House Drole are enemies. We couldn’t clarify whose enemies exactly, as you lost consciousness. So we decided to take you and the two other captives to the west.”

“Only two? Why didn’t you take the others?”

“Because there were no others. You three were the only ones in Dero Drole’s cells.”

“No others…” the girl whispered, as if she had heard the most terrible news of her life.

“So, back to the main point — if you don’t eat, I'll have to force-feed you. So, open your weakened mouths and swallow. My wife has put a lot of effort into cooking. Show some respect for her work!”

This time, there was no resistance, and soon, the three plates were empty. Judging by how our guests slumped, they were utterly exhausted — likely their last meal had been before their capture. It was a good decision to prepare a simple rice broth for them. Nevertheless, we couldn’t let them relax too much. There were still six hours of travel ahead, and they could sleep during the journey.

“Now tell us why three third-year students from the School of Spirit Power were in Dero Drole’s cells and why House Drole is considered your enemy? Also, I need to know where to take you. I have no idea where House Hao is located or how well-known it is in the west.”

“My name is Sadush Hao,” the talkative boy introduced himself. “The Great House Hao rules the First Tier of the West part of the Empire. It is a great and mighty house, compared to which House Drole is mere dust underfoot!”

“And yet that dust has managed to lock you up.”

“They... betrayed our world. House Drole has allied with the demons. A month ago, we arrived for our studies — we were supposed to conquer the black anomaly. But we were captured. Twenty-five students. We were all placed in cells. I’ll only speak for myself now. A day later, some scrawny old man and a demon my age came. I don’t know what the old man did, but he had somehow transferred my appearance onto the demon! It was terrifying. He seemed to extract a part of me and insert it into that creature from another world. It even stopped smelling foul!”

“The old man came to me, too,” the girl chimed in.

“And to me!” the third one added.

“Dero wanted to kill us immediately, but the old man ordered him not to touch us. We had to suffer. Every day, some creature from the depths of the city approached our cells. It fed on our emotions. Our suffering. The door didn’t allow us to see it, but I felt when that creature came.”

“It sent chills down my spine. It felt like it was drinking our very souls,” the girl said, her gaze becoming glassy. “I heard the screams of our neighbors. Heard their curses. After two weeks, the weakest started dying. Those who had just entered the school. The creature came every day, but over time its visits became less frequent. We no longer seemed like tasty prey to it. We had no strength left. But no one wanted to kill us either. Dero Drole came to me several times… He… He was stronger, and I couldn’t do anything about it… But gradually, my emaciated body stopped appealing to him.”

So, that’s why the passage to the underground part of the capital from Dero Drole’s house looked so clean — it was in frequent use. A creature that fed on emotions. A scrawny old man who could change the appearance of others. And probably his own as well.

“Seekers, what stage of ascension are you at? Dero Drole was a Warrior. When he finds out you freed us, he will come after us.”

“He won't be coming after anyone anymore.” I materialized Dero Drole’s body on the floor. “Is this him?”

“Yes,” all three replied, looking as if they had just been guaranteed life. So naïve! I could tell them right then that their troubles were only beginning! A second body joined the first, albeit in a somewhat disassembled state.

“That’s the old man who turned the demon into me,” Sadush Hao said after a pause. “Dero Drole, the old man… Who are you?”

“Seekers who have promised to get you home. It’s a pity we didn’t find out about your house right away — we could have used the portal. Now we’ll have to travel for a whole month. Rest now — you need to regain your strength for the journey. If anyone needs help, don’t hesitate to ask. Showing excessive pride now would make no sense at all.”

Vyllea tended to the girl while I helped the boys, and soon we were speeding westward, avoiding populated areas. It became clear to me that Yeezy had been much more than a mere fence. He was the potential liaison between different factions, and he also knew how to transform bodies! Besides, he was involved with demons, just like Dero Drole. I replayed the conversation in my head when I laid Dero Drole’s body before the old man. He didn’t look at it even once! Then he disappeared and claimed there was a bounty on me. Of course there would be a bounty — he had most likely announced as much himself to lure us into his home and use us as tools. It was a good thing I hadn’t asked him about the key — the old man would likely have attacked me first. But as it stood, I had caught him off guard — he had relied too much on his artifact protection.

If anyone came after us, it wouldn’t be the Assassins’ Guild. It would be those truly responsible for the demons’ presence in our world. It turns out the anomaly near the School of Spirit Power had remained undiscovered due to reasons other than mere incompetence — namely, because it benefited the demons’ allies. We’d thwarted the plans of someone highly influential — someone who was responsible for taking Tigers and demons into the black anomaly. I had a strong feeling that returning to the School of Spirit Power in the south of the First Tier was out of the question for us. We wouldn’t last a day there.

So, what options did we have? A training base we’d stumbled upon. A demon portal just ten days’ ride from the capital of the First Tier. Demons disguised as students in the school of ascension… What kind of a tangle was it ultimately? Was the Phoenix Clan looking after their territory at all? Or was House Soth sending out false reports to the effect that everything was stable and fine, just like House Wang back in Tier Zero? Maybe it wasn’t without reason that I developed an instant dislike for some of the members of the House Soth council. They seemed… sinister somehow?

Hold on a moment! The Nameless One. Clyed Feng had mentioned that he was responsible for Tier Zero and desperately wanted to move to the first, but he only visited it occasionally. He wasn’t trusted enough yet. What if he sent me to the training camp not to have us killed, but to stir up trouble? To get the Nameless One currently in charge of the First Tier removed or retired, to be replaced by Clyed Feng as the most suitable and fitting candidate? He couldn’t be acting alone; questions would arise about how he had come by the coordinates of the training base. Why was he meddling where no one asked him? But who would suspect two Seekers, especially problematic ones like us? After all, we always seemed to appear where there was trouble. What did that suggest? It suggested I made a colossal mistake by not summoning the portal guardian. I decided to wait for a meeting with Clyed Feng and ask him directly. That was very foolish and wrong!

Alright, what was done was done — we were barred from the capital. If House Soth was indeed collaborating with House Drole, they wouldn’t let us anywhere near the portal. There were too many Warriors in the palace — we might fight our way to the device and even activate it, but our guests wouldn’t survive. So, only one option remained — continue the journey.

An unpleasant tingling sensation between my shoulder blades indicated that we were being pursued. I retrieved the green daggers, tools for creating artifacts, and two boxes, each worth at least a hundred thousand spirit coins. Millenarian chamomiles in all their glory.

“Vyllea, we’ll have company soon. I need your help. Grind these up.”

Applying the symbol that pierced the spiritual armor of an Apprentice to the blade was relatively straightforward. But would it be enough? If we were up against Warriors, their spirit armor would be correspondingly stronger. I still didn’t fully understand all the features of our new artifact — during the battle, it had somehow scratched Vyllea despite her protection. Why? Did the blade already have a symbol that allowed it to pierce spirit armor? Unlikely — the blades only scratched, not causing any serious wounds. A thorough study was required, but I had no such opportunity: the tingling between my shoulder blades intensified. Our enemies were closing in, and quickly.

I set our guests in the back of the vehicle. For us, breaking camp took only seconds — just enough time to pack the tent and remove the protective formation. I didn’t want to fight in this open space, as attacks could come from any direction. Old man Yeezy had likely informed everyone that two Seekers had eliminated a Warrior-tier Taoist, so they wouldn’t send mere Apprentices after us. Only Warriors, and not the lower-ranked ones, either. They would come with advanced techniques, protection, and a plethora of lethal threats, including gases, auras, and artifacts. At least the encounter with Yeezy had been somewhat informative in that respect — he had managed to convince me that rank wasn’t always the primary factor — sometimes even a bunch of ants could harm a tiger.

Our guests were clearly intrigued by our tent, self-propelled cart, and even the bath, but the highborn scions of House Hao managed to refrain from asking too many questions. I pushed the cart to its limits, gradually feeling the tingling between my shoulder blades fade as our pursuers fell behind. By the time Earis had touched the horizon, the sensation had vanished — our pursuers had likely stopped for the night. Thanks to my spirit vision, I could continue driving in complete darkness, striving to put as much distance between us and our pursuers as possible. They would have to stop, ask villagers about us, and… Realization struck me: our enemies might be smarter than I anticipated. Why chase us now if they know our destination? They know I killed Dero and that the prisoners are gone. Therefore, the prisoners must be with me, heading west. House Drole representatives would simply use the portal to reach House Hao as guests. The west wouldn’t know what was happening in the south. They’d intercept us near the western capital. Why rush to catch us now? If they couldn’t catch us immediately, they’d proceed more cautiously. I was sure someone from the pursuit would follow us just to keep us on edge and prevent even the slightest chance of failure. The Seekers were destined to die — everything else was secondary.

We drove nonstop for the next week. Our passengers began to recover, absorbing energy from both the world and their meals. However, their skeletal thinness persisted, indicating something was missing. When my spiritual vision detected beasts, I realized the Heavens had placed them in our path for a reason. If my understanding of their energy-formed appearance was correct, there was a family of four tigers — three Silver and one Gold Apprentice — in the dense forest ahead. Just what we needed. I stopped the cart on an abandoned road; the last village was far behind us. According to the map, we were now in vast uninhabited lands stretching all the way to the Tiger Clan territory — areas teeming with beasts, demons, and various cultists.

“Folks, here’s an important question. Does anyone here follow the Beast Path in their Ascension?” I asked.

Judging by their exchanged glances, all of them did, including Vyllea, who showed keen interest in my question.

“Understood. Do you have any preferences for beasts? I can offer some nutritious Silver-ranked tigers.”

“Are you serious?” Harga Hao asked in astonishment. The third passenger’s name was Elad Hao. Harga and Elad belonged to secondary branches of House Hao, while Sadush was one of the many nephews of the House’s head.

“Zander has asked you a question!” Vyllea's irritation at having strangers around had been building up, and she was ready to snap at any provocation, even when it was completely uncalled for. Now she apparently felt the need to defend me, as if I couldn’t speak for myself.

“The Tiger Clan strictly forbids eating tigers,” Sadush replied. “Only the greatest Taoists, those deemed worthy by the House Hao, are allowed to consume them. In twenty years, I’ve never had such an honor bestowed upon me.”

“So, the problem isn’t that it’s forbidden, but that there aren’t enough tigers to go around, right?” I asked.

Sadush nodded, but it was clear he could barely contain his emotions. Ordinary food and healing were good, but consuming a beast of the same rank was a truly cathartic experience to anyone following the Beast Path.

“Judging by your current state, none of you are up for hunting. So, Sadush, tell me how you want the tigers prepared. And don’t look at me like that. I’ll serve them however you prefer. I promised to get you home alive, and to do that, I need to feed you properly. You are thus free to tell me all about your most secret gastronomic desires. For example, have you ever consumed a beast’s essence raw, with its meridians still warm and full of energy? Why do you all look so green? Really, you haven’t tried it?”


Chapter 10

“THAT’S DISGUSTING,” Harga moaned, turning to her side. Seeing the bloodied Elad beside her, she turned green again and vomited. It didn’t help; the essences of the Silver-ranked Apprentice tigers had already dissolved into her rapidly recovering body.

Dealing with the tigers was no problem — four powerful strikes broke their bodies before they could use any techniques, sending them crashing to the ground. Vyllea had managed to keep her wits about her; she even asked, pointing at the Gold Apprentice tiger, if it was for her. Then, however, she lost control, frantically shoving the bloody, energy-filled flesh into her mouth as if she hadn’t eaten in a lifetime. Since the tiger’s rank surpassed hers, I had to perform a brief conjunction to normalize the energy flows. But I didn’t fully stabilize them — Vyllea needed to handle that herself. It would be good for her.

Molly could traverse the forest, but there was no point, so I carried the three House Hao members back. They refused to act like Vyllea, preferring to consume cooked meat despite its lack of energy. I insisted, and Sadush was the first. I brought him to a tiger, ripped open the chest while it was still alive, extracted the core, and, prying open his resisting mouth, shoved the essence inside. Vomiting sounds echoed as Harga and Elad convulsed. Sadush should have convulsed too, but he had lost control — his eyes glazed over, and he began growling like a starving beast, mimicking Vyllea. Without knowing what he was doing, Sadush started shoving the meridians into his mouth with his hands. When they stopped glowing, he collapsed. His body was a maelstrom of energy, but I didn’t stabilize it. He could handle the Qi. The tiger was of his rank, so this member of House Hao should be able to control the raging energies within.

Next was the resisting Elad, and finally, the screaming and cursing Harga. They couldn’t put up a real fight, and once the essence was in their mouths, they forgot everything else. Maybe I was wrong, but I needed them alive and well. I didn’t want to coddle them like children. They’d endure this once.

While they lay unconscious, battling the tumultuous energy inside, I butchered the tigers and started cooking. With good meat, various seasonings, and proper recipes, I managed to create a culinary masterpiece — at least for those fleeing pursuers and short on time. If I had a proper kitchen with artifact utensils, the result would have been much better.

“It’s disgusting, but nonetheless necessary, Harga,” I replied as I set the table. By my estimation, Vyllea wouldn’t come to her senses for another six hours, so I wasn’t worried about her.

“My father used to talk about this way of consuming essences, but I had always thought he was just trying to scare me,” Sadush said thoughtfully. He had recovered enough energy to stand up. “It may not be exactly pleasant, but… it’s still effective. Very effective, in fact. Is Vyllea alright?”

“One of the tigers was of the Gold rank,” I explained. “She needs a bit more time.”

I already knew that all three were simple Taoists — no absolutes of any sort. While they slept, I created a sigil and checked each one. I didn’t need any extra surprises. In fact, it would be prudent to transfer the sigil onto some object and activate it when meeting unfamiliar people. It was always useful to know who you dealt with. The School of Spirit Power’s books described such a technique, but it required ingredients I didn’t have ar hand — common items like crushed charcoal and copper shavings. My mistake. When I assembled my artifact set, I went for the most expensive essences, thinking simple items would be easy to find. Who would have thought the Heavens would lead me to a remote area without a single proper village? No matter — I could buy out an entire artifact shop when I got the chance. I already had a list of everything I needed.

“Sadush, I need a map of the western part of the Empire — even a rough one will do. Since you can stand, start drawing. Yes, right on the ground.”

To make it easier, I spread out the map of the southern part of First Tier that we had taken from Dero Drole’s wall. If I understood correctly, we had covered a bit more than half the distance to the regional border in a week. It was amusing that settled lands flanked us on both sides, divided by a vast forest known as the Darkwood. My father had once saved a House Soth heir from a wolf there. I had thought the Darkwood of the First Tier would be a terrifying and dangerous place teeming with all sorts of powerful beasts, monsters, and bandits. But it turned out to be just like any other forest, albeit with stronger beasts and the odd occasional demon wormhole. It also had training camps and Red anomalies of the Master rank. Alright, I had to concede it. Had Vyllea and I not been conjoined Warriors with meridians capable of using Overlord-level techniques, we wouldn’t have handled the four tigers I prepared for breakfast as easily. We were indeed traveling across dangerous areas. We were just slightly more dangerous ourselves.

Sadush finished drawing and pointed to a city in the center of the western sector.

“This is Elths, the First Tier’s capital.”

“Then we’ll go like this.” I drew a route that circled around the capital. The third-year students didn’t understand my plan, so I had to explain about House Drole and my theory that our pursuers wouldn’t chase us, but rather wait at the city. They’d expect us to enter from the north or from the east. It would take a genius to guess that we’d take a detour and enter through the western gates.

“We can do it differently.” Sadush pointed to a city near the border. “This is Banweer. We can stop there and send a messenger to my father."

It seemed like a good idea, but for some reason I felt it wasn’t the right thing to do.

“Why complicate things?” Harga, still green, approached us. “We could make a contract between Sadush Hao and Seeker Zander. For instance, an apprenticeship, but with a clause detailing our situation. A golden sheet will go to the head of the house, or even the family — they must approve such things. If they reject it, the head can write what we should do.”

“Great idea! Do you have a golden sheet? I don’t.”

“You’re a Seeker,” the girl said, baffled. “How do you take on tasks without contract forms? Everybody knows that Seekers won’t ever lift a finger without a contract!”

“As you can see, not all Seekers are the same. If we’d waited for a golden sheet, you’d have starved by now. Your idea to head into a major city to buy golden sheets was right. But we won’t stop to send messengers — we’ll go straight to the capital. Sit down and eat. Grilled tiger meat might not be as nutritious as raw essences, but you need to restore your bodies…”

We traveled for another week across Phoenix Clan territory, often trudging through trackless wilderness. The roads indicated on the map didn’t exist. If it weren’t for the mountains towering to our right, we might have thought we were lost, but this wasn’t the case — we were moving directly toward our destination finding absolutely nothing in places where there should have been roads. If we had taken a few days to detour left or right, we would have ended up on normal trade routes lined with villages and even large towns. But we didn’t want to do that — it wouldn’t have sped us up, and we didn’t need the extra attention.

“Zander, a red anomaly. A few miles straight ahead.”

The news was quite welcome: even a heart from an Apprentice-stage red anomaly would be useful to us. However, I couldn’t reach the target — when a mess of mirrors entered the range of my spirit vision, I noticed a camp nearby. I counted fifteen beings. Beings, not people — five high demons and ten lesser ones. All of them were Silver Apprentices. Either Gold Apprentices or even Warriors were currently passing through the anomaly, or it was a relatively simple formation that Silver Apprentices could handle by themselves. Oh, another valid question: why did I assume there were demons near the anomaly and not people with dogs? Because the specific build of the pig-like creatures was unmistakable.

“Demons. Do we leave them or deal with them?”

“If they aren’t from the Urbangos tribe, which has no business in the First Tier, we kill them all!” My wife’s bloodthirstiness sometimes scared me. “They’re collecting our spoils! Is there anyone serious among them?”

“Third-year students from The School of Spirit Power, are you ready to show how well you’ve been trained? There are demons ahead, Silver Apprentices; we need to eliminate them.” I stopped Molly and turned around. Our unwilling passengers weren’t very comfortable. The cargo bay in Molly didn’t offer much space, and stretching their legs like they could in the front wasn’t an option. If it weren’t for the smooth ride, they would have bruised all their insides.

“Demons?” The eyes of all three started to fill with blood. Their bodies were gradually regaining mass, although full recovery was still a long way off. Nevertheless, with filled meridians and techniques learned at school, they posed a serious threat to any creatures of their rank. Vyllea and I couldn’t always be the ones fighting. We would handle the anomaly — there were likely tougher opponents inside. I didn’t believe in high-stage demons being present. At most, there could be a Warrior. Bronze, but more likely just Copper rank. There was no reason to send anyone serious to such a remote place. They hadn’t even set up a protective formation! This meant they understood that no one was in this area. There weren’t even any roads! By the way… how did they transport their loot? I could see crates… more demonic artifacts, probably working without binding. I’d love to figure out how to make those. My items in the First Tier would sell like hotcakes! But I wasn’t focusing…

“Great, you’re ready. In that case, let’s go! Show that we’re feeding you for a reason!”

Molly covered about a mile of wilderness in mere minutes. We were spotted from afar — the demons began to scurry around. The lesser ones rushed toward us, hoping to intercept us halfway. Our passengers focused their attention on those first, hitting them with techniques. These weren’t the Apprentices’ standard spirit arrows — the third-year students used something that engaged five meridians at once, sending a stream of energy at high speed. It resembled a power burst, but directed into the air and not under their feet. I memorized the activation sequence of the meridians; I’d have to replicate it sometime. The once-formidable spirit arrow had become utterly obsolete.

The lesser demons didn’t stand a chance. The last and most agile creature, which had managed to escape my passengers’ attacks, was crushed with Molly. For some reason, the demon had thought our vehicle would suffer if it bit the wheels, but it was sorely mistaken. The teeth of a lesser demon from the First Tier couldn’t damage an artifact from the central region. Meanwhile, the wheels had turned the demon into a pancake.

Molly stopped not far from the camp. There had once been five high demons here, preparing for battle. But the fight didn’t happen: when the distance between us had decreased to three hundred feet, I had released the green knives. Why fight ourselves when artifacts could do it for us? Moreover, high demons weren’t mindless creatures like the lesser ones that attacked anything that moves. They were serious and dangerous opponents who must be taken seriously. Vyllea and I wouldn’t be harmed — Silver Apprentices couldn’t penetrate our spirit armor — but the three scions of House Hao might have suffered if they got hit by a stray attack. Thus, I only used the knives, and only did it from a distance.

I easily chose the four to kill — two on the right, two on the left. The demon in the center looked much wealthier than the others. It seemed he was the leader, and the others were either his servants or even slaves. A symbol was depicted on the demon’s chest, but Vyllea shook her head — she didn’t recognize the tribe he belonged to.

“Don’t touch that one!” I ordered, stopping Molly thirty feet from the camp. A well-trodden path led away from it — they had been transporting their loot by cart, and judging by the still-empty crates, it had happened very recently.

“Vyllea, check the anomaly. You three, stay in the cart! As for you, demon, do you want to live?”

“Live? The boy wants to play with me before killing me?” The ready-to-fight man sneered. He looked about thirty, wearing expensive clothes with the symbol of an unknown tribe. Clearly, he wasn’t a commoner. Even his jian looked formidable and expensive. He didn’t take his eyes off the two green blades hovering near my shoulders. Neither did the three Tigers; they were clearly unprepared for this. Keeping the blades airborne consumed a tremendous amount of energy, but I needed to maintain my status. Until we made a deal, the green blades had to remain active.

“I am a Seeker. If a Seeker gives their word, they will do everything to keep it. If you explain what’s happening here and answer my questions calmly and thoroughly, you’ll gain your freedom. You will live as long as you don’t attack me or any of my companions. I can even escort you to a wormhole to return you to your world.”

“A wormhole, you say? Don’t you presume too much, Seeker?”

“You will tell me about the wormhole. Even if I have to carve that information out of you piece by piece. And my hand won’t waver, trust me on this one.”

“Zander, it’s a Warrior-stage anomaly! We’ll have to go through it completely!” Vyllea emerged from the mess of broken mirrors. She approached the demon without any concern that he might attack and try to kill her. Vyllea sniffed the air and asked,

“Do you know the Urbangos tribe?”

“Yes, they’re from the Second Circle,” the captive nodded. “Two years ago, their leader had conquered the lands of our former Overlord, and now the entire south of Circles Zero, First, and Second is controlled by the Urbangos tribe. As is most of the Third Circle as well.”

“Almyrda has achieved that much greatness?” Vyllea’s eyes sparkled at the news about her mother.

“It’s hard not to become great when your husband is an Overlord of the Golden rank who’d decided to unite all the southern tribes into one entity.”

“Are you talking about Shang Li?” I asked. “He became the husband of Almyrda of the Urbangos tribe?”

“She is now Almyrda Li. Those who didn’t agree with the new Overlord’s policies had to flee. Either to other regions or here, to the human world. I chose this world; conquering it is easier than anything. It’s surprising this hadn’t been done earlier. Humans are weak and greedy for spirit coins. They are ready to sell everyone and everything, caring only about their gain. We were allocated lands where we could feel at home. We are allowed to feed by wiping out entire villages and even small towns. There are many of us in your world, Seeker! Sooner or later, we will take over because humans are only good as servants or food. What can I say, even your knives have been made not by your artificers but by ours! We are better at everything!”

“Did you recognize the knives? Is the one who created them in this world?”

“Of course. The great artificer Carros makes true masterpieces!”

“Where can we find this ‘great artificer’?”

“Even if I knew, I’d never tell you, human!”

“Do you want to return to your world, demon? Do you want Almyrda Li to show you her favor?”

Judging by the twitch on the captive’s face, he desired this with every fiber of his being. I moved my hand, releasing the stakes of the protective formation. Soon, we were covered by an impenetrable shield that allowed us to talk freely.

“I am Vyllea, daughter of Almyrda of the Urbangos tribe,” Vyllea proudly declared. “Daughter of Almyrda Li. If you tell my husband everything he wants to know, my mother will show you favor. I will send a note through you. You can read its contents to ensure there’s nothing there that would spell danger for you. Almyrda will welcome you into her tribe and elevate your status.”

“Ask your questions.” It seemed the captive had finally broken. Returning to his homeland had become his ultimate desire, and he was willing to do almost anything to achieve it. Some conqueror…

The questioning continued until the end of the day. I was interested in everything, including why the demon didn’t have yellow eyes with vertical pupils and the specific smell of death. The answer surprised me — it was the rings! The great artificer Carros had crafted an artifact based on cheap rings that completely eliminated the smell and altered the appearance of the eyes. Again, it was rough and imperfect, but it worked. It was as if this Carros had dabbled in everything, but did nothing thoroughly, and yet he was perceived as a great creator here in the human world.

However, everything else Stoor, the demon from the now-destroyed tribe, revealed was deeply unsettling. The entire western part of the southern sector of the empire, overseen by the Phoenix Clan, had been handed over to the demons to do as they pleased. Stoor didn’t know the details; special negotiators and traders handled that, but he heard two names: House Soth and House Drole. These houses were so closely linked they appeared to act a single entity. I asked why the demons sent the loot from anomalies back to their world. Stoor explained that they were exiled, but not forgotten. The Urbangos tribe received highly valued items in the demon world in exchange for goods that helped demons feel comfortable in the human world.

Stoor was not the most useful captive. He may have been ignorant, or very cunning, good at pretending, and capable of playing with the information he divulged skillfully — we had no way to verify his claims at the moment. We couldn’t forget we were being hunted. Though I hadn’t felt any sensations between my shoulder blades for a whole week, caution was still necessary.

Stoor was bad with maps, but managed to indicate the location of a wormhole. As I suspected, it was a week’s journey from us. This wormhole had already been known to us, so at least the demon wasn’t lying about this delicate matter. When asked if he could pass into another world, Stoor assured us there would be no problem — he had a pass. We had to examine it — the artifact was a small plaque with a symbol on it. Since Stoor’s entire team had similar passes, there was no need to worry — we would take the passes from their corpses. As I thought, the caravan with the loot had left three days ago, and we had gotten lucky: among those transporting the loot over such a long distance was a Warrior demon. We were quite reluctant to encounter such beings now. The next batch would be ready in three weeks, so Stoor wasn’t too concerned about reaching the wormhole on his own. A cart would come for him.

