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1

KILLING INTENT


The roiling clouds overhead heaved as the dimensional storm pushed against the pocket realm’s flimsy barrier. It was as though the spatial film keeping them safe