Vyllea wrote a letter — sacrificing one of our expensive and rare parchment sheets. My wife informed her mother that she was well, training, had already reached the First Tier, and would visit to share joyous news as soon as possible. She didn’t mention becoming a human’s wife. Almyrda would likely fly into a rage and kill the messenger. We didn’t need that.

“Don’t touch the demon!” I commanded the third-year students. Seeing the extremely hostile expressions in their eyes and their readiness to defy even at the cost of their lives, I had to explain further: “He has provided valuable information that will help us understand what’s happening in our world. He has earned his freedom and his life.”

“This information must become known to House Hao.” Sadush barely contained his urge to destroy the enemy. I understood him well — the demon had shamelessly talked about eating humans in large quantities. But he did so with the permission of the people who allowed such atrocities to continue in the southern part of the First Tier. Blaming the demon for following his path to ascension would be as foolish as blaming the rain for being wet.

“Understood. When we arrive in the capital, I will relay everything I have found out to the head or council of House Hao. But for now, he is not to be touched. I need a response from all three of you!”

Elad and Harga promised they wouldn’t attack the demon, albeit very reluctantly. I conjured a tent with a bath, several buckets, as there was a river nearby, and made the students fetch water. There were no objections — we hadn’t bathed properly for a week. While everyone dealt with the chores, Vyllea and I entered the anomaly. I wanted to understand what had intrigued my wife so much and why we had to go through the entire anomaly instead of just taking its heart.

I received the answer as soon as the space stopped shimmering — we found ourselves in a base-type anomaly. The demons who had been operating here had already managed to clear out the first few rooms; even the wall and floor coverings in the corridors had been removed, but the large red cross on the canvas couldn’t be misinterpreted. This base was an ancient medical center. A place where we might find a healing capsule. It seemed we’d need to exit and set up a protective formation. The Tigers shouldn’t know about our discovery.


Chapter 11

“TELL ME, STOOR, what exactly were you extracting from the anomaly? Is there a list?”

“First, the golems had been destroyed, then the warriors took all the ancient items. We were dealing with the metal sheathing — the ancient human metal is highly valued in our world.”

“When did the warriors take the ancient items?” I struggled to keep my emotions in check. I wanted to shake all the information out of the demon immediately, but we needed to be patient. We had promised Stoor his life, and the Heavens wouldn’t be pleased if we accidentally killed the demon. All Vyllea and I had managed to retrieve from the anomaly was a heart of the Warrior stage, red. Incredibly valuable to any First-Tier Taoist, possibly even a few Second-Tier ones, but utterly useless for us. The demons had taken everything! Absolutely everything! We had reached the crystal without encountering a single golem. Almost all the walls had been stripped; only the last floor remained. I suspected that in another two or three trips this anomaly would be sealed off for a while until it “revived” again.

“Six months ago,” the demon responded willingly. “As soon as we discovered this anomaly, our warriors immediately took control of it.”

“Discovered?”

“The great artificer Carros has made an artifact that shows all available anomalies within a certain radius. Every tribe that moved to this world has its own territory, which they must inspect monthly. This is how the anomaly was found. As well as others. I know of two more that are also being fully cleared. Everything is taken to the wormhole and sent to the demon world to exchange with the Urbangos tribe. If you need anything, ask Almyrda. Everything goes to her.”

“Let’s move!” I conjured Molly. “We’re leaving. The anomaly has been cleared out.”

The third-year students couldn’t believe I would let the demon go. Even when we drove far enough away, they kept looking back, as if expecting some explosion. But it didn’t happen. And it couldn’t — Stoor was now carrying another letter.

“Mom, if an ancient human healing capsule is brought to our tribe, do not recycle or sell it. I really, really need it. I’ll try to visit you in a year. Vyllea.”

The anomaly had been looted six months ago. This was too long ago to start chasing after the demons now. There were too many uncertainties to risk it. Was there a healing capsule in that anomaly? Did it remain intact? Was it still sitting in a warehouse near the wormhole? Maybe Almyrda had turned it into a table! Perhaps she didn’t even know what that little box with a flip-top lid was for. Vyllea had no idea whether her mother knew about the ancient human devices and their uses. But since the demons were actively looting anomalies, they surely weren’t doing it just for the metal. So, we wouldn’t head to the wormhole immediately, at any rate, but just in case, Vyllea wrote a letter to her mother. The Heavens sometimes played their hand so strangely and unexpectedly that one could only marvel.

Five days later, we finally entered Tiger Clan territory, and I must say, the difference between the west and the south was stunning. It was evident in everything. The villages were well-maintained and beautiful — so large they resembled small towns. All the fields were perfectly aligned, with no empty spots between them. Even the forests looked as if an army of gardeners had tended to them. The closer we got to the center, the more precise and orderly everything looked. Vyllea even started seriously considering whether to hide one of the houses in a spatial anomaly. Everything was modest regarding artifacts and stages of ascension — Bronze Apprentices were rare. In the south, there were significantly more Taoists embarked on the path to immortality. But here, the Tigers excelled in quantity and, it seemed to me, quality. Diligence. Persistence. Cleanliness.

The red self-propelled cart bearing the Phoenix Clan symbol attracted immediate attention. Peasants watched us intently, and several times I saw that village guards had set off in pursuit, but their attempts were so insignificant that they didn’t even cause a tingle between my shoulder blades. We didn't stop or interfere, just drove at great speed on the well-maintained roads paved with some dense material. As a true representative of a noble house, Sadush constantly extolled the greatness of the Tiger Clan, pointing out how well everything was organized and how wonderfully high the people’s quality of life was, but listening to it all was rather tedious. They even bred animals in cages here! The only place to find animals on the path to ascension outside of cages was the giant forest near the capital, where the noble members of the Tiger Clan hunted and trained. All the other First-Tier territories were explored, studied, and developed. Feeding the overpopulated west required a huge amount of food.

However, there were downsides: Molly couldn’t travel through the fields. Everything was fenced, people worked everywhere, and it was foolish to run into problems with guards just because we didn’t want to use the convenient roads. Finding a place to stay overnight was also challenging. Once, we stopped in a village and, after looking at the rooms, immediately left the inn. All this obsession with food production and the needs of the people combined with the external beauty of fields and buildings did not extend to the quality of traveler accommodation, oddly enough. Such wretched rooms were rare even in the south of the empire! Moreover, there was no plumbing or sewage! It felt like we had entered Tier Zero, far from Vorend and its capital. This unpleasant revelation wasn’t just news for Vyllea and myself, but for the entire trio from House Hao as well. Apparently, they had never traveled beyond the capital. We had to find small forested areas where we could set up the tent. Compared to it, everything the Tiger Clan villages offered to travelers didn’t even amount to a barn. And, finally, there was another unpleasant thing on my mind — each day we traveled towards the capital, the unpleasant sensation between my shoulder blades grew stronger and clearer. We were expected.

This continued for two weeks. Gradually, the beauty of the west became so familiar that we stopped paying attention to it. So what if every village was surrounded by a stone wall high enough for a southern capital! When you saw such walls around every settlement, you started taking them for granted. When the tall spires of another city appeared on the horizon, our passengers perked up. Before us lay Elths, the capital of the western region of the empire’s First Tier. But instead of continuing forward, I stopped Molly right in the middle of the road. We had made a huge detour to approach the capital from the west, but it turned out they were waiting for us even here. The person who sent the Taoists here must have indeed been some mad genius, managing to predict our behavior. Two warriors of Copper or Bronze rank were waiting for us. I hadn’t seen them yet, but I felt their presence. It couldn’t be explained in words. I knew we were expected, knew we had been noticed, and knew the enemies would soon appear, and yet, as I said, I hadn’t seen anyone.

Molly veered off the road into a field, breaking through a fence. Worrying about the crops was foolish now — I needed to get away from the thoroughfare. I managed to drive for only half a mile before two Taoists entered the range of my spirit vision. These were indeed Copper warriors with fewer than a hundred meridians. But two at once was cause for some concern.

“Get out,” I said, stopping Molly and jumping to the ground. While the passengers disembarked, I sent the stakes of the protective formation flying. It wouldn’t protect against Warrior stage Taoists, but then again it wasn’t meant to. The formation’s current purpose was to prevent those under its protection from seeing the details of the fight. Moreover, I conjured two ancient metal plates. I placed one on the ground and pointed at it for the third-year students.

“Lie down! You can do nothing against Warriors’ techniques.”

“You’re that sure warriors will come after us?” Sadush asked, bewildered.

“In about twenty seconds. If you want to live, lie down and cover yourselves.”

“Are you sure?” The scion of House Hao continued to hesitate, wasting time.

“Vyllea, they need to lie down.”

Sadush exhaled sharply as my wife collided with him. She didn’t just collide; she also punched him in the stomach with all her might. Vyllea had long been annoyed by the guests and was eager to get rid of them. Any disobedience was an excellent reason for her to show superiority. And to vent some frustration, to be honest. Elad and Harga didn’t need a second invitation — they dropped onto the plate, pulling the gasping Sadush with them. Perhaps we could have done it in a more civil manner, but there was no time. Hastily bending the edges of the second plate, I covered the Tiger trio, and as soon as Vyllea and I had left the protective formation, the two warriors arrived.

The representatives of House Drole didn’t bother with any inventive approaches. They thought just like any Warrior would upon encountering an Apprentice stage Taoist — why waste energy when they could crush the opponent with their aura? Which was precisely what they did — our bodies lost mobility for a moment, but the conjugated energy core took over and absorbed the aura.

“Kneel!” I commanded, and Vyllea obeyed. We had already discussed this moment. In my view, the best way to fight two Warrior stage Taoists was to give them false hope that their aura was working. We appeared subdued but resistant. This made sense, as we were only facing Copper Warriors. My face contorted as if I were struggling with the pressure but failing. Our opponents even managed to smirk and unleashed an attack on the Tigers from House Hao lying on the ground. So, they didn’t come here for us — they were here for our passengers! The ground beneath the plate scattered in all directions but couldn’t break through the ancient metal. A slab of energy crashed down on the students from above, destroying my protective formation. I already knew the technique’s name but couldn’t use it yet — I lacked the necessary meridians. This was a basic ability of Warrior stage Taoists, used heavily by mentor Guerlon — a crushing weight descended on the enemy, turning them into a pancake.

“This is ancient metal!” one of the warriors exclaimed in surprise when their attack crashed down on the plate. Instead of crushing the third-year students from the School of Spirit Power hiding beneath it, the attack dissipated. Excellent! From the way the talkative one glanced at the other warrior, it became clear who the leader was.

“Attack!” I commanded, launching two ramming strikes toward the enemy. Simultaneously, the ground beneath his feet exploded. I also knew how to use the Power Burst technique. As expected, my efforts yielded no results: the enemy’s spirit armor easily withstood the triple attack. However, I saw not only the surging forces, but also the saturation of the meridians responsible for the spirit armor technique. Our three reflected attacks had depleted the meridians by about one fifth. In another twenty strikes and the enemy’s defense would disappear. Pleasant news.

“Kill the Seekers, I’ll handle the Hao curs!” the commander shouted as he used the Steps technique. The resulting sound rang loudly in our ears. The opponent fell to the ground and remained motionless for a while. No wonder! Spirit Wall was a basic Apprentice-stage Taoist technique, almost useless by its very nature, which formed a small wall of pure energy just three feet wide, showed its more useful side this time. Instead of flying several dozen feet towards the students lying on the ground, our opponent crashed into the spirit wall that had appeared in his path. He couldn’t break through the barrier infused with an Overlord’s power. Maybe he could have succeeded with an attacking technique, but he couldn’t simply bulldoze through the wall I had erected with Steps. The impact was so strong that the Taoist lost consciousness for a moment. The spirit armor saved him from techniques, but not from momentum. I took immediate advantage of this. Village Elder Oramit from Itarik had prepared a good batch of sleeping pills for me. They reliably worked on any rank of Apprentice-stage Taoists, putting them into a deep sleep for two days, but they should also affect a Copper warrior. Maybe not for two days, but he should be out of commission for about an hour. As soon as the lead Taoist crashed into my spiritual wall and fell to the ground, I was beside him. I had a handful of sleeping pills. Not knowing the dosage for warriors, I shoved six pills into the shocked enemy’s mouth, then aimed my hand at his leg and began using the Ramming Strike. The defense didn’t disappear after the twentieth technique — the leg simply turned into a pancake. A wild, inhuman scream echoed — our opponent had regained consciousness but didn’t immediately leap into battle. He was concerned only with his condition. Excellent, this one was out of commission for now.

I turned toward Vyllea, ready to rush to her aid, but held back. My wife danced with her jian around her opponent, striking sparks from his defense. But no matter how strong she appeared, she was losing. The warrior was stronger. Significantly stronger, and this had to be acknowledged. His blows struck equally bright sparks from Vyllea’s defense. Moreover, he managed to use techniques, crashing them onto my wife’s spiritual armor, while she couldn’t maintain the brutal pace with her sword and use techniques simultaneously. Yet Vyllea didn’t give up, continuing to fight at the edge of her abilities. That’s why I didn’t intervene. My wife needed to prove to herself that she was a strong fighter. If this were a fight between an ordinary Silver Apprentice and a Copper Warrior, the result would be predictable, and the fight would be over within three seconds. The warrior wouldn’t even have noticed the Apprentice’s efforts. But Vyllea was no ordinary Apprentice. Her spirit armor drew energy from the meridians at a monstrous rate, but unlike those of the enemy, not only were our meridians an order of magnitude stronger, but I could also use any of the conjugated meridians available to me for combat while the Tiger continued to draw energy into his cover from fixed channels of power. He had already lost, even if he didn’t realize as much yet.

The pills took effect in about two minutes. During that time, the warrior had managed not only to heal himself, but also to attack me. However, his movements became slower with each passing second until he finally collapsed to the ground with rolled-back eyes. Vyllea also began to slow down. Maintaining such a frenzied pace was impossible, even for a demon. Her opponent, too, grew tired and shifted to a defensive stance. He stopped thinking about techniques as his meridians gradually depleted. Physically, the warrior was stronger than my wife, but she had the advantage of spirit armor, which allowed her to make mistakes.

Feinting once more, Vyllea spun, adding extra force, and brought her jian down on the enemy. This was the final blow — the representative of House Drole was cleaved in two.

Vyllea collapsed to her knees, breathing heavily. She was trembling — it had been a long time since she had to fight at her limits. I looked at the sleeping warrior again, resisting the urge to drain all his energy. I couldn’t! This creature needed to be interrogated by those skilled in extracting information. Nonetheless, I took out a rope and bound the captive, turning him into a tight cocoon.

“Good job.” I approached Vyllea and offered her my hand. My wife looked up at me with a glint in her eye but accepted the help and got to her feet. “You’ve become stronger. Much stronger. Do you realize what has just happened?”

“I almost got killed,” Vyllea whispered.

“You’re looking at it the wrong way, wife! You’ve just fought on equal footing with a Warrior-stage Taoist for a whopping ten minutes! I think your mother would be proud of her daughter already! With a bit more practice, a bit more strength, and learning to use techniques strategically in battle, you’ll be unmatched among fighters! So it’s not about you having almost gotten killed at all; you have proved to everyone, especially yourself, that you are a great Taoist! I’m proud to have such a strong wife!”

An uncertain smile appeared on Vyllea’s face, which quickly grew into a grin of sly mirth. My wife couldn’t stay sad for long, especially since I had found the right words to knock all the silly notions of not being strong enough out of her. She had defeated a Warrior-stage Taoist! Alone! One-on-one! Honor and praise to my wife!

I waved my hand, retrieving the stakes. The warriors’ attack had drained their energy, making them useless without recharging. In reality, they were already useless. An unsettlingly large number of First-Tier Warriors wouldn’t even notice my protective formation. Both warriors from House Drole carried demonic spatial pouches, which we immediately hid in a spatial anomaly to examine their contents in a calmer environment. The jian and several amulets turned out to be ordinary human items, and they were bound. So into the inventory they went. We couldn’t unlock them now: Warrior-stage items required corresponding techniques, which rendered them useless to us until we became Gold Apprentices. Having found nothing else of interest on our opponents, I brought Molly back into reality.

“You can come out!” I shouted to the third-year students. But they didn’t respond. As I removed the plate, I sighed heavily — the Warriors’ aura had penetrated the plates. All three students were unconscious, breathing irregularly. I had to use healing scrolls to bring them back to consciousness.

“Two Warriors? You’ve destroyed one Warrior-stage Taoist and captured another?” Judging by Sadush’s appearance, he was on the verge of a heart attack. “Who the hell are you?”

“I believe we’ve already discussed this, but I can repeat it. We’re Seekers. Get in, the road is clear. Vyllea, sit in the back and take the bucket. Our prisoner shouldn’t wake up.”

“Got it,” Vyllea smiled. Throwing the sleeping body into Molly, my wife sat beside him, immediately putting a metal bucket over the captive’s head. An excellent way to subdue any Taoist. The whole scene seemed so surreal to our companions that they didn’t even have any words to comment on our actions. Everyone silently climbed into Molly, and soon we were approaching the capital. The protective aura formed by an artifact reached us a few hundred meters from the walls. The Tigers took security with utmost seriousness. This also applied to the walls, which were as tall as a five-story building. Many of the stones making up the wall bore sigils. Some were for strength, but others were unfamiliar to me. Logic suggested that these sigils prevented the use of the Support technique to climb the wall, but I had no confirmation for my assumption.

“What do Phoenix Clan Seekers and a bunch of ragged misfits want in Elths, the capital of the Tiger Clan’s First Tier?”

Guards were always guards, no matter which clan they belonged to. Their habit of harassing everyone they could had become so ingrained that they knew no other way of interacting. Always from a position of strength, always flaunting their high status. They had an entire city’s resources behind them, while we, the rootless Seekers, had only our guild, whose members are clearly not welcome in Elths.

“I am Sadush Hao, cousin of Osri Hao,” Sadush said, having taken Vyllea’s place in the front seat. “With me are Harga Hao of House Ilwu and Elad Hao of House Velas. I have an urgent message for the head of House Hao, so you’d best not stand between me and the great Osri Hao!”

Amazingly, this was enough for us not only to be allowed into the capital, but also to get escorted to the Hao palace with honors. Molly moved slowly, allowing me to thoroughly study the city. Outwardly, Elths was not much different from Hardes. The same streets, the same houses, the same palaces and parks. It felt like two cities copied extensively from each other. However, there were significant differences. In Hardes, there were at least four underground levels bustling with activity. In Elths, there were only two, and the lower one was much less populated than the surface. Perhaps this was only true near the wall and the central part; in the less affluent areas, the situation might be the same to what we had seen in Hardes. For now, it seemed that Elths had a very negative view of all kinds of criminals and eradicated their habitats. Spirit vision revealed a third level, but it was inhabited only by rats, whose population was nothing short of prodigious…

The Hao palace was an exact replica of the Drole palace in Hardes. The same marble everywhere, the same statues. Sadush jumped off Molly and, after using several movement techniques, appeared at the central entrance of the palace. He shamelessly began banging on the door, and as soon as it opened, he shoved aside the slow servant and barged in. Apparently, such behavior was permissible for cousins of Osri Hao, as no one inside reacted to the commotion. I observed via spirit vision as Sadush burst into an office where three Warrior-stage Taoists of Golden rank were waiting and began gesticulating wildly. He had finally returned home and was overwhelmed with emotions. Soon, his gesticulations bore fruit — one of the Warriors from the office came outside. I didn’t like him at first glance. There was something dangerous about him, and the way he looked at Vyllea was more suited to a tiger from a wild forest than a person. It was a predatory gaze.

“What are you staring at?” It was hard to intimidate Vyllea with killer looks. When needed, she could stare just as fiercely.

“Are you Vyllea, the Phoenix Clan Seeker?” The man’s voice matched his appearance — low, dangerous, and chilling.

“Thinking of becoming a fan? Too late. My husband doesn’t allow pets.”

“I don’t care what your husband allows. I’m interested in something else: why are you alive? I have personally sent your heart to the clan’s head!”


Chapter 12

“THE ELDER HAS SENT Vyllea’s heart to the clan?” I asked, shifting my intense gaze to him. A sense of impending trouble burned my spine, but I wasn’t about to back down. “So the decision to kill her has been made by someone at the top of the Tiger Clan? And why did House Drole carry out the contract?”

“The internal affairs of the Tiger Clan don’t concern you,” the man replied. He glanced at Vyllea again, his expression twisting into an unpleasant grin. “The contract has been fulfilled — the contract sheet cannot lie. But you’re alive. That needs to be corrected. One Seeker is enough to report House Drole’s betrayal.”

What happened next took only a few moments. The Gold Warrior’s meridians flared — he was about to use a movement technique. Apparently, he preferred to destroy his opponents with his hands rather than his aura, unlike the other Warrior-stage Taoists we’d encountered before. He was seeing two mere Silver Apprentices in front of him, and he clearly reckoned he wouldn’t need to strain himself to tear Vyllea apart, no matter what defense she used. But he didn’t reach my wife — a Spirit Wall appeared in his path. The Gold Warrior was tougher than our captive. He broke through the wall and even managed to stay on his feet despite the impact. But I didn’t remain idle, either — as soon as the Tiger crashed into my wall, I used the Steps technique to get closer. I’d needed just about two feet, and I got them. His suppressing aura had begun to emerge, but it was too late — I had already latched onto one of the power threads of his energy core.

“Attack him!” I shouted to Vyllea, pulling everything I could from the Gold Warrior. The sensations were indescribable. It was like being plunged into icy water, yanked out, thrown onto hot coals, and then back into the water in an endless cycle of repetitions. My body convulsed — I couldn’t even breathe. I had overdone it — this amount of energy was clearly more than what I could manage. The conjugated core couldn’t handle it. It couldn’t process and send the overwhelming force to the meridians fast enough. I removed the block on Vyllea’s heart, barely managing to stay conscious by a colossal effort of will, and directed the entire flow into it. I couldn’t think of anything else. There was a ringing, followed by Vyllea’s curses and more ringing that turned into a continuous clangor of metal striking metal. Everything around me suddenly became too bright, but I couldn’t concentrate on it — all my attention was focused on the struggle with the energy filling my body. I couldn’t reduce the flow coming into me for if I did, the Warrior would kill us at once. His decision to grab Vyllea with his own hands instead of using techniques had played against him. He was in my grasp. But if he got away… Still, thinking about it was useless. All I needed to do was keep draining him and endure!

The energy had gotten cut off so abruptly that I stood there for a while, coiled like a tight spring, afraid to move. My mind almost became incapable of processing information. Before me lay the decapitated body of one of the high-ranking members of House Hao, but I had no strength to react. I just noted it as a fact.

“Get out of Molly!” Vyllea’s shout came from somewhere in the background. “Hand this body over to House Hao. Let them interrogate it! The Seekers have fulfilled their promise — you’ve made it to the capital alive. From now on, your life depends on you! Zander, we need to get out of here!”

We needed to get out of here… Yes, we needed to leave. My spirit vision was going haywire — it worked intermittently, showing nonsense unrelated to reality. The body lying before me suddenly disappeared, but I was too exhausted to be surprised. My head spun; the ground beneath my feet seemed to move at a furious pace.

“Zander, wake up, damn it! Don’t you dare pass out! We need to hide!”

“House… Down below… Basement…”

The effort it took to utter those seemingly simple words was immense! When my spirit vision finally started working correctly again, I noticed the entrance into a passage leading to the underground levels of the western capital in the house next to us. My back felt like it was on fire — it was as if dozens of arrows had already pierced me! Vyllea stormed into the house, and without caring anything for the property, she broke through the floor beneath us with a powerful Ramming Strike. I would have given anything to show her where to go next, but my body stopped obeying me again. My spirit vision began showing bloody red splotches instead of the usual white surroundings. However, Vyllea managed on her own — the entrance to the second underground level had been blocked by empty crates and a heavy door, but it didn’t withstand a Ramming Strike imbued with an Overlord’s power. Vyllea dashed through the filth of the empty corridor, but the pain in my back didn’t subside. On the contrary, it seemed to intensify. We had mere seconds before they would come in finish us off. As if sensing this, my spirit vision returned to normal, allowing me to assess the situation. We were being pursued — many Apprentices, and a few Warriors. They had already reached the entrance to the building. It really was a matter of seconds, but giving up was not an option! Seekers fought to the last breath!

“Lower… Passage… Third level… Rats…”

No matter how faint my voice was, Vyllea heard it. She used several movement techniques in near-complete darkness, without lighting a lantern once, reaching the passage almost instantly. A Ramming Strike shattered the massive door, and we found ourselves in a section isolated from the rest of the city — the realm of rats. My spirit vision was still functioning, so I guided Vyllea. The darkness was so complete that even enhanced vision was useless. Spirit vision was our only guide. Nevertheless, Vyllea didn’t activate the lantern — it would serve as an excellent beacon for our pursuers.

“Straight for two hundred feet… Straight for fifty… Right… Straight for sixty…”

Spirit vision worked miracles. Before it completely failed again, we managed to use twenty movement techniques. Even the pain in my back had subsided slightly, but a new problem emerged — rats, inexplicably grown to the size of small dogs, attacked to defend their territory. They weren’t just animals; they were Apprentices of various ranks, using offensive techniques! There were so many of them that our spirit armor started to lose power. Vyllea had to kick the creatures away while running blindly forward. The pain in my back began to intensify again, and when my spirit vision returned, it was clear that there was no point in running any further. Our enemies were not only behind us but also ahead. They were everywhere!

“To the right!” I whispered. Vyllea obeyed, and we found ourselves in a tiny and filthy alcove. There was no way forward, but we didn’t need one.

“Ancient plate. Lay it down. Put another one on top. Scatter some garbage over. They’re using spirit vision to search. We need to hide. I need time. Too much energy.”

Only the Heavens knew what effort it had taken me to utter such a long sentence. Vyllea didn’t argue and soon we were lying under a metal plate covered with sticks, dirt, and rat droppings. Ideally, I should have set up a protective formation, but I didn’t know the Tiger Clan warriors’ capabilities. What if they could see the energy of protective formations? We couldn’t take that risk.

“So what’s the status?”

“They’re not here; spirit vision shows nothing! Only rats! Move on! They couldn’t have gone far! Activate the city tracking system! We’ll smoke the killers out of the catacombs!”

The first group ran past our hideout a minute after we hid. Vyllea had covered us tightly enough to keep the omnivorous creatures from getting to us. They would defend their territory to the last. And they did, but not against us — our pursuers had to fight their way through hordes of sharp-toothed beasts. They didn’t check the nook where we were hiding, only shining a light and seeing nothing but a pile of trash before moving on. Apparently, it was hard to check every corner thoroughly while fending off hordes of rats seeking justice. The Warriors couldn’t use their auras since many Apprentices had joined the chase, forcing everyone to rely on techniques or good old steel. The first group was followed by a second, then a third. Soon, more people arrived — once all the rats in this section had been killed, ordinary Taoists could join the hunt. It was clear that eventually someone would unearth our pile of garbage, but for now, we couldn’t move. My body was going through something indescribable — I was literally twisting and contorting all the time. I had to exert effort to remain still and refrain from groaning. Even the conjunction wasn’t helping — I couldn’t set it up properly. I lacked concentration. I had absorbed too much energy at once from an opponent too powerful. There were too many “toos,” and they were taking their toll on me.

This went on for an entire day. Vyllea meditated while I tried to deal with the damage inflicted on my body. And there was a lot of damage — the energy drained from the Gold Warrior had passed through my body before reaching the energy core. My internal organs weren’t just scratched — they felt like they had been grated and then somehow fused back together. But the healing had been only partially effective — while my body regenerated, the lingering energy continued its harmful effect, turning my organs back into mush. I endured as long as I could, but no more than fifteen minutes each time. I had to use a healing scroll, only to need another fifteen minutes later, followed by another. And so it went for an entire day as I was trying to put some rein on the chaos raging within my body.

“Are you alive?” Vyllea opened her eyes, though it was pointless in the surrounding darkness.

“What could possibly happen to me?” I muttered as I used another healing scroll. It was my first in two hours. I had finally managed to tame the whirlwinds within my body, neither burning out, nor losing my mind from the excruciating pain. I had only ten healing scrolls left, so I had to be frugal. My spirit vision was working again, allowing me to see everything happening around us. I had to poke my head out from under the plate — not that something as small as a head would be noticed so easily, though. They were searching for us thoroughly — I could see the auras probing the city to its very foundations. The same artifacts used at the gates were now directed at the city’s underground. The Tigers were searching for bodies hidden somewhere on the third level. Judging by the number of people on all three underground levels, they were unsuccessful, which frustrated them immensely.

“Anything?” one of the search groups near us asked. Three Apprentices and one Warrior. They evidently considered us a serious threat if the Warriors didn’t go alone. Although I didn’t understand the point of Apprentices if a Warrior couldn’t handle us alone. But if the Tigers acted this way, they must have had a plan. Perhaps they tracked their fighters, and if one disappeared, they’d immediately lock down that section of the catacombs. That seemed a reasonable conclusion — the search auras activated every five minutes, and since we didn’t show up on them, they could track us by disappearing Taoists.

“No. Nothing alive within two hundred feet. Move on!”

All the rats had either been killed or hidden in holes. They had suffered a crushing defeat in the battle for the third level. I peeked out again, assessing our position, then ducked back under the plate as the Tigers passed by.

“How are we getting out of here?” Vyllea asked calmly. She was confident I’d come up with something, so she wasn’t particularly nervous. Since I felt better, she believed we were ready to fight the entire Tiger Clan, which I had seriously doubted. Yesterday had made it clear — we didn’t stand a chance against a Gold Warrior in a fair fight. We’d get snuffed out like flies from a distance. Our success against one of House Hao’s top brass had been a stroke of unbelievable luck. He had been overconfident and really eager to carry out the contract received from someone in central region. Relying on luck wasn’t an option anymore — they would kill us from a distance. Thus, putting the entire capital on its knees wasn’t feasible. But we couldn’t stay here forever, either. They’d find us eventually. They could just flood the area with fire. A Master from the Third Tier could come here, and that would be the end of Zander and Vyllea. Fortunately, I didn’t see any black figures right now.

“Running is pointless. I doubt the Tigers would have been stupid enough not to block all gates and passages out of the city through the catacombs. Hiding isn’t an option, either. Fighting… they’ll finish us off eventually. We could try to make it to the portal, but we’d run into the Tiger Clan’s guardian there, so that’s not an option either. Besides breaking out of the city and hoping for a miracle, I can’t think of anything. They’re searching for us with far too much zeal.”

“Then it’s the will of the Heavens,” my wife noted philosophically. “If we’re destined to die fighting the Tigers, so be it. We won’t surrender to these creatures. Right?”

Instead of answering, I pulled her close. We weren’t surrendering. And I had no desire to experience the Tiger Clan’s interrogators firsthand. It was better to die fighting.

“What I really regret is that we never got to show off our new outfits. Can you imagine how we’d look in them?”

We’d already had two outfits from the Third Tier bound to us, and when we’d first put them on, Vyllea had been ecstatic. They were nothing short of magnificent, and they made us look like very respectable Taoists. No one would ever suspect that two ordinary Seekers could be dressed in such finery.

An idea struck me like lightning. I peeked out from under the protective dome again, this time focusing on the surface. The main chaos had settled — the people were strolling the streets and shops leisurely; there was no panic, and no one was running around yelling and waving their arms. Everyone searching for us was down in the catacombs. Every now and then, a Warrior would stop in a random spot to activate a search artifact aimed at the city’s underground. After using the artifact, they immediately left my spirit vision’s range. It seemed all search information converged at a single decision-making point. They clearly understood who should be underground and who shouldn’t, and where to send rapid response teams.

This was all very interesting, but my focus was elsewhere. I concentrated on a beautiful tall building that stood out even in spirit vision. The protective formations prevented me from seeing inside, which made it particularly attractive in our current predicament. I had noticed this place when we had been heading to the Hao palace — the capital’s most famous hotel immediately drew attention. If we could reach the neighboring building, we could go up — there were no search parties in that part of the catacombs yet, or they had already left. Either way, it was worth a run, but not without some preparation.

“We need to bend the edges more,” I said, rising and brushing the trash off our top plate. The bottom plate went straight into the inventory. Vyllea helped as best she could, even though she couldn’t see anything. But it was enough that one of us could. Soon enough, we had created a crude but functional box under which we could crawl.

“Right on, let’s crawl,” I grinned, and we moved out of the nook. Every minute I poked my head out to check the surroundings, but no one was around anymore. Apparently, everyone had moved closer to the walls. After all, the two of us were still hiding somewhere, right? If not in the center, then on the outskirts. Crawling the few hundred feet that led to the hotel was exhausting. But we eventually reached our goal — a locked door. It became clear why no one was around: everything was sealed with protective sigils. The clever Tigers had set traps — if anyone broke or opened the door, the sigil would be disturbed, and information about the breach would be sent through a barely noticeable energy thread to the Taoist above us. I observed this Taoist; he controlled the exits of an entire block as he sat there sipping tea from a cup. He seemed quite carefree, and was just a Gold Apprentice, but we couldn’t afford to be anything less than meticulous. Tigers from all over the capital would converge here at his first signal, so any wrong move would cost us our lives.

The sigil was at the junction of the door and the wall. I waited for the next pulse of the search aura, and then emerged from under the plate. I had already studied the sigil — it wasn’t complicated. Just an energy circuit that sent a signal when its integrity was breached. Replicating it was a piece of cake, even without seeing the gestures. I formed an identical symbol, but on the solid wall instead of the door-wall junction. I charged my creation with the same level of energy as the original sigil and extended an energy thread from my copy to the signal channel and froze. The Taoist above was just pouring tea into two cups — a guest had dropped by. Judging by the guest’s casual seating next to the controller, this wasn’t an inspector. Probably just a friend passing by. I had to act quickly and precisely. Waiting for the moment when the controller poured tea for the guest and sat back, I transferred his energy thread to mine. This only took the briefest of moments, but enough for the Taoist to tense up, which he did, freezing and signaling his guest to remain silent. However, the number of sigils didn’t change. Moreover, I saw a burst of energy going to each sigil, checking their integrity. One such burst reached my forgery. It filled the circuit with energy, and then returned to the controller, who then relaxed. I desperately needed sound, but his hand wave indicated all was well. Just a false alarm.

I wiped the sweat off my face and pushed the door. It yielded reluctantly, indicating it hadn’t been used in a while. A steep staircase led us to the second basement level. There was no one here either — everyone was outside the range of my spirit vision. We entered the basement without any issues. Again, we had to sit under a box made of ancient metal for a while — the search auras pulsed every five minutes without stopping. However, the auras barely touched the first basement level, rising only about a foot off the floor. This allowed me to set up a bath on a table and fill it with water. We always had enough filled barrels on us.

“What’s this for?” Vyllea asked, puzzled, as I undressed and got into the bath first.

“Who was complaining about not getting to show off her beautiful outfit? I think it’s time to fix that. But wearing it over a dirty body is too much. The clothes surely deserve better than that. Get in here! Time to scrub your husband’s back.”

The controller and his guest stayed in the main hall of the house, so they didn’t notice when two very aristocratic-looking individuals emerged from the basement into the kitchen an hour later. They exited through the back door and calmly walked down the busy street. Passersby moved around them like water around large rocks, no one daring to approach such well-dressed young people. Who knew which house they might represent and what connections they might have in high places?

We leisurely approached one of the shops and bought some sweets. Vyllea turned out to be quite the sweet tooth, missing no opportunity to stuff her face with candy. When a patrol of guards passed by, we didn’t flinch or turn away. We just stood there, chatting amiably about the bas-reliefs of the central hotel of Elths. We pretended not to notice the guards, and they paid us no attention. Why should they? We were standing in plain sight, after all. Young, well-dressed, and good-looking — you’d have to try hard not to notice such a pair, but you pretended not to notice such people if you were a city guard.

“Your graces, how can I assist you?” The concierge greeted us at the hotel. As far as I could remember, that was the correct term for someone who greeted and accommodated guests. My month at the School of Spirit Power wasn’t wasted — I’d filled many gaps in my education.

“Good afternoon!” I smiled. “My wife and I arrived in Elths today, and we’re positively charmed by this city. We’d like to stay here for a while. We need a honeymoon suite for three days, but we might extend our stay. Do you have anything respectable available?”

The concierge’s gaze swept over our attire, stopping at the spatial pouch and, of course, the bracelets — proof of our lawful marriage.

“Five hundred spirit coins per night,” came the outrageous price. Half a year’s tuition at the school of ascension!

“Perfect!” I replied without batting an eye. “How would you prefer the payment? Coins? Bank checks? Or perhaps you’d accept this?”

The concierge’s eyes widened when he saw the box with the millenarian plant. It would fetch thirty thousand at the auction house, and I was curious to see how they’d value it here. I was bluffing about the bank checks; we didn’t have any, of course, but I needed to announce that we were in command of the full range of payment options. The concierge and the two Taoists watching us needed to see that we had money to spend. We were wealthy Taoists from some mysterious faraway part of the First Tier, throwing spirit coins around. The more attention we attracted, the less we’d be noticed. That was what Mentor Guerlon had taught us.

“Please follow me, I’ll show you the room. It’s on the twelfth floor. It’s the best room in our hotel, with a wonderful view of the city.”

The artifact called an elevator amazed me — it was a cabin moving freely between floors, supported by cables and controlled by buttons inside. This was an incredible invention, clearly not from the First Tier. Pretending we rode elevators every day, Vyllea and I showed no emotions and soon entered the offered suite. The view from the window was indeed stunning — the entire city center was laid out before us.

I produced a pouch filled with spirit coins and tossed it on the table next to the concierge. A moment later, the pouch disappeared, and a satisfied smile appeared on the man’s face.

“We need a dinner that will leave an unforgettable impression of your city. The price is irrelevant. If you can organize something we’ll consider truly remarkable, we’ll pay double whatever you charge us.”

“Believe me, you’ve come to the right person.” The concierge brimmed with excitement. “Your stay in our hotel will indeed be unforgettable. There’s just one last formality: I need your names to complete the registration.”

In response, two more pouches appeared on the table, which disappeared into the concierge’s pockets just as quickly.

“My apologies, Mr. and Mrs. Lurgan from the northern provinces. A momentary lapse, it won’t happen again. The Central Hotel of Elths is honored to welcome its guests! I assure you, you’ll enjoy our service! Welcome to Elths!”


Chapter 13

“IS ANYTHING WRONG, madam?”

“You call this exclusive? Tiger meat, grilled so poorly? You didn’t even use any Vylrean herbs? Trying to skimp on us? I won’t eat this!”

Vyllea pouted, disdainfully pushing away the tray with the large piece of deliciously smelling meat. The rank and stage of the beast remained unclear, but from the power still present in the dish, it could be assumed to be at least silver, if not gold. The Nameless One, who turned out to be Clyed Feng, had prepared a dish from diamond-ranked tiger meat over a simple campfire. What had been served to us in the central hotel of the western capital of the First Tier didn’t even come close to that masterpiece. Nevertheless, it was hard for Vyllea to discard this offering so casually, as just looking at it made her mouth water. Over the two days we had been at the hotel, we had been treated to a variety of delicacies, each day increasing in price. Since we had initially planned to stay at the hotel for three days, tonight’s dinner was meant to be the peak of our extravagance — I had paid ten thousand spirit coins for this meal. But as I said, we had to act dissatisfied because I had a plan, and I intended to stick to it.

House Hao, ruling the western part of the First Tier, was grand and powerful, but like the southern sector of the First Tier, it wasn’t the only one. The Tiger Clan was represented by three houses in this region, two of which were only of slightly lesser standing than Hao. The three houses clashed endlessly, each stirring trouble to outmaneuver the others. The four-day lockdown of the capital provided an excellent opportunity to undermine House Hao’s position. However, the lockdown remained in effect. House Hao’s people were still searching the catacombs of the capital, and all vehicles leaving the city were thoroughly inspected. They were looking for two Silver Apprentices. We might have attracted attention, too, if not for one detail: the hotel didn’t belong to House Hao. I suspected its owners had reported us to the appropriate authorities, so someone would come for us sooner or later, but it wouldn’t be House Hao. Since that was the case, there was always the possibility of negotiation — or gaining more enemies.

“Madam, how can we make amends?” The concierge, who had practically become our shadow, turned pale. No wonder — over the past two days, he had received more than three thousand spirit coins in tips and bonuses, and was now justifiably horrified at the prospect of such profitable clients leaving their hotel.

“I want a live tiger!” Vyllea demanded. “I follow the Path of the Beast. The true path, not this ersatz nonsense with grilled meat that does nothing but play havoc with my true appetites.”

“A live tiger?” The concierge turned even paler. “But that’s impossible, madam. Consuming live tigers is forbidden in Elths.”

“Is that so?” I placed another box on the table. The prices for plants turned out to be the same as in the auction house. Therefore, a millenarian chamomile, worth a hundred thousand spirit coins, could make anyone move. The concierge froze like a statue when he realized what was in the box. Nevertheless, he managed to collect himself and invited the hotel manager. We had already met him — he was the appraiser and had organized a very entertaining tour of the capital for us, showcasing all its splendor. It was well worth it.

“Madam wishes for a live tiger?” The manager’s eyes sparkled when he saw the chamomile.

“A Silver one, but ideally a Gold-ranked apprentice,” Vyllea confirmed. “You’ve promised us something exclusive, haven’t you? Then make it happen.”

“I’m afraid it’s impossible in Elths. The council of houses has decreed that live tigers cannot be consumed anywhere in Elths. That’s the law, and we cannot change it, no matter the sum in question.”

“Live tigers can’t be consumed in Elths, you say,” I repeated, catching the manager’s drift perfectly. “So, there is a place where it’s possible. How can we get there?”

“Unfortunately, sir, we can’t provide the level of comfort you’re accustomed to in the Nidran Forest. We don’t have a presence there.”

“But there are tigers? I want a tiger; the rest doesn’t matter. I’m willing to sleep in a simple hut for this! Don’t you want a bonus for quality service? Provide us access to a tiger, and you’ll receive another chamomile!”

“Yes, madam, we’ll consider what can be done.” The manager’s gulp spoke volumes. For instance, he might be contemplating whether to kill us right here and now to take our spatial pouch and possess all the plants. Our casual disposal of such rarities suggested they meant nothing to us. That was actually close to the truth — until I had the recipes that specified such plants as ingredient, they were useless. The mere fact of having them didn’t warm my soul. I wasn’t a hoarder. While the manager pondered, the concierge returned.

“Sir, your order has arrived. A first-class pipa from the best craftsfolk in Elths!”

“How long will you need to think?” I took the instrument and looked at the manager. He didn’t even blink and immediately responded:

“Three days. Within that time, I’ll figure out how to help you with the tiger.”

“Excellent. In that case, we’d like to use your meditation space. We’ll spend the next day or two there. Please, show us the way.”

So House Hao was searching for two Silver Apprentices, each possessing thirty-six meridians. This information had already reached us when I’d expressed some dissatisfaction with the excessive number of guards on the streets, who were checking everyone. They hadn’t touched the self-propelled carriage with the livery of the central hotel. Not only did it belong to another house, but there were also high-born guests inside, who clearly wouldn’t appreciate being stopped like any commoner. However, we still wouldn’t be able to leave the city without a thorough inspection. At the very least, the number of our meridians would be checked. The conclusion was simple: it was time to become Gold Apprentices. A musical instrument and a relatively secluded place where we wouldn’t be disturbed for about twelve hours were all that we needed for this. The hotel had just such a place — a meditation room. It was a small circular space with a pedestal in the center holding a Warrior-level spirit stone. The floor was marked with circles corresponding to the energy emitted by the stone. We settled on the circle for Gold Apprentices. There was no need to give the hotel staff more reasons to discuss their strange guests. The concierge closed the doors, and, according to my spirit vision, there was no one within fifty feet of us. The central hotel took guest comfort and privacy very seriously — especially for guests willing to splurge on service.

Vyllea and I sat facing each other — conjunction was required for maximum effect, but I had another concern at the moment. Three boxes appeared between us, each containing a golden pill. Body, mind, and spirit. These were Third-Tier items reputed to break through ascension barriers. My body would become stronger, and Vyllea’s mind would become sharper. They were just what we needed. But the longer I stared at the golden pills, the clearer it became that it wasn’t as simple as it seemed.

“Zander, is there a problem?” Vyllea sensed my hesitation.

“No problem, just a thought. Take all three,” I decided, pushing the boxes toward my wife. “I don’t have any proof for my conjectures, but I’m sure the maximum effect requires consuming all three golden pills, not just one or two. We’ll get more later; this wasn’t our last auction.”

Vyllea, being a wise woman, didn’t argue, ask questions, or suggest I take the pills instead. If her husband decided it was right, she would obey and fulfill his request. She swallowed the three pills, moved behind me, and embraced me from the back. The conjunction activated instantly — Vyllea initiated it herself. A fierce fire ignited in her body, similar to what I had recently experienced, so I took control of four streams and, taking the pipa, began to fill the meditation room with harmony. House Hao was looking for two Silver Apprentices with thirty-six meridians? I wished them luck — they’d sure need it!

I opened my eyes two days later. We experienced no discomfort despite having spent all that time motionless. And, indeed, why would Gold Apprentices with fifty-two meridians in their arsenal experience any discomfort? Creating sixteen channels of power had been so easy that I started to worry about future ascensions a little — it was unusual for a barrier I had always struggled against to disappear as if it had never existed. It had probably just moved further ahead, ready to crash down on us at the most unexpected moment. We could have created more meridians, but that would have been dangerous and impractical. We’d already had a problem: with fifty-two real meridians and ninety-eight conjoined ones, we didn’t have enough for two restorations. This meant that Vyllea and I would need to engage in the pleasant and invigorating union every four weeks instead of six as before. On the one hand, it was wonderful; on the other, our appetites would inevitably increase. We would need to consume anomaly hearts more frequently now.

Despite everything, I couldn’t help but smile. What had just happened elevated Vyllea and me to an entirely new level. I now had access to two Warrior techniques: healing and artifact sigilizing. While the importance of healing could be debated — we had scrolls, after all — the artifact sigilizing technique allowed me to create Second-Tier artifacts. This was incredibly advantageous in the First Tier, dominated by Warrior-stage Taoists. A single defensive formation was invaluable by itself! Not to mention enhancements for my jian or my flying knives. There were many intriguing things in Huang Lung’s books! The only problem was that I lacked the resources for all that. A peculiar situation indeed. Recipes for warrior-stage artifacts required centenarian plants. Millenarian plants, albeit a lot expensive, were not suitable. It seemed I needed to thoroughly deplete the local artifact shop.

Lastly, it was wise that we hadn’t consumed the golden pills earlier. It took two days for them to become properly absorbed and distributed throughout the body. Thanks to the conjunction, I could take in the excess or add wherever strength was lacking, so by the end, Vyllea’s cold mental stream was almost thicker than mine. The pills had indeed broken through her barrier. I suspected she would form her energy core much earlier than me.

“We need another day, your graces. But rest assured, the result will not disappoint you!” The manager greeted us personally. Judging by his pleased expression, he had managed to arrange everything, and now he was likely pondering how to best use the two millenarian chamomiles. Build a palace with the money from their sale or move straight to the Second Tier?

“A whole day walking around the city? Again?” Vyllea grimaced in displeasure.

“Allow me to offer you a unique program,” the manager quickly proposed. “I must warn you, it will cost no less than fifty thousand, but you won’t find anything like it in any other First Tier capital!”

I glanced at Vyllea. Fifty thousand? Another flower gone. At this rate, I’d soon have nothing left! But it was too late to refuse.

“Accepted! Impress us!”

What can I say, we were not just impressed; we were astonished! So much so that at one point, I wanted to drop everything and return to the hotel where we could patiently wait for our trip to the tigers. Why would I react in such a way? Simple — we were given a tour of four palaces in the capital, including the Palace of House Hao. In each palace, we were met by managers who provided detailed tours, showcasing the beauty of inner courtyards, reception halls, vast galleries, and other fascinating places such as a spring with water containing Second-Tier energy, for instance.

The most captivating place, naturally, was the Palace of House Hao. It was enormous and majestic, equipped with a defense system that made my eyes light up with the desire to study everything in detail. We were even introduced to the head of House Hao, the venerable Osri Hao, a Gold-ranked Warrior. This stern Taoist spared us only a few moments, during which he used a scanning artifact. However, we didn’t interest him — just more Gold Apprentices throwing money around. Visiting the Hao Palace was a risky endeavor, but we couldn’t refuse — it would have seemed strange. So we entrusted ourselves to the will of the Heavens. And they didn’t let us down — today I had an excellent opportunity to study the Hao Palace in detail, and on the minus sixth level, just like in the Soth House in the southern part of the empire, there was an impenetrable plate that I couldn’t look under. Was it an anomaly? Or an item from one of the higher tiers? A part of some beast? This was already the third cache I had found in the First Tier, raising certain questions: who and why could have left them? It was already a fact that they didn’t appear by chance. Moreover, they likely hadn’t appeared this century. Maybe not even this millennium. The same worms wouldn’t have organized to crawl to the place of power from all around in just a century. This required time. The mystery seemed very interesting, but I had no idea where to start solving it. I’d need to study archive materials, and access to those was restricted for everyone but house heads and… librarians. Those strange dwarfs differing only in their stage of ascension. Incidentally, one of them was managing a huge library in the Palace of House Hao. Unfortunately, we weren’t allowed there — the library wasn’t a place for tours.

Nevertheless, I managed to extract something useful from this journey — a fleeting encounter with Osri Hao reminded me of another promise. Sadush, who was no longer in the palace, had somehow secured a guarantee from me that House Hao would be informed about the events in the south and the actions of House Drole. I’d found a dozen golden sheets in the spatial pouches of the warriors from House Drole, which were an excellent means of transmitting information. I had to thank Harga for the tip. I didn’t invent anything new, and simply created a usual contract of apprenticeship. But instead of Sadush, as initially planned, it was directly with Osri Hao. Why bother with intermediaries? In the document, I detailed everything I had learned about House Drole, including the escapades of Dero Drole and his connections with criminals in the southern part of the empire. I concluded by stating that I considered my promise to Sadush fulfilled and that I was no longer under any obligation to House Hao.

The refusal of apprenticeship came two hours later. Osri Hao cited a rather amusing reason: “Return Mewsar’s body, and House Hao will forget about your existence.” I didn’t respond. According to the law, what a Seeker acquired during battle was their property. So, I stopped thinking about Osri Hao the moment I accepted the refusal and the golden sheet disintegrated. Well, not entirely true — I still thought about it. I couldn’t help but imagine the stunned face of the stern Taoist who had been unable to locate two Seekers in the capital for a whole week. So he was sitting there sipping his afternoon tea, perhaps, when suddenly, a golden apprenticeship contract appeared in front of him, wherein the Seekers explained everything in detail and even offer the head of the house to become their apprentice for a day! Personally, I wouldn’t have liked that.

“Gentlemen, please follow me! Everything is ready for the trip.” The manager of the central hotel was incredibly proud of how he had managed to pull everything off. Even though it had cost him an entire chamomile, he was guaranteed to keep the second one. No, it wouldn’t be enough for a palace, but buying several floors of the hotel was within reach. The suspicions the manager had about his guests had been dispelled by our visit to House Hao’s palace. The ruling Tigers would never let go of those they were hunting so persistently. Since this couple wasn’t involved in the events in the capital, he had used all his connections. The manager had secured a live silver tiger for one of the guests. If that satisfied the picky lady, her husband would surely give a generous tip.

Despite the status of the carriage we were traveling in, it did not escape a thorough inspection. The guards checked everything, including the luggage. They even looked under the upholstery, as if someone could hide there. Vyllea and I showed a feigned indifference. Yes, it was necessary, but so tedious that it bored us. Only after the carriage and we were inspected with surveillance artifacts to determine our stage and rank were we allowed to proceed. The vast forest where live beasts roamed was a few hours north, which was quite inconvenient for us — we needed to head back south. We had too many unresolved issues there.

However, we had to stay in the forest for a while — upon learning about the tiger, Vyllea flatly refused to return home. As the manager had warned, comfort in the forest was out of the question — everything was very simple and unpretentious, reminiscent of Vorend, the capital of Tier Zero. I had become so accustomed to the role of a high-born gentleman over the past week that I turned up my nose at any smell emanating from the forest. Even Vyllea began to look at me strangely. Seekers didn’t behave like this.

Finally, the happy day arrived — we hired a carriage to Banweer, the largest city on the border with the Phoenix Clan’s territory. Traveling around the Tiger Clan’s territory in Molly was extremely risky. I had no doubt that House Hao’s representatives were searching for us not only in the capital, but throughout the entire western sector. Sadush would surely have told them about our Molly. We had to continue playing the role of noble lords, spending an unreasonable amount of time to reach the border. If it had taken us two weeks to make a huge detour in Molly, now it took a month to reach our destination in a regular carriage!

However, we didn’t reach Banweer itself — we fled earlier. One dark night, when nothing seemed amiss, we changed into our usual Seeker attire, left the tavern, summoned Molly, and dashed southward. We were tired of moving at a snail's pace! The guards at the gates tried to shout something at us, but we didn’t even stop — Molly’s powerful blow smashed through the gates, tearing them off their hinges. There might have been a pursuit, but not many Taoists could travel at such high speeds during the night. It was pleasant to be among the few who could.

It took another two weeks to reach the mountain of the School of Spirit Power. There was no rush now. What difference did it make how late we were if punishment was inevitable? We had been absent for nearly three months — one third of the academic year. During this time, the rankings had been updated three times, and there had even been a tournament for access to the black anomaly, but we had missed all of it. There was nothing to regret, though. Returning didn’t bring any unpleasant feelings; my back didn’t tingle, and no assassins crossed our path. If Yeezy had not lied, two months had already passed, so no one should be hunting us for now. I didn’t think House Hao would leave the incident in their capital unanswered — they would likely send someone strong and dangerous after us, but I had another plan. I intended to make everything that had transpired in the west of the empire public. How? Through Darna! The red-haired beauty would surely be pleased to hear about the incompetence of the Tiger Clan in general and Houses Hao and Drole in particular. I believed the news that two Seekers had captured traitors and delivered them to House Hao for investigation, only for one of the high-ranking figures in the House to attempt murdering the guests of the capital city instead, would be received with the utmost attention in the central region. The plan seemed excellent, so it was worth to start implementing it.

Molly stopped at the main gates of the School of Spirit Power. We presented our student plaques and entered, but a guard immediately blocked our way:

“Students Zander and Vyllea! By the decision of the school council, you have been recognized as violators of the school rules. The council has decided that you must be placed in custody upon your return, and that your mentor be notified accordingly. Please follow me to the place of detention. Any disobedience to the school council’s decision will result in your expulsion.”

We didn’t argue with the guard, as we expected something like this. We were taken to a small house near the main gates. There were no cells or anything of the sort. After all, we were rule violators and not criminals. Since we returned in the middle of the day, mentor Hars Soth was likely conducting classes. It was unlikely he would drop everything and rush to us. So we had some time. At least enough to study the School of Spirit Power once again — there were significantly more high-ranking students now. I noticed at least fifty golden apprentices with unfamiliar energy structures in the area accessible to my spirit vision. Their power channels appeared very dense, comparable to those of a master or even an overlord. These were likely the senior students who had conquered the overlord-stage black anomaly. Strangely, three such students were confidently heading our way. Upon reaching the house where we were, one of them stepped forward and shouted,

“Student Zander! I challenge you to a duel! A battle of techniques! We will fight to the death. Today, you will learn what it means to face the wrath of House Drole!”


Chapter 14

“WHAT HAPPENED HERE, junior?” Hars Soth, the mentor of the elite first-year class, asked, addressing the guard responsible for our custody.

“According to the School of Spirit Power’s council decision, two rule violators have been detained and placed under guard until further instructions, Elder!” the guard reported crisply.

“My question was different.” Hars Soth remained calm. “Why are there three fourth-year student corpses lying near the detention area?”

“Corpses?” The guard furrowed his brow. “I don’t know, Elder! The rule violators have remained inside the detention area the entire time. Some students had approached the house, apparently intending to challenge student Zander to a duel, but they had left without getting what they wanted. Rule violators cannot be challenged to a duel.”

“Are you sure they left?” Hars Soth’s calm demeanor could rival a slab of granite.

“I didn’t track their movements, Elder. According to the rules, I stayed near the room where the violators were held in detention, ensuring they didn’t escape before your arrival. Anything happening outside my designated perimeter is not my concern. Elder, may I return to my duties? The fate of the violators now lies in your hands.”

The guard knew his job well. He exited the house, glancing briefly at the bodies. He was undoubtedly curious, but he understood that any interest could have consequences. For instance, he could be accused of killing the three fourth-year students. I would have liked to see that, honestly. Ordinary guards of the School of Spirit Power were Silver or occasionally Gold Apprentices, so handling three Gold Apprentices, whose meridians emitted the power of a Master without outside help was impossible. Hars Soth understood this as well as I did and didn’t stop the guard from leaving.

“What do you think?” he asked without turning around. A red-haired beauty entered the house, her advancement halted at the stage of a Gold Apprentice. Fifty-two meridians — the same number she’d had after my pipa recital three months ago. The pure absolute hadn’t changed at all. There was a Diamond rank for Apprentices, and Darna, as one of the Phoenix Clan’s geniuses, was expected to achieve it. However, she hadn’t. Why? Something told me that the wrath of the Heavens had intervened. It was one thing to use your own harmony for your ascension, and quite another to use someone else’s as blatantly as Darna did. Such actions could result in barriers, and something told me that the pure absolute couldn’t break them without golden pills.

“Two were killed by a thin blade to the back of the head, and one more by a strike to the temple. One strike each, as if ancient weapons had been used. Zander has such knives, but, according to the guard, he didn’t leave his room. There are no traces of teleportation techniques near the window or the site of the fight. No signs of a struggle. It seems they weren’t prepared for the attack. Zander can’t move that fast. This is the level of an Overlord at least. Has an Overlord infiltrated the school? Are they hiding here now?”

“Artifacts?” Hars Soth seemed to have grasped something.

“Flying artifacts?” Darna frowned. “Those are Master-level weapons. Zander didn’t have such items three months ago. Such items weren’t available at the auction he had attended. Besides, there wasn’t really any auction — someone had just bought out all the lots. No, Mentor, an Overlord has clearly been at work here.”

“Not bad, Darna,” Hars Soth nodded, still keeping his gaze on Vyllea and me. “Completely wrong, but not bad. We’ll skip that for now. Zander, Vyllea, you’ve been gone for three months. I’d like to hear a reasonable explanation for your prolonged absence. The council will soon discuss your disciplinary action, and I need to understand the stance I should defend.”

Hars Soth’s eloquent words conveyed that he wouldn’t believe us if we claimed we’d spent three months lounging about in a warm place and enjoying life in general.

“Three bodies, seemingly fourth-year students of the School of Spirit Power, lie nearby. Before I explain where we were and why these three suddenly dropped dead, let us go to where the bodies are. I intend to show you something.”

“Was it you who killed them?” Darna gasped, to which Vyllea only snorted. Why state the obvious?

The corpses lay exactly where I had left them. The guard who was watching over us hadn’t erred — I hadn’t left the room. Darna was also correct: no techniques had been used. My flying daggers did it all. When I realized who had come to visit me, I had no choice but to kill each and every one of them. Yes, this would negatively impact my overall ranking. Before killing someone within the School of Spirit Power, it was necessary to challenge them to a duel. Only then would the artifact, which monitored everything around the mountain, adjust the ranking points accordingly. If someone got killed without a duel, the killer’s ranking plummeted at a breathtaking speed. This is precisely what happened to my plaque — my ranking now showed a five-digit number. I hadn’t thought there were more than ten thousand students in the School of Spirit Power!

“The blow was delivered from behind. They didn’t resist, as if they didn’t see or sense you,” Darna observed as she examined the bodies. “These two died first, and this one after. He had just begun to turn around. Why didn’t they defend themselves? How did you kill them?”

“You’re asking the wrong question, daughter of a clan advisor. You shouldn’t be concerned with how I killed them. You should be concerned with why I did it. Don’t you see anything unusual? Use your spirit vision.”

Darna glared at me but complied. She sat down with her knees crossed, closed her eyes, and concentrated, scanning the surrounding space. Soon her eyes opened, but understanding still eluded her.

“You’ve become Gold Apprentices, and so were these three once. There’s no one else around. What did you want me to see?”

“The artifacts these bodies are using.”

“Very funny,” Darna scoffed, brushing the grass off her dress. “Spirit vision doesn’t reveal artifacts.”

“Why not?” Mentor Hars Soth began to look at me differently. “It does. But to see them, a Taoist must have an ascension stage of at least a Master.”

“If anyone thinks I’m going to start explaining how my mentor has taught me this technique, they’re mistaken. You, Mentor, don’t need to know anything about a Seeker’s idiosyncrasies, and Darna had given them up herself. Did you know we had the same mentor? Silver-ranked Overlord Guerlon.”

“Copper-ranked Nascent God,” Darna corrected. “The first Seeker in history to reach such a high rank. He’d caught the attention of many — few can pass the Overlord stage in just a few years, even with all the resources of a clan at their disposal.”

The news was so pleasant that I couldn’t help but smile. The gift of the red panda, whoever they were, had worked perfectly! The Silver Overlord had sorted out all his issues and immediately ascended to the next stage, ignoring the Gold rank! He had surely attracted a lot of unwanted attention, but now we had someone in the central region we could rely on if necessary. The only downside was that the mentor had no items suitable for a Nascent God. He hadn’t even upgraded for the Overlord stage, let alone the next one! No artifacts, no weapons, and no connections in the Fourth Tier among the Overlords — nothing! This could become a problem. Darna was the perfect example of the kind of people who lived in the central region. They would kill anyone for their clan. An independent Seeker didn’t fit into their tidy worldview. On the other hand… As Mentor Guerlon always said, the more serious the enemy, the more valuable the loot. If the Heavens saw it fit to elevate a Seeker so, they would surely provide enemies of a matching level. Copper Nascent God… And six years ago, he was merely a Gold Master! Seeker Guerlon had sprinted through a path others took centuries to traverse in a mere six years.

“All the more reason. Alright, since you can’t see the artifacts, let me be your eyes. The two students who had died first are wearing rings. Remove them.”

“Touching other people’s artifacts with my bare hands? Who do you take me for?” Darna looked at me as if I were mad.

“They’re safe, I swear it by the Heavens. Their maker didn’t bother with proper binding.”

“Darna is right: touching unknown artifacts is dangerous, especially for the daughter of a clan advisor.” Mentor Hars Soth bent down, took the first corpse by the hand, and removed the ring. I could clearly see the spirit shield surrounding him. Trust was good, but you should never trust blindly — that much was prudent!

The ring slid off the rigid finger with difficulty, and a specific odor of death immediately filled the air. I smirked as the lifeless eyes underwent a transformation, taking on a bright yellow-gold color with vertical black pupils.

“A demon…” Darna whispered in shock.

“Indeed,” I confirmed. The elite class mentor bent over the second corpse and removed a similar ring from its finger. The smell intensified, and now two bodies with yellow eyes lay on the ground.

“This one is human.” Hars Soth checked the third body.

“He’s from House Drole. I assume he had come to avenge a slain relative. You know who I’m talking about.”

“The younger offspring of the head of House Drole, who was supposed to study in my class.”

“If you don’t mind.” I waved my hand, and all three bodies vanished. Vyllea sighed in annoyance, but remained silent. Our inventory was turning into a graveyard — Dero Drole, Yeezy, Mewsar Hao, and now these three. Vyllea had designated a spot near the anomaly’s boundary for this purpose, where the Querancy Cult’s altar had once stood. Yet each new body still irked her.

“Now I’m ready to explain where we’ve been for the past three months, why there are demons in the School of Spirit Power, how many there are, and why I hid the bodies instead of running around the school, raising panic.”

My story could have been envied by many writers of the past. Without delving into details that Hars Soth and Darna didn’t need to know, I began by telling the story of our encounter with Dero Drole (something everyone was already aware of thanks to a certain mystery oldster), followed by our infiltration of his dwelling, the rescue of captives, our escape from Hardes, running into demons, and handing over the captives to House Hao. Again, I omitted the specifics, simply mentioning that one of the leaders of House Hao had decided two Seekers were too many and tried to kill Vyllea, but ended up accidentally killing himself. This had led to us being hunted by the entire House Hao, perhaps even the entire Tiger Clan. I skipped over certain events, such as the killing of Yeezy, as it was a private matter of the Seekers’ guild. However, I did not forget to mention the crucial point — that the demons among students had altered appearances, making them exact replicas of the originals.

“I don’t know how long this criminal activity has been going on for here, but one thing is certain: whoever leads the students into the black anomaly is aware their true nature. Either it’s someone in cahoots with Houses Drole and Soth, or it’s a demon. In any case, they will do everything to keep the information about the demons within a trusted circle. Therefore, running around the school with demon bodies and showing them to everyone is not an option — it would only cause problems.”

“Four thousand students in the third year, and three thousand more in the fourth,” Hars Soth mused. “Five hundred students from the third year and three hundred from the fourth have visited the black anomaly. Even if only half of them are demons, the numbers are horrifying. How can we determine the exact number?”

“Only by checking everyone for rings. They were made by a demon named Carros. Mentor, you understand there is another reason why we can’t reveal information about the demons, right?”

“The yellow anomaly near the school of ascension,” Hars Soth replied. “The reason it had remained undiscovered was not any failure on the part of our artifacts — someone among the school’s leadership had benefited from it remaining hidden. Demons and their allies are not just among the students — they are among the teachers as well…”

“One of whom once came to our house and suggested we spied on Darna, reporting her every move. Have you already started a revolution in the school of ascension? Earned the trust of the Phoenix Clan’s representatives, perhaps?”

“I had a thousand!” Darna answered proudly, but then her face fell. “Until the senior students returned. They began hunting us, but only twenty were killed. The Tigers maim and torture everyone.”

“Maim and torture them, you say?” Something unpleasant stirred within me. “So they’re not just breaking their arms and legs, but causing pain? Like cultists?”

“Cultists? Think before you speak!” Darna once again looked at me as if I were insane.

“Alright, let’s put that topic aside for now. So, you had a thousand followers, but a month ago they began leaving Darna the Liberator’s army. How many are there now?”

“Four hundred,” Darna reluctantly admitted. “We have to go around in groups and refuse duels. Almost everyone’s ranking has dropped to zero. You were supposed to advance them to the Gold rank, but you disappeared!”

“Did your father approve our payment?”

“No. He said the heart of an Overlord-level anomaly was too high a price for my training. The best he can offer is a red Warrior-level heart. I think that’s enough for you to fulfill your promise!”

“Don’t twist things and try to manipulate me, Darna,” I even smiled. “I promised to work for you only if I was provided with the heart of an Overlord-level anomaly. Since I don’t have the heart, our cooperation doesn’t exist either. Any alternative you offer is uninteresting.”

“Is this related to the state of your meridians?” asked Hars Soth.

“Directly. An Overlord-level anomaly heart is necessary to restore the energy of our meridians, which will be spent removing the barriers in other Taoists’ elevation. What Darna’s father offers would barely suffice for one attempt. The process is too energy-intensive. While we expected this decision from the clan advisor, it’s still disappointing. Let’s proceed with what we have. Mentor, can you tell us how to access the black anomaly?”

“You won’t survive in it, even if you take your mentor with you,” Hars Soth replied. “No need to scowl, Vyllea. The problem isn’t that you’re weak. Even if you somehow manage to conquer the Overlord’s energy, you won’t make it more than a hundred feet in. The issue with this anomaly lies in the zones that block the use of techniques, some of which appear randomly. You are a conjoined pair. Shall I continue, or will you figure it out yourselves?”

“The zone that blocks techniques will destroy our conjunction,” I recalled mentor Guerlon’s words. “Nevertheless, something needs to be done about this anomaly. It’s attracting Tigers and demons, and the Phoenix Clan cannot even approach it. It needs to be destroyed, Mentor. Only then can the School of Spirit Power in the south of the First Tier regain students from the Phoenix Clan.”

“The black anomaly is indeed unnecessary for a First-Tier ascension school,” Hars Soth agreed unexpectedly. “I’ll think about what can be done, but I don’t recommend anything, nor will I provide you with the coordinates of this anomaly. Any risk must be reasonable. As I understand, Zander, you already have a plan of action. Care to share?”

“It’s not a plan — just a list of initial actions. First, Darna must contact her father and inform him of what’s happening in the First Tier — not just in the School of Spirit Power. Also, she needs to tell him I have some additional important information for the clan. Do you really think I’ve told you everything? There’s something so dangerous that just hearing it could put you on a hit list. Darna, the Nameless One who oversees this territory has completely failed their mission. Either they’re in cahoots with Houses Drole and Soth, or they’re utterly incompetent. Let their superiors decide. I need the Nameless One we had worked with in Tier Zero. I trust him and can share everything we learned in these three months with him. I’ll do it for free. I think that alone should clarify the gravity of the situation. I would handle this myself, but they won’t let me anywhere near the portal — they’ll kill me before I get close.”

“The school council won’t convene until tomorrow,” Hars Soth mused. “I believe I need to urgently visit the Soth palace library with my best student. Darna, do you need time to prepare?”

“Just to avoid suspicion, I should at least take a textbook,” the redhead thought. “I’ll go to my room and…”

“Why don’t you have a spatial pouch?” I interrupted her.

“Because binding it to a student is extremely painful. Not everyone can bind items the way you do.”

Judging by the way Hars Soth looked at me, the topic of binding intrigued him, but he refrained from intervening in the conversation. He probably assumed I wouldn’t be so tactless as to cut off the advisor’s daughter. Naïve. I’d interrupt anyone if necessary. He didn’t even know that Vyllea had used to beat up Darna. There was no tact there — just brute physical force.

“Here you go.” I handed her one of the emptied spatial pouches made by demons. I had accumulated quite a few of them, and each of the three seniors who’d recently joined my spatial graveyard had one in their arsenal. It was almost embarrassing for the Phoenix Clan that regular Tigers had expensive artifacts while the advisor’s daughter did not. Just kidding — there were no emotions involved on my part. I was merely planning for the future. I had no idea how long I would be stuck in the First Tier. Eventually, my stockpile of plants would run out, and I’d need to think about making money. I’d find the great artificer Carros, discover where he got his artifact knowledge, and then become the only one creating such items in the First Tier. Four to five thousand for a spatial pouch seemed like a reasonable price — one many could afford. Money might mean little to Seekers, but after living a week in the maximum luxury the First Tier could offer, I felt it was undesirable to settle for anything less.

“What is this?” Darna accepted my gift hesitantly. I agreed it didn’t look impressive. Carros, as I had noticed many times, was quite a sloppy artificer.

“It’s a spatial pouch made for Apprentice-tier Taoists that doesn’t require binding for use. Though I can bind it so no one can access it without your consent. The binding will last as long as you live. Once you die, the binding will dissolve, and others will be able to use your storage.”

“Storage for First-Tier Taoists?” Darna’s eyes widened. Even Hars Soth seemed intrigued. As a Warrior, he had a standard spatial pouch and knew how it worked, so the news that the binding dissolved upon the owner’s death was new to him.

“More likely for First-Circle demons,” I corrected. “This item, like the rings and many other interesting things, was created by a demon hiding somewhere in the First Tier of the human world. How he does it, I have no idea, but I really want to find out. Anyway, an advisor’s daughter without her own storage sounds preposterous. And, again, I’m giving this to you for free. No hints that I might come to you for a favor someday and you won’t be able to refuse. We don’t engage in such practices.”

“Mentor, we need to go to the portal urgently.” Darna looked at Hars Soth. “Such news completely disrupt my plan. Changes need to be made considering the new input. Zander, what will you do now?”

“What I do best,” I grinned. “I’ll start annoying everyone. I want to see who here is so zealous that they engage in torture. I’ve seen too much of the Querancy cultists to ignore such things.”

“There are no cultists in the School of Spirit Power,” Darna spoke, as if to address a somewhat dull child.

“Just like there are no demons,” Hars Soth unexpectedly took my side. “Zander, I need those two bodies. I’ll show them to the portal overseer. That will make the conversation much more substantive.”

“Elder, I understand I might be overstepping my authority, but try not to advertise the reason for summoning the portal overseer until the last moment. As I mentioned, this matter involves not only House Drole, but also House Soth, likely at the highest level. If they find out you’ve discovered demons in the School of Spirit Power, they’ll do everything to ensure the overseer doesn’t come to the First Tier.”

I conjured the bodies of the students and, under Darna’s disapproving gaze, took their spatial pouches. This was Seeker loot, and no one else had a right to it. If there was nothing interesting inside, I could always sell the pouches to Carmin and Elda for a fair price. I assumed they would find them interesting. Mentor Hars Soth stashed the bodies in his spatial pouch and gave me a serious look.

“House Soth didn’t just give me a name. It taught me to take pride in its members' deeds. If there are traitors among us, I’ll root out this corruption entirely, even if it means the entire leadership of House Soth suffers for it. I’ve heard you, Zander. By the authority granted to me by the School of Spirit Power, I officially remove the status of ‘rules violators’ from Zander and Vyllea, students of the elite first-year class. They were absent on my orders, performing a personal assignment for me. Artifact, record this accordingly. Go to your dorm, students, and start causing trouble. Darna and I will return tomorrow, and by then, there should be senior class mentors outside my office. If they aren’t there, I’ll be deeply disappointed. You don’t want to disappoint your mentor, do you, students? Then get to work! Demons have no place in the School of Spirit Power!”

Ah, dear mentor… If only you knew who you were talking to…


Chapter 15

“ARE THERE ANY MORE wishing to take an issue with me or my wife? If not, please leave the park. You’re not welcome here.”

Someone might have wanted to speak up, but the twelve bodies lying at our feet had a cooling effect on their ardor. These weren’t just any students — they were among the strongest in the school, all ranking in the top twenty. They didn’t like the fact that two Taoists were strolling hand in hand through one of the most beautiful parks in the School of Spirit Power. Naturally, they had to be punished! The first five had tried to do it by the book, through duels, but the other seven simply attacked us, attempting to overwhelm us with techniques. I must admit, without the protective formation, surviving such a brawl would have been impossible. The bastards were too coordinated and too well-practiced. It was clear they had trained together extensively. All of them had dense meridians, a wide array of techniques, and a decent supply of spirit stones for energy replenishment at their disposal. It was quite a struggle. At one point, I considered using my flying daggers, but Vyllea’s Ramming Strikes and her jian finished off the fallen fiends. And yes — they were indeed fiends. All twelve slain students were demons. Apparently, the fiery blood of beings from another world didn’t let them just take things easy in ours, so they harassed everyone. Or maybe they just let the impunity go to their heads.

“So that’s how it is,” I sighed as no one seemed to be leaving. About thirty fourth-year students had gathered around us, with more joining. It looked like someone was coordinating them. The fourth-years were too well-organized, and arriving too swiftly. But such a crowd could only scare those who preferred to defend rather than attack. If the seniors thought we would back down and run, exposing our backs, they were gravely mistaken. I pointed to the strongest ring-bearer in the crowd,

“You! I challenge you to a duel! Your answer is irrelevant! My decision has been made!”

The air filled with a harrowing scream of pain — the Power Burst technique, used on a student who hadn’t bothered to don spirit armor, had turned his lower body into a bloody mess of bones and flesh. Soon the scream died down as the demon passed out. I refrained from finishing him off, observing with surprise how red threads of power emerged from the fallen demon’s chest and drifted toward the mountain’s peak. The twelve students I had killed earlier hadn’t produced such threads. Only this one, who was suffering… Cold sweat broke out on my back as I realized what was happening, and a spirit arrow flew from my hand, ending the life of the unconscious demon. What had Darna said? The seniors didn’t kill — they tortured other students. They inflicted pain. They created these blood threads of power… I prayed to the Heavens to have mercy on these poor Seekers! Could there really be cultists here?

What happened to the demon closely resembled the effect of the cultists’ altar — the negative emotions, the suffering, and the torment were all fueling the blood clots within these creatures. While I hadn’t seen any clots among the students of the School of Spirit Power, it didn’t mean they weren’t there. Artifacts concealing such filth were highly effective. I had to recall everything from the distant eastern province. The coordinator there wore a special artifact that made him appear as an ordinary person. Knowing his energy structure, I now had to check every student and even teacher not only for rings, but also for amulets. This was a joyless necessity.

“You! I challenge you to a duel!”

The seniors weren’t leaving, so I had to prod them. Selecting another demon, I delivered a Ramming Strike to his legs, turning them into a pulp, though not as effectively as the Power Burst would. The crowd recoiled from their fallen comrade. It seemed those used to bullying the weak finally understood they were now fair game for the strong — namely, Vyllea and me. Despite his injury, the fallen demon tried to resist, using some technique, but I didn’t even dodge, allowing my spirit armor to absorb it. The following Ramming Strikes shattered the demon’s arms and shoulders, causing him to scream in agony as he rolled on the ground. It was indeed cruel, but I needed to see exactly where the red power threads were leading. If I was right, and logic told me I was, then the entire mountain of the School of Spirit Power was a monstrous altar for the cult. Whoever had created such an artifact wasn’t just an Apprentice, Warrior, Master, or even Overlord. Only a Nascent God could manipulate elements and energy so perfectly to create entire mountains… A Nascent God… The one inside the mountain… The altar of the cult… Whoever was leading senior students into the Overlord-tier black anomaly…

It was as if a rod had gotten pulled out of my spine when I realized the mess I was in. When Mentor Guerlon talked about sects, he mentioned that each Tier had Regents overseeing large territories and a Lord governing the entire sector or even the whole Tier. But the one who resided inside the mountain of the School of Spirit Power wasn’t just a Lord… This one was the creator of altars — and someone who ignored the demon infestation in the school and even benefited from it.

The one inside the mountain was the god of the Querancy cult… One of the demon princes. He had challenged the demon king, lost, and fled to another world. If the Nameless One came to the school, Clyed Feng would be doomed. A Bronze Nascent God couldn’t match someone who called themselves a true deity… I had to warn him somehow. But how?

A spirit arrow flew from my hands, ending the suffering of the disguised demon and severing the bloody thread of power flowing towards the peak. I had pinpointed the cultist’s location; now I just needed to avoid attracting its attention prematurely. A single blink from a Nascent God could make half the school disappear along with its students and teachers. Looking around, I deliberately walked over to each corpse, removing their spatial pouches, then piled them up, doused them in flammable oil, and set them ablaze. School rules didn’t dictate how to dispose of bodies, so I followed Mentor Guerlon’s teachings: both lesser and greater demons needed to be burned. There was no place for their remains to pollute this world.

“What are you doing?!” Finally, one of the teachers approached us. He was a Gold-ranked Warrior Taoist, like all the instructors at the School of Spirit Power. The only difference was that I hadn’t met this Taoist before. He was probably a mentor for the senior students and had been with them in the black anomaly. He looked unacceptably young — about twenty-seven, similar to Mentor Guerlon. What immediately stood out was the absence of rings. This Taoist was definitely human, but among the items on his neck was an amulet with a twisted energy structure similar to the one worn by the Deputy of the Querancy cult.

“I am disposing of the bodies in accordance with the School of Spirit Power’s regulations, Elder!” I had to mask all my emotions. Fighting a cultist who was a Gold Warrior would be pure suicide, especially with force channels as thick as this teacher’s. I needed to open a huge number of meridians before I could access the “Tiger Strike” technique. Only then could I demonstrate power against such creatures. For now, it was best to lower my gaze, bow respectfully, and respond to the teacher’s question as the school rules prescribed.

“Stop immediately! Put out the fire at once!” Ten senior students rushed to obey the order. All demons! How many of them are there? I was getting tired of killing! My pile had gotten scattered, and the fire was extinguished, but the charred bodies were now unrecognizable — whether they were demons or humans could no longer be determined.

“You will be punished for this insolence, student! Your name and class?”

“Student Zander, elite class of the first year, Elder!”

“Why are you and your companion wearing such strange attire? Where is your school uniform?” It seemed the cultist had decided to accuse us of every possible violation.

“Elder, our appearance has been approved by our class mentor. If there are any questions about our attire, you can ask him!”

“This is a breach of school rules! Change immediately!”

“Can the Elder specify the rule we have violated?”

“Are you arguing with me, junior?”

“School rules prohibit students from arguing with teachers. The teacher is always right in their infinite wisdom!”

“Then go and change at once!”

“Elder, our appearance has been approved by our class mentor.”

“So you are arguing, after all?”

“By no means, Elder! School rules prohibit…”

Knowledge of the School of Spirit Power’s rules and regulations was a powerful weapon in any dispute with the teachers, especially those wanting to pin all the blame on you. I couldn’t behave aggressively towards a teacher — that behavior was punished instantly, and fighting a cultist wasn’t an option. But annoying him within the bounds of the law was entirely different. He had no right to attack me for any of my actions. He could complain to our mentor, demand punishment, but he couldn’t punish me himself. Because, ultimately, I was right.

“Disperse! No more duels today!” The cultist turned and walked away briskly, taking most of the crowd with him. Both demons and humans followed him, all from House Drole. Interestingly, it appeared that House Soth and House Drole weren’t entirely united in their dealings with demons. I didn’t see students from House Soth at the School of Spirit Power. What if these were two independent channels? What if House Soth harbored demons from another world, feeding them villages in the west of their sector, while House Drole brought demons into the School of Spirit Power and trained them in a separate camp under the supervision of a very influential Taoist? I was thoroughly confused, especially considering that the criminals hiding in the capital’s catacombs were also somehow involved in the whole affair as well.

Unlike the fourth-year students, Vyllea and I didn’t intend to leave. Fourteen dead demons weren’t the result I had hoped for. I needed about ten times that number. Mentor Hars Soth would be displeased. However, I had achieved my primary goal — until evening, no one dared to touch the representatives of the Phoenix clan. Darna’s army could finally breathe freely.

Dusk was approaching, so we headed home. Apparently, the fourth-year students lacked the guts to defy a teacher’s orders. Our path led past the central square, where the rating steles were located. I approached the one with the general rating — no changes in the leaders. The top ten students, who significantly outshone the others on the list, hadn’t crossed our path today. They were likely busy with their shady activities. Unfortunately, killing the last two demons hadn’t earned me any points, since they hadn’t agreed to the duel, and I received no rewards. In fact, my rating dropped for unauthorized attacks, leaving my five-digit rank nearly unchanged — only up by fourteen positions.

Scanning the area with spirit vision, I noticed three Gold Apprentices. Their meridian count was off the charts, clearly well over a hundred. This piqued my interest — these were likely from the top ten of the rankings. The trio was sitting in a pavilion, animatedly gesticulating, clearly in a heated discussion. It wasn’t about artifact creation, that much was obvious. The pavilion was off our path, so I planned to forget about them, but something felt off. Another figure approached the trio. Or was it a student at all? The energy structure was bizarre. It was as if a Candidate had inexplicably ended up in the School of Spirit Power! And that wasn’t even a Gold Candidate — there were no nodes or meridians to speak of. Essentially, this entity blended with the environment — I only noticed it because energy threads seemed to flow around it. This creature, humanoid in form, moved slowly toward the trio of seniors. I couldn’t quite tell what happened next, but the result was clear — the names on the global ranking stele shifted. The top three entries vanished!

I grabbed Vyllea’s hand and used Steps to dash towards the pavilion. We covered the mile that separated us in a matter seconds. Vyllea gave me a confused look, but there was no time to explain. I needed to see whoever didn’t register in my spiritual vision. As we neared the pavilion, I stopped. A young man with snow-white hair was getting busy with the bodies. A hamster-like creature perched on his shoulder, but it too was invisible in the spiritual field. The youth rose slowly and turned towards us. A foreboding sense of danger washed over me, but it was strangely distinct. I didn’t know what compelled me to speak, but I said,

“Better hide the demon bodies. Or at least leave them their rings. There are too many demons left in the school. If they realize the hunt is on them, and not just senior students, these creatures might flee. Neither you nor we want that.”

“She’s a demon, too.” The red-eyed youth nodded towards Vyllea.

“She is indeed a demon,” I confirmed. “One who’s been accepted by the Phoenix Clan and the Emperor himself. I remember you. You’re from Tier Zero. One of Dee’s fledglings.”

“That was in the past. Now I walk my path on my own.”

“As do we. I’m Zander. She’s Vyllea. We have the same mission — cleansing this world of unwanted guests.”

“Zander, I don’t understand. Why can’t we kill him?”

“Because it would be not just dangerous, but deadly. Don’t ask how I know. I just do.”

“I am Lu Shi. These are my prey.”

“We’re not claiming any of it. There are plenty of demons left in the school. Good hunting, Lu Shi. If the Heavens will it, our paths will cross again. Vyllea, we’re leaving.”

Funny enough, I didn’t fear to turn my back on this strange young man. There was something about him that felt… right? I had a feeling our meeting had been fated — The Heavens wanted to show me that there were people who could conceal their energy structures. Spotting them with spirit vision was nearly impossible. If I hadn’t been using it constantly to track inanimate objects, Lu Shi would have remained invisible. I needed to press Clyed Feng on this matter — I had to know how he managed to stay hidden.

When we returned home, my energy core wasn’t pounding as it used to. The Bronze Warrior level aura was still formidable, but no longer insurmountable. Absorbing the energy of the hapless member of House Hao hadn’t been in vain. No one was around our house, so we could relax, but instead, I paced the room restlessly.

“Zander, what’s wrong? Did meeting that strange guy affect you so much?”

“What?” I looked at Vyllea and realized she was talking about Lu Shi. “No, it’s something else. Something looming. Something huge. Something is going to happen, and we definitely won’t like it. But even that’s not the main issue… I have a feeling we need to meet with Darna’s army tomorrow.”

“Why? Are you planning to help them ascend?”

“No. Well, sort of. Let me explain, and then I’ll tell you why I think we should proceed this way.”

It was a good thing I hadn’t immediately told Vyllea about my suspicions regarding the God of the Querancy Cult and the cultist teacher. My wife nearly bolted out of the house to find that creature and express her extreme disagreement with its way of life in the most direct, physical, and terminal way she could think of. Vyllea found the way cultists treated children abhorrent the way any sane person would, but her hot-headedness wouldn’t help here. I managed to calm her down by explaining my plan. A foolish one that relied wholly on my guesses and assumptions, but still a plan…

The next morning, I met with Carmin and Elda. Darna’s brave helpers looked at me as though I had sprouted a pair of purple horns all of a sudden, but promised to help. After class, a huge crowd gathered in the elite first-year classroom. Three hundred people couldn’t all fit at the desks, so two thirds of them stood in the aisles, on the stairs, and some even in the hallway. Everyone already knew who I was. The group I had helped ascend was here in full.

I was definitely not Darna; I didn’t like public speaking. I wanted to run back home and forget about this nightmare, but the Heavens didn’t put this challenge in front of me for nothing.

“Hey, everyone!” I shouted to get their attention. “Phoenix Clan students, I won’t beat around the bush. You know who I am — the one who can break your ascension barrier and create new meridians with music, the one who can elevate you to a new rank!”

I noticed Æar in the crowd, smiling and holding a case with a pipa. Judging by his look, it was my pipa — the one he had ordered from his father, a great maker of musical instruments. But these were minor details for now.

“However, there’s a problem: I can’t do this on the grounds of the School of Spirit Power. Part of my power would go to the Tiger Clan students, making them stronger. Do you want your enemies to become stronger?”

“No!” came the tentative replies.

“Nobody wants that! This school is on Phoenix Clan territory, so the majority of the top students should be from this clan! Nobody should impose their laws on your land, a Tiger or not. Do you agree?”

“Yes!” The shouts grew more confident.

“The senior students have returned, and you think that’s a problem? No! The problem is theirs! Because the Seekers have returned to the School of Spirit Power! Yesterday alone, we took down twenty of the top-ranked students! Today, we will continue with this important mission, cleansing the school of unwanted guests, but there’s a problem: we’re not enough. You must become stronger to deal with even the strongest Tigers on your own. Do you want to be strong? As strong as true scions of the Phoenix Clan?”

“Yes!!!”

The roar of the crowd was so powerful that even the windows trembled. I began to understand Darna — being in control of a crowd was indeed enticing. Yet it didn’t appeal to me at all. I felt like I was merely saying what the students wanted to hear, not imbuing my words with any genuine meaning and strength. The Heavens would surely hold this against me, and it would let me know its grievances. Later. After I would have had accomplished what I had planned.

“But, as I said, I can no longer help you ascend while we’re on the premises of the School of Spirit Power! The Tigers are everywhere, and we can’t afford to make them stronger. There is a way to resist but to realize it, we must be united. Do you agree that our strength lies in unity?”

“Yes!!! The Phoenix Clan is great!”

“The only way to open your meridians is to step beyond the allowed boundaries. Those who truly want to become great Taoists — the ones who wish to continue their path of ascension — must follow me beyond the gates of the School of Spirit Power. Only there, outside our school’s walls, can I open your meridians. When we return, we’ll be punished. Our rankings might be lowered. We might even be transferred to different classes. But those who step out with me now will become truly great Taoists! They will regain their rankings through battling the Tiger Clan! Exiting the school grounds is not a violation of imperial law. It’s merely a school rule. But each must decide for themselves if they’re ready to break the rules to become strong or if they’re willing to submit to the rules and remain training dummies for the Tiger Clan students. The choice is yours, proud and independent members of the Phoenix Clan. Right now, I’m heading to the gates and will play my music for those who truly deserve it!”

I took Vyllea by the hand and headed for the exit. The speech had not come easily. My body was sweating more than during any training session. For some reason, my legs were shaking. A fire raged in my chest, but I moved confidently toward the exit.

“Phoenix Clan!” Elda’s voice rang out. “It’s us or them! Who cares about the punishment! Strength is more important than rankings! I’m going with the Seekers!”

“Anyone who chickens out is a mangy tiger!” Carmin shouted in unison with her. “Pick up your snot, start shuffling those lethargic lower limbs of yours, and follow me! Zander knows what he’s doing!”

Three hundred people… Not one person turned back at the exit of the School of Spirit Power. It was surprising — I had expected fifty at most. The guards didn’t stop us — they had only warned that the information about our rebellion would reach the school’s top management and all the instigators would be punished. Whatever. Three hundred students were a worthy goal for what I had planned.

“Settle on the hill, as close to each other as possible!” I shouted. We had only moved a few miles away from the school. I thought this would be enough. Æar handed me the instrument with the same mysterious smile, but I didn’t open it just yet. Binding the pipa would take time, which we didn’t have right now. So, I would use the one I had bought in the western capital of the first sector.

Three hundred people… If I was right and the Nameless One showed up at the School of Spirit Power, a battle between two Nascent Gods would ensue… My actions amounted to three hundred saved lives. The Heavens would surely approve of that.


Chapter 16

“YOU KNOW, ZANDER, sometimes your actions are so illogical and strange that I don’t even know how to react to them.” The voice of our mentor Hars Soth, pulled me out of the conjunction. I had to abruptly end it, causing discomfort for both Vyllea and myself. Half of our conjunction meridians were nullified — providing energy for three hundred people required an immense amount of power. However, the School of Spirit Power now had eighty more Gold-ranked, fifty Silver-ranked, and a hundred and seventy Bronze-ranked Apprentices. I didn’t promote everyone to silver — there was no such goal, and, honestly, there wasn’t enough energy for such a heroic feat — I didn’t forget about myself and Vyllea. Harmony achieved through music couldn’t create conjunction meridians, essentially since it relied on their energy. So the choice was between real meridians and nodes. I opted for the latter — the more of them we had, the sooner I could wrap them with thick strands of power. Vyllea and I ended up with one hundred and fifty-seven nodes, of which only ninety-eight were tied with conjunction meridians. As for real ones, there were still just fifty-two. This was actually an excellent result; now, all that remained was to find a suitable energy source, bind everything together, and start forming a real energy core. Despite being formally able to move towards the Warrior stage, we were keenly aware that it wouldn’t work. A lot more power was needed.

I opened my eyes and looked around me. All three hundred students were in a trance. Some were swaying, others lay on the ground, but all were still meditating. The pipa I had bought in Elths had cracked, unable to withstand the force of the energy I had to channel through it. Vyllea let go of me, allowing me to stand up. Only three people were standing next to us: the grim Hars Soth, Darna, and the Nameless One, whose straw hat hid even his eyes. As I had long understood, he didn’t need them — Clyed Feng lived in the world of spirit vision.

It was an amusing situation. One part of me demanded action. Command Darna to gather the students and move them away from the mountain, have the mentor evacuate the first-year students, and urge the Nameless One to immediately engage the head of the Querancy Cult. Essentially, it craved action. But this part was so small and insignificant that I paid it no mind. I wasn’t a hero from an ancient legend who stopped the demon invasion by standing in their way and refusing to move. I was a Seeker. Someone who was guided first and foremost by his own sense of justice. Therefore, the second part took over.

“There’s no need to react in any particular way, mentor. You can listen and decide how to proceed. Can we set up a protective barrier? The students will soon begin to wake up, and they don’t need their mood ruined by scary tales.”

“Have you moved to a new level of meridian formation?” the Nameless One smirked as he released the floating flags of a protective formation. Judging by the voice, it was indeed Clyed Feng, which warmed my heart. Darna had indeed accomplished her task. I looked at the Nameless One, then shifted my gaze to Vyllea.

“Today, we’ll have to stray from our own rules. We had once made the grand declaration that we would never work with the Nameless Ones again, but the Heavens seem to have a sense of humor, repeatedly having our paths cross with that of the clan spies. And to save at least a few more lives, we’ll have to break our word. Are you ready to face the wrath of the Heavens over something like this? I am.”

“Wherever the husband goes, the wife follows,” Vyllea replied. “If we have to break through, we do it together.”

“In that case, I’ll have to start from the very beginning.” I manifested five chairs and a table while Vyllea began pouring the fragrant brew for everyone. I knew it looked quite strange and out of place, but there was no need to rush. The one inside the mountain was already aware of the Nameless One's arrival — I was more than certain of that. The sneaky bastard hiding in the First Tier was likely staying put for now, deciding whether to attack immediately or wait. After another glance at mentor Hars Soth and Darna, I decided they deserved to hear everything, too.

I began with the discovery of the anomaly near the School of Spirit Power and the pursuit of the wagon carrying demons. I continued with our journey to the anomaly, the discovery of the demon training camp with a high-ranking Taoist, our escape, our subsequent arrival at the school, our encounter with the quartermaster, and the realization that his exact duplicate was part of the Seeker’s Guild. Then, I recounted our trip to the capital and the killing of Dero Drole… The only thing I omitted was how we had managed to destroy such formidable opponents, including Mewsar Hao, who had simply decided to kill a Seeker for no reason. And as the final piece of news that no one even suspected, I spoke about yesterday’s encounter with the cultist teacher and the red threads of power leading toward the mountain’s peak.

“The God of the Querancy Cult.” Judging by the tone, I had managed to impress even Clyed Feng. As for Darna and Hars Soth, they sat with pale faces, clearly shocked.

“Knowing that you would come to the school, I led out as many students as I could. But it’s not enough — we need to get all the first-years out. Maybe even the second-years, too. There are no demons among them.”

“While I think about the best course of action, I believe you might find this interesting to read.” Clyed Feng placed a tray made of ancient metal on the table before me, with an open scroll on top. The mentor instinctively recoiled — the item from the central region was dangerous even for a gold-ranked warrior, let alone ordinary students. The energy emanating from it was scorching, making the idea of reading the text impossible. Darna helped out — she easily took the paper and even pressed it to her chest, smiling blissfully. The energy from her home tier warmed her pleasantly. After scanning the text quickly, the red-haired beauty smirked and handed the item back to the Nameless One.

“If you strip away all the fluff, the Tiger Clan vehemently disagrees with a Seeker from the Phoenix Clan treacherously attacking and killing one of the heads of the great Hao House, which oversees the entire first belt. Not only did he kill him, but he also took the body, clearly intending to desecrate it. They demand the criminals be punished and the body returned for an honorable burial. And this letter came from the Executors of Fate, not the Tiger Clan itself.”

“The Tiger Clan complained to imperial officials?” I was genuinely shocked by the news. “That’s something new. So, they didn’t come to the south of the First Tier to impose their order, but decided to get a third party involved as well…”

I cut off my thought as it finally dawned on me why the Tigers had done this. If a high-ranking Taoist from the Tiger Clan showed up in the southern part of the First Tier, the Phoenix Clan would immediately send their observers to find out what the Tigers were doing on their territory. They might accidentally discover demons, a training base, or other shady dealings the Tigers were conducting in the south without Darna’s clan knowing. So, they decided to involve imperial officials, essentially to say, “Look how righteous we are. We’re not breaking any rules; we’re the most pristine and untainted Taoists in the entire empire!”

“How did the Phoenix Clan respond to this letter?” I asked.

“They replied that they would do everything possible to punish the innocent and reward the undeserving,” the Nameless One said with amusement. “In reality, this letter made everyone think. The Tigers should understand that the first thought to arise in the council would align with what even a simple Seeker would think. Yet they went ahead with it. Which makes one wonder — why?”

“Do they want to solve the problem with House Drole with the Phoenix Clan’s hands?” Darna suggested. “Wiping out such a house would be a huge blow to the clan’s reputation. But if we did it… In thirty years, they could remind everyone that the Phoenix Clan was so insane that they destroyed an entire house of another clan on their own territory. Who would care about the details? The message would be clear: Phoenixes are bad, Tigers are good, so let’s cede even more territories to the Tigers…”

“Either way,” nodded the man in the straw hat, “we need to get people out of the school.”

“So you won’t call for reinforcements? Do you think you can handle this on your own?”

“A demon from another world, lingering in the First Tier and feeding off the emotions of just ten thousand people? For the God of the Cult to regain his former glory, he needs massive blood sacrifices. That’s probably why the king banished this prince from his world — demons, while more lenient towards the cultists, still look down on mass torture. At most, we can expect a Bronze-ranked Nascent God. More likely, just a Copper one. Remember, he’s an exile. He was stripped of his power sources, artifacts, and other valuable items. If I can’t handle someone like that, who can I handle at all? My concern is that our fight might spill beyond the mountain, affecting the school and the students. That must be prevented. Junior, you are responsible for evacuating the first- and second-year students. I don’t know how you’ll manage it, but they must be out of the school by evening. Even if you have to lure them into an anomaly — I don’t care. Zander, show me where the demon base is. Junior, you’re dismissed!”

Hars Soth clearly wanted to stay under the protective dome, but he couldn’t argue with the Nameless One. When he left, I pulled out the map taken from Dero Drole’s wall and spread it on the table. Darna was still with us, so asking Clyed Feng directly about why he needed the coordinates, when he surely already knew them, was unnecessary. Still, I confidently pointed to the mountain where the camp was located. I understood that the advisor’s daughter had to play a role in this process. How I despised politics!

“Darna, you need to get the students away from the mountain,” the Nameless One turned to the redhead.

“No.” Unlike Hars Soth, Darna knew the Nameless One’s capabilities and his zone of responsibility well. “I’m returning to the school to help the mentor. Phoenixes never run from problems, and you have no right to stop me! These are my people, and I will never abandon them — especially for fear of dying.”

Vyllea snorted, causing Darna to whip around to face her.

“You wouldn’t understand that, demon!”

“Of course I wouldn’t,” Vyllea replied. “How can anyone understand a fool who flounders about like a beached herring? Oh, I’m a mighty absolute from the central region, so scary! What was the result? Incompetence combined with weakness. Oh, poor little me, see me getting married off to an unloved infant and turned into a broodmare. But being a broodmare isn’t so bad, and you could grow to love the infant. Maybe in three hundred years. Only then you wanted to become a Seeker. And then a Nameless One. And now, whoopee, watch me, I want to return to the clan and lead a student crowd! I want to be the boss and avoid problems! Oh, the mean Nameless One makes me work. No! I’ll go to the school, where I’ll just get in the mentor’s way, but do what I think is right, ignoring the advice of wise and experienced Taoists. You were a fool when we met, and you remain a fool, rednose.”

“You…” Darna was so enraged that she couldn’t find the words to insult my wife properly. “I don’t care what you think of me, demon! I’m going to the school to help save as many people as possible! Nameless One, take care of those who will be leaving the school!”

The redhead jumped to her feet and nearly ran towards the School of Spirit Power. Clyed Feng removed his hat with the blindfold and closed his eyes.

“Whoever had set up the protection around the school was a very talented artifact master. It’s impossible to see under the dome with spirit vision. I cannot enter right now — my presence would be noticed immediately, and the battle would start. Zander, give me Mewsar Hao’s body. I think it would be a very diplomatic move for the Phoenix Clan to return it to the Tigers. They’re probably sure that we won’t be able to come to an agreement with you.”

I didn’t argue. I put away the map and tableware, and then placed the headless body on the table. When I reached for the spatial pouches, Clyed Feng shook his head.

“We need to return him in the condition he was in when he died. This was the head of external relations for House Hao and, consequently, for the Tiger Clan in the First Tier. I believe the main issue concerns this pouch — the Tigers couldn’t care less about the body. So, the pouches must be returned, and I won’t even look inside, though I’d like to.”

“Mewsar Hao had ordered Vyllea’s assassination.”

“Not exactly. He relayed the order from the Tiger Clan’s leader. I had to pull some strings to unravel the entire order. The clan leader had met with an Executor of Fate — the very one who acted as the hand of law during inter-clan competitions. The Judge had likely related the story of how the Tigers had lost the right to visit the Primordial Soul, the clan leader flew into a fit of rage as a result, and declared he needed the heart of whoever had nearly killed his son. After the meeting, he forgot about Vyllea, but his advisors and those eager to curry favor had heard the order and rushed to carry it out. The assassination order for Vyllea was issued by Touran Golt, the Tiger Clan leader’s advisor, a Nascent God of the Silver rank. The order was sent to Tier Zero, but House Dun couldn’t handle it. When it became clear the Seekers would move to the First Tier, the order got relayed to House Hao, and then through Mewsar to House Drole. That was the chain.”

Vyllea looked at me with a silent question. I could only nod. An advisor to the clan leader? Perfect motivation to get stronger and give him a taste of his own medicine! He’d regret targeting my wife!

“Alright, we’ve sorted that out. What about the others?”

“The others?” I didn’t understand.

“From your story, I gathered that a fifth-rank Seeker named Yeezy had some ability to change his appearance. I’d like to see this person. Or rather, this non-person. Vyllea, does the word ‘mimic’ mean anything to you?”

“Demon mimics?” My wife looked at Clyed Feng with interest. “But they were all exterminated centuries ago! Now, they’re only subjects of scary stories.”

I summoned Yeezy’s body, and this time Clyed Feng didn’t object to me taking all the spatial pouches, of which Yeezy had four — all human-made. When I gestured toward a spatial pouch, suggesting Clyed Feng remove the binding, he shook his head. He wasn’t hired as a locksmith. Everyone has their principles. We’ll have to wait for a meeting with mentor Guerlon. He wouldn’t refuse to help.

“As expected,” Clyed Feng smirked as all artifacts were removed from the frail old man and his body began to return to its original form. Yeezy indeed turned out to be an old man with amusingly pointed ears. His nose resembled a wild boar’s snout, tusks protruded from his mouth, and his skin was gray. Golden eyes with vertical pupils completed the look of the acerbic old man who had managed to blend in among the criminals of the First Tier.

“Without artifacts and active support, the body reverted to its original form. I think I’ll take him, too. It’s rare to get your hands on a real mimic. They’re so unique that it’s easier to find an honest banker or a Seeker following the path of the Heavens. And no, Vyllea, mimics are far anything but scare story stuff. They’re a very functional workforce in your world, used by princes to plant their spies. It’s not even the mimics themselves who act as spies. Folks of the sort who’d been training at the camp you had discovered are prime candidates for that role. You replace some trusted Taoist, rise in their place, and then reveal your true nature at the most opportune moment. You either eliminate someone powerful, open a wormhole, or steal an artifact or technique. There are too many ways for the replacements to cause harm to list them all. That’s why the Tiger Clan wrote this letter. They can’t attack the School of Spirit Power themselves, but are obligated to cleanse it. Most of those replaced are from their clan.”

No one objected to Yeezy’s body being taken, although I also wanted to see what the mimics were like. His energy structure was no different from a human’s, so he could infiltrate anywhere by adopting another's guise. The only issue was with the body. A frail form like that of the old mimic was hard to find. Now it was clear why Yeezy resembled the custodian of The School of Spirit Power! The cunning mimic was pilfering from the school's warehouses!

“So, the creature that sensed us and tried to find us wasn’t a Taoist, but a demon?”

“One of the high-ranking demons,” confirmed Clyed Feng. “The Tigers would never send their cherished ninjas for such a pointless and tedious task. Seekers, I have an urgent matter for you.”

“Guarding a certain red-haired girl?” I clarified. This wasn’t difficult, considering Clyed Feng had glanced toward the city several times.

“Correct. Darna may be hot-headed at times, but she genuinely cares for her people, to the extent of willing to risk her life for them. I can’t enter until evening, so I must rely on your help. Although I wasn’t prepared for our meeting, I have something for you.”

Clyed Feng produced a small egg radiating power.

“Seekers, I want to hire you to escort Darna Feng. She must survive. This is the heart of a Yellow Anomaly, Overlord stage. Accept this task, and it’s yours.”

“Survive? What if she gets a bit hurt?”

“If it’s treatable, no problem. The main thing is that the injuries must be non-fatal.”

Vyllea reluctantly nodded. Darna annoyed her, but enduring her presence for a day was worth it for the heart of such an anomaly.

“Clyed, can we get access to the clan’s healing capsules?” I asked as soon as the egg was in my hands. It instantly recognized me as its owner and began restoring the energy leaking from my meridians. I had to stash the power source in spatial storage. There was no point in draining this power source unnecessarily. I had other plans for it. We needed conjunction meridians. Many. Preferably all of them available to us.

“What a strange and silly question.” Clyed Feng frowned. “I didn’t expect this from you, Zander. No, access is not possible. Each use of ancient artifacts is under strict control. Now, will you explain why you need it?”

“Do you know this item?” I pulled out the energy accumulator I bought at the auction.

“An energy accumulator, with a capacity ranging from one tenth to one fifth of a Yellow Anomaly at the corresponding stage of Ascension. It’s deemed usable for ordinary Taoists by the Executors of Fate.”

“With a healing capsule — not a regenerative one like ours, but the real deal — you can implant this accumulator in your head. According to my data, spirit vision improves significantly, allowing one to detect protective formations. But I don’t have all the details yet. I’m frustrated by the limitations of my abilities. The entire First Tier is dotted with protective formations, but I can’t see them.”

“What an unexpected and interesting piece of information,” mused Clyed Feng. “We just need to figure out how I learned about it to verify it.”

“From the Seekers?”

“Then the question will be redirected to you. Investigators would be thrilled — they don’t like working with the Nameless Ones. How did two Seekers learn about the unusual properties of an ancient accumulator? Was it from demons? No, not an option. Did you find out in an anomaly? Why hasn’t this anomaly been reported to the clan?”

“Because it was looted by demons?” I suggested. “And we had to destroy the anomaly?”

“Cleaning it out first and then blaming the demons? No, Zander, take my advice — don’t become a source of information about the ancients without a legitimate reason for having that information. It’s even stricter than with the Silver Heron School. Ancient artifacts can cause too much trouble in the hands of those who understand their use. Need anything else for now?”

“Warrior techniques. Without proper attacks, we’re like one-armed fighters.”

“If you managed to take down a Gold Warrior as ‘one-armed fighters,’ as you say, one dreads to contemplate what you might achieve with both arms in your command! There’s a problem with techniques. As I said, I didn’t plan on suddenly rushing to the First Tier today. I have my own duties, you know. Darna has reached the school. I’ll drive the students away, quickly head to the capital to report everything I’ve learned, then return and storm the school. By then, the first-year students should be outside the protective dome, and Darna must remain alive. I don’t want to scare or threaten you, but if she dies, Clyed Feng dies, too. And the Nameless One who replaces him will remember everything. Do we understand each other? Then go — save rednose… Heavens, Vyllea! Stop calling her that! It’s contagious.”


Chapter 17

“WHAT IS SHE DOING? Does she call that help?” Vyllea’s face contorted when she saw Darna. The redhead was surrounded by a bunch of laughing seniors, trying to explain something to them, making demands, and waving her arms, but all to no avail. The Tigers stood there laughing at the redhead, and from what I saw, they completely disregarded her demands. Either they didn’t know, or the demons didn’t care about some advisor from some clan. They saw a beautiful first-year student and wanted to have fun. Suddenly, Darna shrieked like a scared little girl, jumped, and shot a Spirit Arrow at the nearest Tiger. It had no effect; she couldn’t pierce his spirit armor.

“Zander…” Vyllea's voice dropped to the lowest pitch possible. My wife was practically growling. It was one thing to mock, beat, or even kill Darna, but another to try groping her in broad daylight in plain sight of a huge crowd. The redhead began spinning, trying to escape the circle, but it was too late. So many disguised demons surrounded her that escape was impossible.

“Whoever kills the fewest collects the loot!” I shouted, launching the green daggers. Nearly thirty false Tigers surrounded Darna. They must have seen the lone beauty while returning from class, and their boiling blood drove them to play with the junior. The game quickly escalated into something neither Vyllea nor I liked.

“Tiger cubs, do you realize you’re all about to die?” My voice was filled with so much joy that everyone turned, including the now-red-faced Darna. I deemed attacking without warning unworthy. Vyllea walked beside me, grim, angry, and sharing none of my joy. In one hand, my wife held a jian, in the other, a dagger capable of piercing Apprentice-level spirit armor.

“Take care of him,” one student barked, and the leader of the gang appeared. Ten students came toward us, but they didn’t get far. Vyllea used Steps to close the distance. She didn’t bother with talking or warnings — her steel spoke for her. Three bodies hit the ground so fast I worried — I had no intention of losing to Vyllea. Green knives shot forward, embedding in the chests of two nearest disguised demons. Score: two to three!

“That’s unfair!” Vyllea protested as my flying knives returned. “The last four don’t count!”

“Don’t make up new rules after the fight,” I smirked. “It was expected that the last demons would try to flee. If we discount the four caught by my knives, we should also discount the trio you caught using Steps. Accept it, woman! Today your husband was better!”

“I’m still stronger than you,” Vyllea pouted. “I can prove it right now!”

“Stronger isn’t the half of it!” I agreed. “But make sure you collect our loot quickly before the teachers arrive, and we miss out on the goodies. You can tell me how strong and mighty you are afterward. I promise to listen very attentively and not interrupt.”

Vyllea shot me a glare but complied — defeat was defeat. Besides, it was better for her to handle the bodies and immediately strip them of valuables than to trust such a responsible task to her husband. He would just toss the bodies into the spatial anomaly to save time. Vyllea didn’t need thirty more corpses littering her green meadow.

“So, tell me, great student leader, why did you rush to the school like that?” I stopped beside Darna, whose face was still the same color as her hair.

“They… they appeared suddenly. I wasn’t ready!”

“Thirty demons suddenly jumped out of the bushes and attacked a lone girl in broad daylight?” I asked incredulously. The redhead panted heavily but stayed silent. “Fine, let’s say it was sudden. The Nameless One pinned us to the wall and said if anything happened to you, Vyllea and I wouldn’t survive. So, whether you like it or not, we’ll have to be your nannies until the end of the day.”

“I don’t need nannies! I can handle it myself!” Darna snapped.

“Freshmen,” I reminded her. “You came here with a specific goal — to get as many people out of the school as possible. Are you going to argue with us or get to work?”

Darna knew how to get things done when she needed to. She confidently headed to the main building where the first-year meditation classes were held, muttering something unintelligible under her nose. She barged into classrooms, bowing to bewildered teachers, and announced,

“Elder, I am Darna Feng, the head of the elite first-year class. We are conducting large-scale exercises for The School of Spirit Power. My supervisor forbade me from explaining the details, but all first-year students must leave the school immediately. The assembly point is one mile away from the school.”

“Are you out of your mind, girl?” The teachers would usually react in this very manner, to which Darna would just bow her head and say,

“My job is to inform. Yours is to act on my words. The debriefing will take place tomorrow at the school council meeting. That’s all I can say. Look out the window — other classes have already started leaving. Or step into the corridor — it will soon be crowded.”

Her bluff, combined with confidence, was so convincing that no one argued. Gradually, group after group of students began leaving the classrooms. Teachers looked around, trying to discern if Darna was telling the truth or if this was some elaborate ruse for which she should be punished. But seeing groups led by Hars Soth, they didn’t question it. If the elite class’s supervisor was involved, there must be some real exercises that the ordinary teachers hadn’t been informed about.

The second year also needed to be evacuated, and this was slightly more challenging — Hars Soth’s authority alone wasn’t enough. After a brief discussion, we decided to involve the head of the Department of Meditation. The head was a colorful old man with a face more suited to an elderly villager, perhaps one somewhat overly fond of his dram, than a high-ranking Taoist. He listened to us without interruption, and then simply asked how many of the teachers and students were demons and cultists and whether they could be distinguished from each other outside the School of Spirit Power’s walls.

After some thought, I assured him that telling them apart from human students wouldn’t be a problem, provided we evacuated everyone before the Nameless One returned. We should have gone straight to the head instead of running around aimlessly from classroom to classroom, trying to negotiate with teachers. The dean pulled out an artifact, cleared his throat, and began to speak, his voice seemingly spreading throughout the School of Spirit Power.

“Dear colleagues and students! This is the head of the Department of Meditation speaking. I regret to inform you that a large number of orimmal toads have been found on the premises of the School of Spirit Power. As you all know, these are aggressive and dangerous creatures that reside in the jungles of the Second and Third Tiers, which makes their appearance in our school highly unusual. Nevertheless, the fact remains that the toads are here, and we must address this issue immediately. I ask all students, teachers, and staff to leave the school premises so we can conduct a thorough cleansing. The purification artifact will be activated in two hours, so please do not delay. Those who are injured will be responsible for their own medical expenses. Deans of other faculties, please ensure your students leave the school. The value of our students’ lives far exceeds that of a missed lesson. I also ask that the artifact log this event in the journal, noting the orimmal toad infestation and my warning about the upcoming measures. Additionally, please suspend any student rating downgrades during the evacuation. Thank you for your understanding and cooperation.”

The department head fell silent, set down the artifact, coughed a few more times, and grinned broadly.

“I’ve been wanting to do that for a long time but never had the chance. Having the whole school dance to your every whim — what could be better?”

“Is something like that even allowed?” Vyllea voiced the collective thought.

“In our times, anything is possible, girl.” The satisfied department head sat back at his desk. “The key is confidence and a somewhat logical explanation. Your version doesn’t hold up to any scrutiny.”

“Elder, you should also leave the school,” I suggested.

“And miss the chance to witness a battle between two Nascent Gods firsthand? No, young man, at my age, I can’t afford to pass up such an opportunity. You youngsters can hope this won’t be the only such battle in your lives, but for someone stuck here in a First-Tier school, it’s a dream come true. Yes, I’ll likely get caught by the aura, techniques, or elements, but as I said, this is a once-in-a-lifetime event. Besides, don’t forget — I’m staying here to cleanse the school of the dreadful and dangerous orimmal toads. Extremely unpleasant creatures, I must say. Tough and terribly poisonous. Assassins love to coat their blades with their venom. Even healing doesn’t help — only a special antidote works. But why am I telling you this — you’ve studied it all in lectures.”

Studied, huh! Maybe the textbooks they gave us had something like that written in them, but I sure didn’t have the time to study. There was hardly any time for books while you drove around in Molly. Vyllea wasn’t interested in musty old volumes, either. Why bother when she has me, who could tell her all the answers — even during exams?

“Happy now? Can we leave?” I asked Darna as we exited the department head’s office.

“Not yet, I need to get my things,” Darna replied stubbornly. “I have to go to the dormitory. I can’t afford to lose what my father has gifted me.”

“Are you kidding me?” I raised my voice.

“No one is forcing you to tag along!” the redhead snapped. “It’s you who need to keep on the Nameless One’s good side, not me.”

“Sometimes she can be so annoying that my fists start itching,” Vyllea grumbled. “Let’s go, Zander. I want to see where the students live. We’ve promised to escort the redhead. Seekers keep their word, even if it annoys them.”

“Annoy” didn’t even begin to describe it. The School of Spirit Power had turned into a veritable anthill — students were moving towards the exit en masse, and they seemed to be coming from every direction. We had to wait a while for organized groups from other departments to pass by. Third- and fourth-year students, led by their supervisors, were leaving the school grounds, making me sigh heavily. Demons, House Drole, demons. And more demons. From what I saw, among the upper years already divided into groups by department, about a third were from another world. I couldn’t even imagine how many real Tigers had been destroyed over that time. Apparently, everyone unfortunate enough to have put their trust in House Drole. And now all these fake students were leaving, trying to save their lives. We’d managed to save the first and second years with the aid of the Meditation Department’s head, but there was also a huge crowd of creatures I’d rather see dead here.

Still, it was too late to change anything, so all I could do was sigh and watch the demons with a heavy heart. It got to the point where a litter carrying the head of the school and the quartermaster passed by! Funny, I had never seen the head of the school in all my time here. Well… in the month that I’d spent here.

“Let’s go!” Darna commanded when the flow of students had significantly thinned. She loved to command, and seeing that we were committed to staying with her until the end, she took full advantage of the situation. It was annoying, to say the least. But when the prize was the heart of an Overlord-stage Yellow Anomaly, one could endure any quirks of a mercurial brat from the central region. There was less than an hour left for us to bear with her company.

I was so naïve in my assumptions…

The feeling of trouble hit me as we reached the women’s dormitory. Darna lived in a private room on the third floor, being quite influential. The guards were already gone — the school staff had evacuated too. We climbed to the necessary floor, where Darna had the brilliant idea to leave us in the corridor while she collected her things. To say Vyllea was angry would be an understatement. Darna slammed the door right in our faces, and Vyllea kicked it open immediately, sending the redhead sprawling.

“Do that again, and I’ll break your legs!” Vyllea hissed, red with rage as she loomed over the pale Darna. “The Nameless One has only demanded you stay alive. He specifically mentioned that if we needed to knock some sense into you, no one would object! Who do you think we are, you dumb cow? You think we’re your servants? Get packing, or I’ll kick you out and drag you out of the school by your hair!”

It seemed to work — the stunned Darna had clearly not been expecting such a reaction from us, and she meekly started stuffing her numerous belongings into the spatial pouch received from us as a gift. As I was watching Vyllea, I was amazed to see her anger slowly turn into interest. When Darna, blushing as red as her hair, reached the cabinet with her lingerie, my wife’s anger seemed to have dissipated completely.

“So beautiful!” Vyllea whispered. Darna spun around as if she’d been whipped, but she saw no mockery or sarcasm in the demon’s eyes — only admiration.

“Do you really like it?” Darna turned to hide her clothing from me and showed something to Vyllea. My wife’s eyes widened even more.

“It’s amazing! Is it all from the central region?”

“This particular set is from the Third Tier. Master Maseel resides there. See his mark here? It’s only placed on items he’d crafted personally. Even his apprentices aren’t allowed to mark their work with it. This master is the best in the entire empire! His creations are sought after by everyone, even advisors and Executors of Fate. They say the emperor himself has worn his items! His queue is booked for decades, and the prices… you’d be better off not knowing. Want to see more of his creations?”

“You bet I do! Of course!”

Here it was! That premonition of trouble was ringing true. Vyllea and Darna got so engrossed in examining the lingerie sets that they completely forgot about everything else. When I tried to remind them that we needed to leave the school, they both hissed at me. They were in their element and didn’t want to leave it. Vyllea even shamelessly took off her dress, showing Darna the white lingerie set she had bought at the auction. The redhead gave me a strange look and then stripped down herself, revealing a set of dazzling blue lingerie. That was enough to get Vyllea to set up a screen and change into her favorite red set, standing before me in all her glory. My wife looked so stunning that even the otherworldly beauty of Darna couldn’t compare. That’s what I thought until the redhead pulled something black from her spatial pouch and disappeared behind the screen. When she emerged and twirled around, allowing me to see her from all angles, the black, semi-transparent lingerie on her fair skin looked so harmonious that I was left speechless. I even had to cross my legs to hide my admiration. The bodies of these girls, who never neglected their training, fit and athletic, and the grace with which they moved could outshine the best acrobats and dancers. I didn’t know what prompted the Heavens to give me such a treat, but I didn’t regret it for a second. One thing was certain: Vyllea and I would have an impromptu meridian restoration session at the first opportunity. Because after everything I saw today, holding back was beyond human strength.

A sudden pain shot through my back, forcing me to jump to my feet. At that moment, Vyllea was trying on one of Darna’s sets. The girls were so similar in build they could have been sisters. The pain intensified, making me forget the two beauties and finally remember why we were here.

“The Nameless One will be here in a minute!” I nearly shouted. “We need to get out of here, now!”

“Vyllea, help!” Several hours of close interaction had made Vyllea if not a friend to Darna, then at least not an enemy. The girls rushed to stuff clothes into their spatial pouches, but I knew they wouldn’t make it in time. I had to help, shoving everything into the inventory. We’d sort things out later.

“Out the window! Darna, get on Vyllea’s back!”

No objections. Darna acknowledged our strength and climbed onto Vyllea’s back without question. A powerful kick shattered the window as I grabbed Vyllea’s hand and used familiar gestures to control our movement. The women’s dormitory was nearly on the opposite side of the mountain from the entrance. I raced forward, but the sense of impending danger never left me. Things were not just bad — they were catastrophic. We weren’t going to make it. Not even close.

“Where are you going? There’s no way through there!” Darna yelled as we veered towards the outer wall. Several dozen techniques later, we reached a huge wall.

“Darna, down! Vyllea, the edges must be smooth. Darna, help!”

I pulled out two ancient plates from the inventory — the very ones we’d used to hide from the pursuit sent by House Hao in the western region’s capital. Vyllea immediately understood what was needed — the lid we’d crawled under had very uneven edges. In the dark dungeons of Elths there was no time to make anything smoother than that. While the girls worked on the lid, I bent the edges of the second plate — the one we’d lie upon. The burning between my shoulder blades reached a peak — I’d never felt anything like it before.

“That’s it, hide!” I tried to speak calmly, but it didn’t come out well. I was shaking with fear and foreboding. “Vyllea in the center, Darna on the side closer to the mountain. I’ll be on the other side. Close it tight! Press the plates together!”

“What is this for? Why?” Darna was utterly confused, but thankfully, she didn’t argue. I didn’t have time to respond — incredibly powerful energy started to seep in through the gaps we hadn’t managed to seal. Both Vyllea and I wheezed, but Darna helped by plugging the holes with her body.

“The amulet. Vyllea, remove it!”

My wife twisted, pulling off the source of energy that allowed Darna to survive in the outer Tiers of the empire. The girl sighed with relief and even closed her eyes in pleasure. The deadly aura of the Nascent Gods, which was lethal for us, felt natural to her. Suddenly, our plates began to shake, black dust penetrating through the gaps between them.

“The dust must not reach us! It’s deadly! Vyllea, sacrifice your clothes!”

“Got it.” When necessary, my wife was very efficient and followed instructions precisely. We started sinking into the black dust — the territory of The School of Spirit Power couldn’t withstand the energy of the Nascent God who had decided to no longer conceal his power.

“Did you really think you could hide here, you poor thing?” Clyed Feng’s voice echoed loudly. “You fled from your world, hid in the First Tier, turned the entire mountain into your altar… I can’t even imagine how anyone could completely disregard their security like that! Today, the Querancy Sect will lose its God!”

“Today you will die, human!” a thunderous voice replied. “Because you are foolish and arrogant. I have been preparing for encounters like this one for a thousand years! I have created this mountain and scattered beacons that feed me all over the First Tier. I have turned this Tier into my home. Do you think you have the power to deal with me, worm?! I am a God! Higher than your self-proclaimed emperor or the cursed demon king! I am the true ruler of this world! Do you think I lack energy? You are blind, human! All the altars in this Tier are attuned to me. All the cults here work for me! Daily, hundreds of tortured lives give me their power to make me stronger. You may have discovered my location, but that’s a trifle. I’ll make myself a new home. As for you, I’ll drain your soul and make you suffer for eternity. You will be a perfect battery — a Bronze Nascent God. Another one in my collection!”

The space trembled, and I suddenly felt unwell. A piercing scream of pain resounded under the dome of The School of Spirit Power. The voice belonged to Clyed Feng.

But the troubles didn’t end there. Amid the explosions, the hissing, and Clyed Feng’s frenzied screams, a thin child’s voice rang out,

“What a funny little beast, don’t you think, colleague? A Gold Nascent God feeding on the suffering of others. I’m almost glad you’ve brought me to such a remote place. Will you join the taming? Or will you forfeit the honor of presenting something like this to the Emperor to the Phoenix Clan? Oh, stop tormenting my Nameless One already!”

Clyed Feng’s agonizing scream ceased abruptly, replaced by cheerful and mischievous girlish laughter.

“You can’t even do that, little god without legs? What are you even capable of then? Don’t disappoint me. I haven’t had worthy opponents in a long time. I want a good workout!”

“Advisor Delilah,” Darna whispered in a voice as if she had just been sentenced to death. Indeed, it appeared as though our troubles were only beginning.


Chapter 18

“ARE WE GOING to die?” Vyllea’s projection in the spatial inventory showed no emotion.

“Anything is possible,” I replied from within the anomaly, as each breath was worth more than a thousand spirit coins in reality. And there was no opportunity for chatter there, either. All our efforts were focused on holding the lid made of ancient metal and not getting crushed by the monstrous pressure. The black dust particles were almost weightless on their own, but when their numbers reached infinity, they had mass. And now all this mass was pressing down on us with every intention to turn us into pancakes. The pressure made the soft metal lid cling so tightly to the base that the dangerous dust no longer penetrated inside. However, along with the dust, air stopped getting in as well. And for the three of us under the small lid, there was very little air left.

“It’s annoying when you don’t curse… We’re in this mess because of us two!”

“Is there any point in cursing now? My fault is no less than yours or Darna’s. Can you change the past? Neither can I. We must accept it and move on. But those fifteen minutes were among the best in my life. Seeing two beauties and then dying… Isn’t that the path of a Seeker?”

“Seeing two beauties and grabbing them in your arms — that’s the Seeker’s path! Only weaklings die!” Vyllea retorted.

“Fair enough,” I chuckled. “But first, we need to survive this.”

My hands were trembling, and I wanted to lie down, but we didn’t have that luxury. We had to fight to the last, even when there seemed to be no chance of success.

We had sunk so low that the sounds of battle no longer reached us. Maybe it was over, and the Nascent Gods had left the territory of the School of Spirit Power, taking all the energy with them. We could wrap our faces with the remaining clothes, cut through the plate, and try to escape the dust. If it didn’t crush us immediately… But that would still be better than suffocating. I was already generating various plans for how we could save ourselves when, unexpectedly, the space around us trembled once more. The battle continued. Or not? Something strange was happening. It felt like we were rising. The plates shook, but with each second, the pressure on the lid lessened. Eventually, we all fell onto the lower plate with a sigh of relief — the pressure had disappeared completely. Each of us pushed as hard as we could. The lid lifted slightly, and fresh air rushed in. A few moments later, the shaking stopped.

“How long do you intend to hide?” a young girl’s voice rang out. “Darna, don’t you want to greet your favorite advisor? Don’t make me sad. I can see your heartbeats even under the ancient metal.”

“Let’s go,” I said, pushing the lid aside. But not far — our struggle with the black dust had not been kind to us. Almost all the girls’ clothing had disappeared. Only the lingerie made in the Third Tier and a few amulets had remained. Darna had her energy source, since the power had stopped penetrating under the lid and she had to restore it, and Vyllea had her Seeker’s plaque. Everything else had evaporated. I even had to hide Darna’s spatial pouch in mine, as a First-Tier item would have disintegrated, leaving all its contents scattered under our lid. It seemed The Heavens had decided to give Vyllea a chance to try on one of Darna’s sets before we had to make a hasty escape from the school. As for me, I never had Third Tier clothing. So now, under the lid, I lay as I had been born.

“I feel like you’re testing my patience.” The girlish voice was turning cold. Darna sighed heavily and was the first to crawl out from under the lid, presenting herself to Advisor Delilah in a rather provocative state. Vyllea followed, and then, covering myself with the plate, I stood up as well. What I saw stunned me so much that I almost dropped the plate.

I didn’t even know where to begin my description. Perhaps with the fact that The School of Spirit Power was no longer around us. There was a perfectly flat area stretching from one edge of the protective dome to the other. There were no plants, no buildings, and no statues — not even the mountain itself had survived. But it wasn’t the disappearance of the mountain that had shocked me — though surprising, it was somewhat expected. What struck me most was the slender girl floating in the air, looking about twenty years old, with a cute face, a button nose, and two childish pigtails. The First Tier was, of course, rich in Qi energy, but not enough for Taoists to fly. According to mentor Guerlon, only in the Third Tier did Golden Masters, those who had touched upon the formation of the spirit core, gain the ability to control flying objects. But only control, and not levitate independently. That required enormous amounts of power. The girl floating before us clearly had no such problems. It was impossible to look at her with spirit vision — Advisor Delilah’s power was blinding. Lowering my gaze, I saw five men. One of them stood, looking at Darna and Vyllea with interest. The symbol of the Tiger Clan shone on his chest, and he had no less power than the floating Advisor Delilah. It was also impossible to look at him with spirit vision. Next to the representative of the Tiger Clan, the Nameless One was sitting with his hands resting on the ground. His straw hat was in tatters, and his clothes torn in places, revealing his skin, but Clyed Feng looked relatively alive. Just very, very tired. The same couldn’t be said for the remaining men. One of them, quite plump, lay bound with energy threads emanating from Advisor Delilah. This seemed to be the God of the cultists. The other two, looking like skin-wrapped skeletons, weren’t bound, but they looked more like corpses than living beings. The only sign that they were still alive was their rare breathing. The batteries that had been feeding the God of the cultists had little more to give.

“Elder,” Darna said, bowing low. Vyllea and I exchanged glances and decided it wouldn’t hurt to show some respect to the strange flying girl, if only for her ability to fly.

“I’m not sure how to react to such an extravagant outfit.” Advisor Delilah descended to the ground. “Oh well. Nameless One, I have a feeling you want to tell us an intriguing story about what happened here. How did such an interesting demon, who fancied himself a god, end up in the First Tier?”

“Elder,” Clyed Feng struggled to rise. He was noticeably shaky. What must have happened to a Bronze Nascent God to make him look like this, I wondered? “Please allow Seeker Zander to explain. Everything that has transpired here was a result of his actions, not mine. I only came at his request to fight the God of the Cult.”

“A fight you have disgracefully lost.” Advisor Delilah’s face showed disgust, not towards Nameless but towards the plump demon she was looking at.

“Yes, Elder, I have lost. Without your help, I would have become another battery, like those two half-corpses. I will report my failure to Advisor Wigran and accept whatever punishment he deems fit.”

The Nameless One subtly reminded everyone that he was under another advisor’s command. Smart move. I didn’t waste time while he spoke. Strutting around in front of such influential people naked was not the best idea. So, I asked Vyllea to hold the plate while I put on a spare Seeker’s robe. It wasn’t possible to fully dress, but even a simple robe was enough for now. Once I was dressed, Vyllea and Darna followed suit. The representative of the Tiger Clan was watching the girls too intently for them to continue parading in semi-transparent lingerie.

“So, you’re the Seeker Zander?” Advisor Delilah turned to us again. She watched the girls dress for a moment, then turned to the Tiger. “Colleague, you wanted to see him. And if I’m not mistaken, that’s Seeker Vyllea beside him. The pair that made you nervous enough to drag me to the First Tier.”

“I need Mewsar Hao’s body!” The Tiger’s voice was low and growling. I should have been scared and started explaining, but I felt that would be seen as weakness by Advisor Delilah. So, I demonstratively pulled a belt from the spatial pouch and began wrapping it around myself, trying to ignore the burning sensation between my shoulder blades.

“The body!” the Tiger roared, and a wave of energy capable of turning me to dust hit. But the energy was tamed. I didn’t even have to squint as all the threads of power sharply twisted and were absorbed by Advisor Delilah.

“No need to get so worked up, colleague.” The girl with two pigtails turned to the Tiger. “You’re not planning to attack those recognized by my husband in my presence, are you? It would be rude of me not to defend them.”

“Forgive me, Elder, but Seeker Zander doesn’t have Mewsar Hao’s body!” Nameless bowed to the advisor. “As soon as he learned of the letter received by the clan, he handed the body to me without any demands.”

“A loyal Seeker?” Advisor Delilah looked at me with interest. “And an apprentice of the troublemaker Guerlon to boot? Nameless One, the body!”

The decapitated body of one of House Hao’s leaders fell onto the hardened ground. The Tiger reached for it, but before he could, Mewsar Hao’s spatial pouch ended up in Advisor Delilah’s hands. She didn’t even need to break into the storage — they were always open to Taoists of her level. Within moments she was holding several golden sheets in her hands, which she had read before throwing the now-useless pouch back onto the corpse with a smirk.

“Heavens, you’ve caused all this commotion for something like that? Colleague, I’m disappointed. Did you really think we wouldn’t know about the Dragons’ discovery? I don’t even know how to react to such disrespect. Perhaps I’ll just smile and sigh heavily. Take it. The Phoenix Clan isn’t interested. You can tinker with the ancient creation as much as you like.”

Advisor Delilah handed the golden sheets to the representative of the Tiger Clan, who took them with some reluctance. He seemed to have forgotten about the corpse lying in front of him.

“Well, now, I’d like to hear the story.”

Advisor Delilah waved her hand, and comfortable chairs and a table laden with drinks appeared beside her and the Tiger. She sat down, inviting the representative of the rival clan to join her. It was clear that the rest of us weren’t granted such an honor. Fine, we would stand. It would be foolish to show any impudence next to someone who was practically a god. Darna’s fear of the advisor was well-founded; she clearly understood that the advisor could afford to get angry and suffer no consequences, even if she turned the redhead into a pancake.

“Elder,” I bowed again. “I’ll begin my story from the moment we discovered the Querancy cultists and captured their Deputy. I’m afraid that without this, I can’t explain how I identified the presence of a cultist at The School of Spirit Power…”

“Stop!” Advisor Delilah interrupted my account. “Are you saying you brought three Tiger cubs to House Hao, and this body came out and decided there were too many Seekers in Elths?”

“The aggression was unprovoked, and there are many witnesses to this. At least two rescued students and the guards who accompanied us. We were polite until the end, but I can’t explain what had gotten into this Taoist’s head. He just came out and declared that one Seeker was enough to tell about House Drole’s betrayal. Then he attacked my wife, and I had to explain to him that he shouldn’t have done that.”

“Silver Apprentices killed a Gold Warrior who rushed to attack?” The Tiger representative clearly didn’t believe my words.

“If the Elder wishes, he can conduct his own investigation,” I said without hesitation. “I have no reason to lie or evade. We defended ourselves using all available means. If Advisor Delilah wishes, we can tell the Tiger Clan representative how we managed this feat, but if we’re ever called to inter-clan competitions again, the Tigers will have an advantage of knowing our capabilities.”

“I agree that we shouldn’t reveal such things,” the pigtail-adorned woman smiled. “Loyal Seekers are in high demand.”

“Nevertheless, they killed a high-ranking member of a ruling house of the First Tier,” the Tiger persisted. “The reasons need to be investigated, but the fact remains. Mewsar is dead, and the Seekers are alive. This is a blow to House Hao’s honor, and thus, to the Tiger Clan as a whole.”

“I agree,” nodded Advisor Delilah. “We don’t appoint houses to manage the Tiers for no reason. If every passing Seeker started enforcing their will, it would require us to dive into a whole host of minor problems as if we had no other concerns. Seeker, you must compensate House Hao for the killing of one of its leaders. Usually, the offender works for the house for ten or even twenty years, but I’m in a good mood today, so I give you the right to propose something else. If my colleague agrees with your offer, the issue of the murder of the ruling house member will be closed once and for all. Am I correct, colleague?”

“That’s right, ma’am,” the Tiger agreed. Strange, he called Advisor Delilah “ma’am,” while she only referred to him as “colleague,” seemingly pulling his status to her level forcefully. “Twenty years of service to House Hao is a fair price for the killing.”

Bastards! Scoundrels and bastards playing their games, using everyone else as pawns. Delilah called me a loyal Seeker of the Phoenix Clan several times and then handed me over to House Hao for twenty years of hard labor. Why did she do this? Why did she control other people’s lives in the first place? Just because she could? Because her power gave her the right?

“I have no plans to serve House Hao for twenty years, Elder,” I responded. “So I’ll have to interest the esteemed advisor of the Tiger Clan’s leader with something else. And I know exactly what. Surely you noticed the ancient plate that protected us from the harmful effects of Nascent Gods’ energy? I acquired it in a very interesting place — it covered a millennial anomaly. As it turns out, the cultists’ God has created many such places hidden under ancient plates in the First Tier, feeding on their power.”

“Ah, so that’s where your plants come from,” Advisor Delilah nodded, showing that even the upper echelon of the clan had noticed the strange Seeker who threw around expensive plants at the First-Tier auction. An imprudent move on my part. I needed to be more careful.

“Yes, Elder. As compensation for the killing of Mewsar Hao, I am willing to give House Hao the coordinates of one such plate located on Tiger Clan territory. There is a ninety percent chance of there being a millennial anomaly beneath it. I cannot name its rank or ascension stage, but that doesn’t matter. What matters are the resources that can be obtained from a millennial anomaly.”

“Colleague?” Advisor Delilah looked at the Tiger Clan representative. “Twenty years of Seeker service or a millennial anomaly? By the way, where is it located?”

“In the capital of the western sector of the First Tier, Elder. In Elths.”

“Impossible! Elths has been explored top to bottom!” declared the Tiger.

“Is that so? Now this matter interests me as well. Colleague, what Seeker Zander has offered greatly exceeds the value of the life of a madman who thought he was the strongest Taoist in this world. Tell me, Zander, on a scale from one to ten, where one is extremely inconvenient and ten is completely effortless, how would you rate the access to your anomaly for representatives of House Hao?”

“Nine, Elder. They will still need to do a few things.”

“Ten,” Vyllea interjected gruffly. “At least!”

“Ten. Excellent!” Advisor Delilah smirked. “In that case, colleague, you will have to pay extra for the millennial anomaly. There are no obligations or demands on our part. Everything is up to you. However, the Tiger Clan decides, it will be.”

“Accepted,” the Tiger Clan representative nodded. “This is a worthy payment for the death of the illustrious Mewsar Hao.”

Whose body still lay on the ground, ignored by everyone. Hypocrites, the lot of them.

“The anomaly is located on the sixth underground level of the Hao Palace. There is a flat area paved with stones about six feet from the descent. Underneath is an ancient plate that conceals the descent to the seventh level. It’s not even a level — more of an entrance hallway to the anomaly created by the cultists’ god a thousand years ago.”

“So, it’s in the Palace of House Hao?” Advisor Delilah laughed. “And has been there for a thousand years? Colleague, have you ever been to the Palace of House Hao?”

Judging by the Tiger's reaction, he had been there. Damn them all! Groveling before this old hag who looks like a young girl with pigtails? Seekers didn’t do that! The Heavens would surely frown upon it!

“Elder, have you ever been to the Palace of House Soth? Not today, but before.”

“Are you hinting at something, Seeker?” Advisor Delilah’s jovial tone vanished, and several invisible torches seemed to pierce my back.

“The millennial anomaly we’d managed to destroy was found on the sixth underground floor of the Soth Palace, Elder. I can assert with ninety percent certainty that similar anomalies exist in the northern and eastern regions’ First-Tier palaces. The Querancy cultist god had thoroughly prepared the territory for his convenience.”

“Continue your story, Seeker,” Advisor Delilah said coldly after a long pause. It was surprising how quickly her mood could shift from friendly to hostile. After today, I’d only work with the Phoenix Clan for a significant amount of money, I promised myself.

“Yes, Elder. We had to hide. I suppose now the Elder understands how we did it. Ancient metal isn’t detected by search artifacts…”

This time, I wasn’t interrupted, allowing me to describe in detail the movement of the red spirit threads and the unique structure of the artifact on the cultist posing as a teacher. Advisor Delilah already knew I was a mental absolute, and this information wouldn’t mean much to the Tiger Clan advisor, anyway. Every other Taoist they had was an absolute of some sort!

“Well, that was an interesting and illustrative tale,” Advisor Delilah said in a calm tone, her mood shifting once again. How did people even communicate with her? “One moment — the mimic. I hope you took the body?”

“Excuse me, Elder, for interrupting again.” Clyed Feng bowed once more. “The mimic’s body is already with the investigators. Zander has handed it over to the clan.”

“Already?” Advisor Delilah’s gaze softened. “And what did this generosity cost us?”

“The mimic’s body was handed over freely and without any conditions, Elder,” the Nameless One reported.

“Is that so? An altruistic Seeker? That sure is new. So, right now, outside this school, there are hundreds of demons pretending to be humans and several cultists who served this little god? What an amusing situation. Colleague, what does the Tiger Clan plan to do with House Drole and the demons? On behalf of the Phoenix Clan, I declare that we will do absolutely nothing with your representative in our lands. The cultists, of course, must be killed — this plague must not spread further — but the rest will live. Although we will cover the training base as well. We don’t need a wormhole on our territory.”

“This issue is complex enough to warrant being brought before the clan council.” It seemed the Tiger representative had not expected such a reaction from Advisor Delilah.

“You are free to proceed as you wish. On my part, I want to say that I will send investigators to the First Tier immediately. If the Seeker’s story is confirmed, House Soth will cease to exist. They have not lived up to the trust placed in them. Furthermore, as of today, the Phoenix Clan will declare House Drole unwelcome on our territory. They will have one week to leave the southern part of the First Tier. If House Drole does not accept our terms, the Phoenix Clan will appeal to the Executors of Fate. If necessary, we will go to the emperor. You can explain yourself to him later. If you thought we would eliminate your traitors only for you to hold it against us in a hundred years, you are deeply mistaken. The Phoenix Clan honors the law and maintains excellent relationships with neighbors. If the clan council drags its feet, we might even help relocate the disguised demons to your lands. You can hunt them down yourselves. I hope I have made our position clear, colleague?”

“Yes, ma’am.” The Tiger turned as grim as a storm cloud.

“Wonderful!” Advisor Delilah clapped her hands as if she had just received a long-awaited toy. Turning toward us, she said, “We’re done with the Seekers; now for you, my dear. In my view, you’ve run from your fate long enough. You’ve shown yourself to be a talentless and useless representative of the clan’s ruling elite. Nevertheless, I cannot deny your strong points. You are beautiful, intelligent, and ambitious. With such attributes, you will easily secure a worthy place in the harem of Bouche Feng, the future advisor of the clan. Your engagement will be announced today. Since you cannot help the clan as a competent leader, you will help it by bearing worthy children. That’s all. The Nameless One will deal with the cultists. The one who had been responsible for the First Tier before him has completely discredited himself. Today, I will meet with Advisor Wigran and relay my decision. From now on, the First Tier will have a new Nameless One in charge of it. I expect a report from Advisor Wigran at the next clan council on how everything went here. Colleague, will you join me? It’s time to return to the central region. Darna, you’re coming with us. You have nothing more to do here.”


Chapter 19

“IS THAT ALL?” The Nameless One finished binding the last cultist, carelessly tossing him to the ground.

“Yes, there are no more cultists here,” I nodded. The pile of Querancy Cult supporters was quite substantial. Who would have thought there would be twelve cultists in the First Tier’s School of Spirit Power? And not only among the teachers, but also among the school staff. Thankfully, all the students were ‘clean.’ Although, can one consider one hundred and forty-seven disguised demons ‘clean’? The Nameless One could easily see where everyone was without my help — the structure of the rings created by Carros was too distinctive to miss.

“Elder, how can the School of Spirit Power make amends for its failings?” The head of the school of ascension approached us. Finally, the day had come when I saw him, but I couldn’t say it pleased me. An old man, just like half the teachers at the school. Bowing before the Nameless One, the old man fully understood that he would be punished. If not by the Phoenix Clan, then by the higher management of The School of Spirit Power. No one would care that the Querancy Cult’s God had been in the mountain for a thousand years. Since the current head had allowed for such a crime to take place, he would answer for it. The fact that this old man likely sent queries to the inner Tier leadership about the strange neighbors was a minor detail, unworthy of attention. No one wanted to be a scapegoat.

“Where will the further training take place?” the Nameless One asked.

“The school is destroyed, but the dome still holds. As do the outer walls. The School of Spirit Power will be rebuilt. Meanwhile, classes will be held in the open air, and construction will begin simultaneously. All teachers carry their textbooks with them, and access to various resources is the only potential issue, but we’ll solve that too. The school has nine anomalies, and I believe we should use them to the maximum. There is much work ahead.”

“Zander, Vyllea?” Nameless looked at us. “You were the ones who discovered the cultists’ God, so you should state your demands.”

“They won’t differ much from what we demanded in Tier Zero,” I replied after a pause. “We need a full set of textbooks for all school disciplines, and a document stating that students Zander and Vyllea graduated from The School of Spirit Power with honors, and are recommended for admission to the Second Tier’s School of Spirit Power on a scholarship. To the elite class. I see no reason to stay here. The First Tier is still too explored too poorly for us to spend four years within the school walls fighting for a meaningless ranking.”

“Reasonable,” Clyed Feng agreed. “Seekers trapped underneath the school dome are of no use. What do you say, Headmaster?”

“Textbooks, a letter dated four years from now, and recommendations?” It seemed the old man didn’t expect to get off so lightly. But Vyllea and I really didn’t need anything more from him. Artifacts? Spirit coins? Various resources? All of it would be tainted by association with the cultists, and the thought of it all being in our inventory made me queasy. We didn’t need anything more from this elevation school. We’d get the rest ourselves.

“I need a few hours to prepare everything,” the headmaster said, realizing he was no longer welcome here. He stepped aside, and Clyed Feng formed a protective formation, separating us from the rest of the world.

“Wasn’t control over the First Tier what you wanted?” I asked as Nameless removed his hat and blindfold. The Nascent God had already changed his clothes, so there was no sign of the recent battle, except for the dark circles under his eyes. Judging by his appearance, Clyed Feng hadn’t rested since his previous life. My question was related to the fact that the clan scout’s face still bore an expression of dissatisfaction on it. People who achieved their goals didn’t look like that.

“I didn’t plan for Darna to return to the clan this way,” Clyed Feng said, sitting down on a chair he had pulled from storage.

“You wanted her to stay with us? Why?”

“She’s not fit to be a second wife!” Vyllea immediately interjected. “She’s too obsessed with her clan to think about anything else!

“She’s a rebel, like me. That’s what I liked about her; I wanted to help her. But since Advisor Delilah took her, Darna’s fate is sealed. No more rebellion. She’ll be the second wife of Bouche Feng.”

“Second? He already has a first wife?”

“Since birth. It’s the clan’s rule. When a potential advisor to the clan head is born, an adult woman of an established standing is assigned to them, and she is tasked with finding candidates for the advisor’s bed. Just anyone won’t be let in. Bouche Feng’s first wife is now a hundred and fifty years old, and a very influential lady in the inner courtyard of the Phoenix Clan’s palace, so Darna will have to fight tooth and nail for her right to have an identity. Advisor’s wives quickly become faceless extensions of their husbands. Exceptions are rare. Darna seemed too lively and independent for me to wish such a fate on her.”

“Which is why she did everything to end up where Advisor Delilah had dragged her. Seekers are not good enough to her. Nor are the Nameless Ones,” I was ruthless toward the redhead, even though I did like her. It would be foolish to deny Darna’s dazzling beauty, but there has to be something more behind the beautiful façade, and in my opinion, Darna had too many issues. She was too fickle, for one thing.

“Zander!” Vyllea exclaimed, pulling a spatial pouch from the inventory and holding it out to me on her open palm. “We forgot to return her belongings!”

“Don’t even look at me.” Clyed Feng refused before I could glance at him. “I’m not playing messenger. Use standard couriers, or better yet, give it to her personally. If the Heavens will it, they will arrange your meeting.”

“In a hundred years, when the clothes are useless.” Vyllea was visibly upset.

“Then so be it. Still, I don’t believe Darna will get lost in the inner court. She’s too bright to just fade away. But enough about her already. Her fate is in her hands now, and only the Heavens know what she will do. I see you have questions. Ask.”

“Why did you send us to the anomaly near the demon training base? You knew there was some serious opponent there.”

“When I found that camp, there was no one stronger than a Gold Warrior anywhere around. The one you’re talking about arrived later. I didn’t consider the demon observers. My plan was for you to find the camp and immediately run to the portal to report the demons to the overseer. It was my mistake — I should have coordinated everything from the start instead of letting things happen. I was so affected by the conversation and the information about Huang Lung that I lost focus. It’s not every day you get such a blast from the past. This was entirely my fault, and I’m glad it didn’t lead to worse consequences.”

“How do you conceal yourself? It annoys me that I can’t see you with spirit vision.”

“To do that, you’d have to become a Nameless One. I’m not permitted to reveal this technique.”

“Then what are your plans moving forward? Are there any places we should avoid?”

“First, I’ll deal with the training camp and the wormhole there. Now that my hands are untied, I can bring in more resources. Meanwhile, the clan investigators will determine the level of House Soth’s corruption and its involvement in what’s happening in our sector. Ideally, we need to clear the capital’s dungeons, but too many interests of influential houses and Taoists are tied there to act recklessly. We mustn’t forget about the cultists, either. The God of Querancy mentioned that all the altars were tuned to him, which means there’s more than one. A hundred people a day are too many to ignore. Then there’s the wormhole you don’t seem to want to talk about. You understand that it needs to be closed, too?”

“We’ll handle that wormhole.”

“I don’t like your tone, Zander. Are you planning to leave our world?”

“There’s nothing more for me to do here. It’s traitors all over. Things are simpler in the demon world. The strongest rule. Plus, after talking with Advisor Delilah, I have no desire to meet her again. I’d rather this be the only encounter in our lives.”

“Well, I’ll have to disappoint you. Before leaving, Advisor Delilah had given me clear instructions to ensure the presence of two Seekers at the award ceremony. Capturing such a high-ranking cultist God is a significant event that will be talked about for decades. The Phoenix Clan will do everything to present itself in the best light. The prisoner will be presented to the Emperor. You won’t be allowed to see the Emperor or even the clan head, but you’ll have to appear before the rest of the council. You and your mentor, who has raised such remarkable Taoists. The council has wanted to get their hands on Guerlon since he was a simple Master. Though… nothing was ever simple about that man. Now that he’s a Nascent God, he’s suddenly of great interest to everyone. Everyone wants him as their own pocket Seeker. Knowing how stubborn he is, I doubt the advisors will succeed, but it’s their problem. I don’t want to interfere in clan affairs. In a week, you’ll have to go to the central region to receive some valuable yet useless award. You’ll have to adjust your plans accordingly. You can escape this world only after visiting the clan palace.”

“Annoying!” Vyllea voiced our shared sentiment. “We’re being pushed around again?”

“The higher you climb, the more people will want to push you around. If you’d stayed in Tier Zero, traveling from village to village and destroying beasts and bandits, no one would care about you. But since you’re so restless, you’ll have to deal with those who don’t like industrious folks. I’m sure the cultist God sat in the First Tier for a reason. Someone had sent him there. Someone has set up anomalies in all the palaces. That someone won’t be pleased with what has just happened, and will want to take revenge on those he can. Plus, Overlord Shang Li, who sent his demons to our world, will also be upset that his plans were thwarted by two pesky Seekers. He’ll want to express his displeasure by eliminating you.”

“Don’t you know?” Vyllea snorted. “For the past two years, the Silver-ranked Overlord Shang Li has been my stepfather. Once he finds out who disrupted his plans, he’ll be proud to be part of our family!”

“Really?” The Nameless One seemed genuinely surprised. “In that case, it makes sense for you to stay in the demon world for a while. Maybe even join one of their ascension schools. I can’t shake the feeling that demon artifact makers are more skilled than ours. As a graduate of the Silver Heron School, this bothers me. However, in a week, you must be in the central region. That’s Advisor Delilah’s order, and I won’t sacrifice my position because you don’t want to comply.”

“We will arrive at the clan palace,” I agreed. “Amulets, uniforms?”

“You will be provided with everything at the clan’s expense. After receiving the books and the letter from the headmaster of The School of Spirit Power, head to Hardes, book a room in a hotel, and wait for me or my representative. I’m not sure I’ll have enough hands for everything. There’s a lot to do to establish my reputation and begin working my way into the Second Tier.”

“Is the First Tier not enough to get close to Chen Feng?”

“Even the Third Tier won’t be enough. It has to be the Fourth — or, better yet, the central region. Only then will the leader of The School of Spirit Power face retribution. That’s all; you should go now, and… thank you, Seekers. Thanks to you, my goal is one step closer.”

There were no grand awards ceremonies. The headmaster handed us a pile of books, including reference appendices, thanked us again for our help in fighting the cultists (by destroying the school and all the evidence), and gave us a familiar document. It was similar to the one we had received back in Tier Zero. In four years, Vyllea and I would be considered top students of the elite class of The School of Spirit Power in the First Tier and recommended for free education in the elite class of the Second Tier. Essentially, nothing special.

The next week was a whirlwind of complete and utter madness. The capital was in an uproar — the Phoenix Clan demanded that House Drole vacate the southern sector entirely. Three investigators arrived. I didn’t see them personally, but tales of the horrific tortures endured by the top brass of House Soth were told by everyone. The Nameless One disappeared, presumably to destroy the training camp, but his assistants conducted such thorough sweeps throughout the First Tier that word of it reached even the capital. It ended with the eradication of House Soth. The entire leadership was executed in the city’s central square for treason against the clan. Fifty-two executions. The First Tier hadn’t seen such a public and brutal display from the Phoenix Clan in centuries. No one was spared — not even the children who had no part in their relatives’ actions. The leadership of the southern First Tier passed to House Reen, a powerful and influential house long dreaming of displacing their rivals. However, the public executions cooled the heads of many who dreamed of greatness beyond their station. The Phoenix Clan did not tolerate betrayal.

Vyllea and I followed Clyed Feng’s instructions to the letter, booking one of the most luxurious rooms in the capital. We took the best available in the south of First Tier. After living in the western sector, settling for anything less wasn’t appealing. The bustling capital didn’t invite leisurely strolls, and the local shops no longer seemed as impressive. Nothing here could compare to what we had bought at the auction. Vyllea neatly stacked all of Darna’s belongings, and didn’t even glance that way. I knew how much it cost her to do that. Among the items were those created by Master Maseel from the Third Tier, and Vyllea and Darna had the same figure. Nevertheless, my wife remained resolute. These items needed to be returned, and since we were headed to the central region, we had to figure out how to do that.

I knew little about the layout of the Phoenix Clan’s palace. I knew there was an inner and an outer courtyard. Only selected visitors had access to the inner courtyard. That’s where the advisors’ estates, their families, and children were located. The outer courtyard was for guests, ordinary clan members, various assistants, and other less important people. That’s where my knowledge of the palace ended. What, where, how, and why were beyond my understanding. Not that I minded. From my experience with influential Taoists, the less they knew about you, the better off you were. Competitors and independent actors were a blight in anybody’s eye.

“Follow me.” The Nameless One couldn’t come for us himself. He sent one of his many assistants. Molly confidently guided us to the palace of House Soth… or rather, the palace of House Reen now. The new rulers of the southern sector of the First Tier had to move in. Spirit vision showed that the underground levels of the capital were empty. There were still many people, but no more dark spots among them. All the Masters and Overlords had been expelled beyond my accessible zone. There were also far fewer Warriors underground. At the palace entrance, I pulled out the document signed by the executed Amid Soth and crumpled it. I used to have high hopes for it, planning to thoroughly loot the palace and pocket half of its treasures, but the Heavens had other plans.

The portal was working non-stop — people constantly entered and exited. Assistants of the Nameless One often dragged in prisoners to hand over to central region investigators. The trio that arrived a week ago in Hardes was already overwhelmed by the sheer number of people the Phoenix Clan wanted information from. I felt a bit uneasy — after all, it was Vyllea and I who had set all of this into action.

“Amulets.” The overseer guarding the portal entrance handed us pre-attuned Qi energy blockers. “Go ahead; you’ll be met on the other side.”

The shimmering veil was behind us, allowing us entry to the Phoenix Clan’s palace grounds. I didn’t know what to expect. Real phoenixes flying in every room? Busty beauties singing sweet praises to the clan? Ancient devices turning the palace into a high-tech marvel with elevators and a plethora of other interesting features? Maybe all of the above? But reality was quite different — the place we arrived at looked fairly simple. There were numerous single-story houses connected by corridors, small parks, walking areas, ponds. Everything was made of high-quality materials, exuding luxury, but if you forgot this was the central region, you could have thought you were in some country estate of an average First-Tier house. There’d be different materials, fewer colors, and fewer detailed figurines, but the overall impression remained. There was nothing extraordinary in the part of the palace we found ourselves in.

Again, I felt uncomfortable. Our guide, clearly a palace servant, bowed to us as if we were Masters, while appearing as a black spot in spiritual vision. I wouldn’t be surprised if he were a Nascent God, or at least an Overlord. A servant!

“Your house.” The guide led us to one of the more remote houses. Spirit vision faltered due to the abundance of powerful artifacts, so I couldn’t discern much. But I knew we were placed at the very edge of the outer courtyard. Beyond lay parks, training grounds, and the outer wall. Yet even this was a great honor. Not every member of the Phoenix Clan got to visit the outer courtyard of the central region’s palace, let alone Seekers.

“The award ceremony will take place tomorrow; today, this house is entirely at your disposal. If you need anything, you can summon servants with the bell.” The guide pointed to a small bell on the table. “The bath is ready, dinner will be served in the evening, drinks are in the bar, and you can have a snack here while waiting for dinner. Ceremony attire will be prepared for you by morning. The palace tailors have already taken your measurements. Is there anything else the young masters need?”

Our measurements have been taken? When? I didn’t sense any active scanning techniques. But what did I know about the craftsfolk of the central region? Judging by Molly, nothing at all. That cart was perfection itself.

“Thank you; we’ll manage from here.”

Of course, we had no intention of ringing any bells. Disturbing servants who could kill us with a single breath wasn’t a pleasant thought. Neither Vyllea nor I had any desire to assert ourselves by ordering such powerful Taoists around. We simply took a bath, drank a very decent beverage resembling a tart berry juice, and then spirit vision showed that the servants were approaching our house. It was time for dinner.

Instead of entering and laying out the food, the servants began behaving oddly. Almost all of them took positions by the entrances to the house. Some stayed in the corridor like guards, and only one approached our home. This was unusual. Who needed such precautions in a palace where nearly everyone monitored the surroundings with spiritual vision for miles around?

When our door opened, Vyllea and I were ready for anything. True, we couldn’t do much against the arriving servant, but we weren’t going to die without a fight. Yet, there was no fight. The servant removed a thick hood, shaking out a mane of red hair, then cast off a white cloak, revealing herself in all her glory.

“Darna,” Vyllea said, as if she couldn’t believe what she was seeing. “Are you even allowed out of your bedroom?”

“Very funny.” Darna had changed in the week we hadn’t seen her. Or maybe I just hoped she had changed. She seemed sharper, harsher. Dangerous. The nascent energy core she displayed showed what a pure absolute could do in the central region. In a month, Darna would advance to the Warrior stage.

My gaze fell on the bracelet on Darna’s wrist, similar to Vyllea’s but with a different name. Not mine, thank the Heavens. Noticing my gaze, Darna lifted her hand to show off her new accessory.

“If anyone thinks that putting this trinket on me will make me submit to fate, they’re sorely mistaken. That brat won’t lay a finger on me! Never! That’s why I’m here. I’ve made my decision and won’t back down even under threat of death. Bouche Feng will never be my true husband. A week ago, he came to my room to perform his conjugal duties…”

Darna winced at the memory but continued resolutely:

“It took a healer to restore the health of Advisor Delilah’s nephew. When Bouche Feng came to me again, I drugged him and told him in the morning that everything went as it should. Then I sent him away, claiming it was the first and last time. Nothing happened, but the clan expects me to be pregnant. Without that, I can’t begin to establish my own order in the inner courtyard. Without bearing a child, I have no authority. This is the heart of a black anomaly at the Overlord stage.”

Darna held up an egg radiating immense power.

“I don’t have time for long conversations. No one must know I left the inner courtyard. As I said, I need to get pregnant to gain the status of an official wife and start influencing my husband and his servants. That’s why I’m here. Demon Vyllea, I need your husband to father a child. I don’t intend to claim the title of the second wife. I don’t claim a place in your home. My son won’t know who his father is if you don’t want him to. I need your help, Seekers, and I’m willing to pay for it. You’re used to breaking the rules, right? How about breaking them one more time?”


Chapter 20

“Well… As mentor Guerlon used to say, every action has its price. And it’s time to pay up.”

“But you enjoyed it, didn’t you?” Vyllea’s projection looked at me slyly.

“What’s the point of hiding the obvious? Yes, I enjoyed it. If there’s ever a chance, I’d do it again. Now the only thing left is to survive.”

WHY WERE WE SPEAKING through projections? Because we had no such opportunity in reality. Not only were we separated and placed a few feet apart, but we were also bound hand and foot, lying face down on the floor as if we could still do something. Though, as practice showed, we could indeed do something!

“This is treason! They must be executed!” Bouche Feng was shrieking nearby. Another offended and aggrieved soul. This was turning into a theater of the absurd. Heavens, why all this? Nevertheless, I had no regrets. When Darna began to undress to spur us toward the decision she wanted, something overcame me. Standing beside her, I instinctively punched her in the nose. It was all I could give her. Completely unprepared for this, she fell to the floor, and I, following Vyllea’s example, pinned her down, pounding sense into her head. One didn’t simply come to the Seekers and offer them the role of prostitutes. I knew Darna was here as part of some cunning plan by one of the advisors, but what happened next made me smile. One cunning plan was met by another. While I was explaining to Darna that she had the wrong house, her escort inexplicably collapsed, to be replaced by new arrivals. Then, bursting into our house with a cry of, “Aha, I knew it!” came a teenager. I didn’t find out that we were being honored by Bouche Feng himself, who had come to punish his wife for infidelity, until later. We just took him for some weirdo interrupting Darna’s edification.

In short, Vyllea got to Bouche Feng before the guards arrived. A broken jaw, nose, and arm clearly explained to the nephew of Advisor Delilah that bursting into the Seekers’ home was a bad idea. Then the servants rushed in, darkness fell, and we woke up bound, lying face down somewhere in a very large hall, surrounded by a large number of Taoists appearing as black spots. My spirit vision was infuriatingly weak.

“Bouche Feng, take your seat,” Advisor Delilah’s calm voice cut off the young man's screeching. “Raise them.”

The overseers assigned to Vyllea and me roughly grabbed our ropes and set us in a vertical position. The entire process was a travesty. They even put some amulets on us that prevented us from using techniques. The energy didn’t go anywhere, but structuring it into something tangible was impossible. Did they really believe that by separating Vyllea and me and putting useless amulets around our necks they had blocked our access to the combined techniques? It would almost be a pity to disappoint them.

The vertical position allowed me to look around. We were indeed in a huge hall, standing at its center. Opposite us were thirteen chairs, twelve of them occupied. The Phoenix Clan Council was almost fully assembled. Only the head was missing, which was to be expected; he wasn’t interested in such petty disputes. Surrounding the hall were representatives of the clan’s higher houses and families — several hundred Taoists, most of whom were standing. It seemed their status didn’t allow them to sit in the presence of the clan’s leaders. However, some were sitting — they were closer to the council members. Apparently, these were close relatives, particularly important individuals, or just those whom the advisors wanted to highlight among the rest. Darna and Bouche Feng were among them. While the redhead sat with a proudly straightened back, staring straight ahead, Bouche stood on his feet, trying to convince his aunt that we should be punished for treason and infidelity. That we, the Seekers who had sold out to the demons, had treacherously attacked a creature as delicate as he. All of it looked like an out-and-out farce.

However, there was a pleasant surprise in stock for us — mentor Guerlon was standing nearby. He looked as unperturbed and calm as always — every bit the elder who had already experienced this life several times. However, next to the mentor stood the Gold-ranked Overlord Nurgal Lee, which was quite unusual. It felt like the ceremony to award the Seekers had been urgently turned into a punishment ceremony, only no one had deemed it necessary to inform the participants.

“Your students have attacked a clan representative on the territory of the outer courtyard, Seeker Guerlon!” Advisor Delilah decided to continue this show. “Did you incite them? Or did they act on their own initiative?”

“My students are guided by the Heavens, Elder,” the mentor's voice remained calm and confident. “If the Heavens decided that they must punish the clan representatives disturbing their peace, then there were valid reasons for that.”

“So, you do not deny that you incited your students to attack Bouche Feng?”

“Everything that happened was the will of the Heavens, Elder. My students acted as I taught them.”

“That’s a confession!” Voices shouted from somewhere behind us. “The Seeker admitted that he incited his students to attack the clan! That’s treason!”

“Silence!” Advisor Delilah didn’t even need to raise her voice. “Seeker Zander and Seeker Vyllea, do you admit that you acted on the direct orders of your mentor? If so, you will be able to save your lives.”

Heavens, why any of this? I noticed an Executor of Fate among the chairs near the council, and the picture of what was happening became clear. The Executor, Nurgal Lee, and mentor Guerlon… The Phoenix Clan decided to show that the Seekers’ Guild established by the imperial officials had completely discredited itself and should be either destroyed or banned from the central region, if not the entire south of the Empire. What Advisor Delilah was doing had nothing to do with reality, but who cared? Adults played their games, and naive children, the likes of which apparently included our mentor, were mere pawns in these games. Silence would be interpreted however Advisor Delilah wished, however, so I answered,

“Everything that happened last night was a consequence of our decisions. Mentor Guerlon has nothing to do with it. We were defending our property from thieves. I never thought Bouche Feng would stoop to stealing my wife’s underwear. Is the clan’s supply that bad?”

“Blatant lies!” The shocked youth jumped up at my words. “I came there to…”

“Silence!” This time, Advisor Delilah had to raise her voice and use her power to stop Bouche from saying something unnecessary. “Your apprentices admitted they had sought the death of a clan representative!” Advisor Delilah looked at Mentor Guerlon again. “The punishment for such a crime is death!”

“If the Heavens will it, death it will be,” the mentor replied calmly. “But the advisor forgot the main rule of mentorship. The mentor is responsible for all the deeds of their students, including the attack on a clan representative. I take their guilt and am ready to accept the deserved punishment, if such is the will of The Heavens.”

“You dare to remind me of something I forgot?” The anger in Advisor Delilah’s voice was completely at odds with her appearance.

“Yes, I do,” Mentor Guerlon was the epitome of calmness. “Even the wisest sometimes need help.”

“Enough! The Heavens see that I wanted to give you a chance to atone for all the crimes you committed against the Phoenix Clan! But you blatantly refuse the hand of help extended to you, trying to bite it like savage beasts! I’ve long said that Seekers have outlived their usefulness a thousand years ago. You are useless and dangerous. Your very existence is a threat to the prosperity of the empire! By the power vested in me by the clan council, I sentence Seekers Guerlon, Zander, and Vyllea to death! No one dares to break the laws of the Phoenix Clan!”

“To which these three do not belong in any way,” a calm low voice sounded, and a deathly silence fell in the hall. The central chair, which had been vacant all this time, suddenly no longer stood empty. A human figure appeared there, but focusing on it was impossible. For some reason, my eyes started to hurt, and my gaze involuntarily turned away. In my peripheral vision, I saw that it was a person dressed in very simple clothes. A jian hung at his waist, the clan emblem shone on his chest, and he had black hair. That was all I could discern — no matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t even focus my vision on the feet of the clan head. Judging by Vyllea’s huffing and discontented grunting, she was experiencing something similar.

“Tell me, my dearest wife, what is happening here?”

“Seekers Zander and Vyllea have attacked Bouche Feng and nearly killed him. For this, I sentenced them to death. Their mentor, Seeker Guerlon, took the blame, so he will die with them.”

“Attacked Bouche Feng?” the clan head repeated. “Where?”

“In the outer courtyard.” Apparently, Advisor Delilah could not prevaricate and had to tell the clan head the truth. She could omit and withhold information, but she couldn’t lie to him directly.

“Be more specific. I need the exact place where the assassination attempt has occurred.”

“In the guest house of the outer courtyard.”

“To whom was this house allocated?”

“To Seekers Zander and Vyllea.” This answer was extremely difficult for Advisor Delilah to vouchsafe, but she had no ability to withhold it.

“What was a resident of the inner courtyard doing late in the evening in a guest house allocated to the clan’s guests?”

“He came following his wife.”

“What was the wife of a resident of the inner courtyard doing late in the evening in a guest house allocated to the clan’s guests?”

“She came there with a proposal to conceive a child because she refuses to let Bouche Feng near her.” After these words, the gathered people couldn’t hold back and gasped. Advisor Delilah’s words put a cross on Darna’s very existence.

“Did the wife of said resident of the inner courtyard decide to come to the guest house allocated to the clan’s guests on her own, or did someone persuade her to that effect?”

“It was the decision of her father, Advisor Acryn.”

“Did Advisor Acryn make this decision on his own, or did someone persuade him, in turn?”

“It was my suggestion. Darna Feng avoided meeting Bouche Feng, considering him unworthy. Thus, I wanted to force Seeker Guerlon to work for the clan. His apprentices were supposed to make a mistake punishable by death, but two hundred years of service to the clan by a Nascent God Seeker could have corrected this fault. Everything I did, I did for the clan! Since this trio does not wish to work for the Phoenix Clan, they must die! No one needs an independent Nascent God around!”

The figure of the clan head rose from the chair and instantly appeared next to us. A pleasant scent hit my nose — the head used expensive perfumes. I tried to lift my head to at least look at the clan head’s body, but all I achieved was a stinging sensation in my eyes. My body could not bear to look upon a god.

“Seeker Zander, may I have your plaque?” There was no threat or command in the head’s voice, only a request. One that was impossible to refuse. I pulled the plaque out and held it out in front of me. The head took my artifact and moved to Vyllea, asking the same of her. Next was Guerlon, and, to my surprise, Nurgal Lee. Four Seekers handed their plaques to the clan head, clearly not understanding what he intended.

The clan head was back in his chair, handing the plaque to Advisor Delilah.

“Read this.”

“Seeker Zander.”

“Dearest wife, don’t make me educate you. Read!"

“Seeker Zander. This Taoist is favored by The Heavens.”

“And this!” Another plaque appeared in the woman's hands.

“Seeker Vyllea. This demon is favored by The Heavens.”

“Now, this!”

“Seeker Guerlon. This Taoist is favored by The Heavens.”

“Read the last one!”

“Seeker Nurgal. The Heavens are indifferent to this Taoist.”

“And now that you’ve read the plaques and realized firsthand who has created them, I have a question for you, my dear wife. Why did you decide to destroy the Phoenix Clan?”

If I thought the hall had been silent before, I was mistaken. The surrounding Taoists now hardly dared to breathe, fearing to draw the attention of the clan head.

“I have acted in the interests of the clan. A Nascent God-stage Seeker would have been useful to us. I couldn’t allow him to be taken by the Executors of Fate!”

“So you have decided to kill those whose plaques were created by the Emperor himself? Those favored by the Heavens?”

“I did not consider that. It was my mistake.”

“A mistake that had nearly attracted the Emperor’s attention to the clan. I am displeased with how you handled this, my dear wife. Such carelessness must be punished. Advisor Acryn!”

“Clan Head!” Darna’s father rose and bowed.

“Fifty years ago, I granted you the right to be an advisor to defend the interests of your house and the clan, not to become a puppet of my darling wife. All my advisors are equal, even if I share my bed with one. You have failed to uphold my trust, former Advisor Acryn! I pronounce you guilty!”

As those words resonated in the air, Darna’s father disappeared, disintegrating into black dust on the floor. The clan head continued,

“Family Voom of House Feng is henceforth deemed untrustworthy and is banished from the central region. Bouche Feng!”

“Dear husband, no!” Advisor Delilah dared to protest, but couldn’t. She gurgled and slumped in her chair.

“You don’t even have the strength to stand when your clan head speaks to you? Such people have no place in the clan! Guilty!”

Another heap of black dust fell to the ground. The chair where Bouche Feng had once sat was now empty.

“Family Pao of House Feng is henceforth deemed untrustworthy and is banished from the central region. Advisor Delilah!”

“Clan Head!” The pressure disappeared, and the woman with two pigtails stood, bowing to the clan head. Not her husband. Tears welled in Advisor Delilah’s eyes, but that was the maximum emotion she allowed herself.

“You’ve overplayed your hand, Advisor Delilah. You’ve forgotten who you truly are. You make favorites and destroy those who contradict you. This is unworthy of the first deputy of the clan council. But you are my dear wife, so your punishment will be harsher than others. Darna Feng!”

“Clan Head!” The red-haired beauty turned pale but rose from her chair and bowed. She had taken her father’s death with dignity. Not a single tear appeared in her eyes. Now, standing before the clan head, she prepared to meet her father in the afterworld. But the clan head had different plans for her.

“Advisor Delilah, you call Darna Feng a worthless, useless, and talentless representative of our clan. Perhaps it is so; I do not wish to delve into the details of such affairs. But it is high time to correct this. You desire a child from me? You will have one only after proving you can raise worthy offspring. From now on, Darna Feng is your adopted daughter, my dearest wife. Prove that you can raise a worthy and useful representative of the Phoenix Clan, and then I will visit your chambers. You have thirty years to turn Darna into a pillar of the clan. If you fail, I will begin to question your competence, my darling wife. This is my decision!”

“I accept it, my husband,” Advisor Delilah said in an icy voice as she looked at the stunned Darna, who had already bid farewell to life three times. “Come to me, daughter. Your place is now beside me.”

“Now you!” The clan head turned to us again, though I couldn’t be sure. Directly looking at even his clothes caused severe eye pain. Grabbing our plaques, the clan head appeared nearby. The ropes binding me vanished. Judging by Vyllea's relieved sigh, her bindings were gone too.

The clan head approached me closely, forcing me to lower my head. Only this way could I keep my eyes open. The pose felt so submissive that it made me angry, but no matter how much I fought or how hard I tried to overcome myself, I couldn’t lift my head to even look at the clan head’s feet. This infuriated me incredibly. Suddenly, I felt my plaque being placed back around my neck. The shock overwhelmed me so much that I didn’t even notice when the clan head disappeared and reappeared next to Vyllea. When I looked up, I saw peripherally that the clan head was placing the plaque around her neck, handed Guerlon his plaque (the mentor was looking directly at the clan head, unlike us), and casually tossed Nurgal Lee’s plaque to him.

“Seekers Guerlon, Zander, and Vyllea!” The clan head's voice seemed to penetrate to the very soul. “As long as your deeds are favored by The Heavens, no act on the part of the Phoenix Clan will threaten your lives. If any of my subjects dare to misinterpret my words or ignore them, they will be severely punished. Not just them, but their entire family, perhaps even their whole house. This decision will be communicated to all Tiers, houses, and families of the Phoenix Clan today. As long as your deeds are favored by the Heavens, you are guaranteed safety. But remember, your plaques carry a piece of my essence. The moment the Heavens deem your deeds indifferent, I will know immediately and order your elimination. Nothing and no one will save you three from the wrath of the Phoenix Clan, no matter where you hide. Whether in this world or another. This is my will!”

“I accept it, Phoenix Clan head,” Mentor Guerlon responded. “As do my students. The moment our deeds become unfavorable to the Heavens, we will come to the Phoenix Clan ourselves and ascend the scaffold with heads held high. This is our will!”

Will met will. The hall stopped breathing again. Rarely did anyone speak to the clan head like that and live to tell the tale. I finally found a way to observe what was happening by looking at the people around the clan head. For a while, the clan head and Mentor Guerlon stared into each other’s eyes. Neither was going to yield. Neither was going to look away. It lasted an eternity, though in reality, it was only a few seconds, before the Phoenix Clan head smirked.

“Seeker Guerlon, you reached the Nascent God stage quite recently. Just a few years ago, you were an ordinary Master, but today you are a significant figure, — enough for my wife to stage an ill-fated spectacle. Your apprentices have found and delivered the God of the Querancy Sect to my clan. The Emperor was pleased with such a gift, and my clan has received pleasant rewards. Therefore, I believe that the one who trained such outstanding Taoists deserves a reward as well. As far as I know, you have yet to acquire a worthy weapon. So please accept and wear my gift with honor. As long as your deeds are favored by the Heavens, this jian will be your faithful companion.”

With these words, the clan head removed the artifact which he strangely called a jian from his belt and handed it to Mentor Guerlon, sheath and all. Guerlon had accepted it with both hands and bowed in gratitude. The Seeker straightened and drew the jian from its sheath. I nearly went blind — the blade shone not only in the spiritual world, but also in the real one. Guerlon placed the blade to his palm and sliced through the flesh. The jian was stained with blood, which was absorbed into the blade like sand. In a moment, the glow in the real world ceased. The artifact recognized its new owner.

“Now you.” The clan head turned his gaze to us. “Two Seekers whose deeds have allowed me to stay seven more years near the Primordial Soul. A Taoist and a demon who are golden Apprentices with Overlord meridians and the strength of Gold Warriors. I will not offer you a reward. I consider it improper. You are still too young and inexperienced to possess absolute artifacts. But I acknowledge that my clan is indebted to you, so I want you to name your reward for capturing the God of the Querancy Cult.”

“As the Phoenix Clan head wishes,” I said, rapidly considering different responses in my mind. The cunning head aimed to eliminate worthless Seekers who’d demand a reward. The Heavens would be displeased not only if we set our sights too high, but even if we showed excessive pride by demanding a trinket or by refusing the reward altogether. Any of this would immediately make us unfavorable to the Heavens, and the clan head would turn us to dust.

“A Seeker doesn’t need a hoard of spirit coins, artifacts, resources, or anything else the Phoenix Clan can provide. All of this would both be too simple and too complex at the same time. But there is something only the clan head can grant us. Vyllea and I are simple Seekers, belonging to no house, clan, or family. We are on our own and have no access to the places great houses of the Phoenix Clan can reach. There is a certain Master Maseel residing in the Third Tier, who creates works worthy of the Emperor himself. His schedule is booked for decades, and his prices are so high that it's terrifying for us simple Seekers to even think about them. If the Phoenix Clan head wishes to reward us, he can grant us priority access to Master Maseel and cover the costs of whatever he creates for me and my wife. I believe this would be a fitting reward from the Phoenix Clan for the Emperor’s favor.”

“Trading mountains of spirit coins, artifacts, or resources for fancy underwear for yourself and your wife?” The hall filled with the booming laughter of the clan head. “It seems I begin to understand why your deeds are favored by the Heavens, Seekers! They are curious to see what you will do next! So be it! The Phoenix Clan guarantees you access to Master Maseel and will cover the costs of his creations! This is my will!”

As the Phoenix Clan head laughed, I met the gaze of Advisor Delilah. A burning sensation spread across my back, but the discomfort quickly disappeared — Delilah knew how to control her emotions and desires. Yet at that very moment, I realized that Vyllea and I would have to spend the next thirty years in the world of demons. Despite the clan head’s word, we wouldn’t have any peace in this world. Advisor Delilah would do everything in her power to harm us. But to hell with her! Let her deal with Darna and raise her in her image. Vyllea and I had faced greater challenges before, and we’d face them again if needed. Nothing less would please the Heavens.
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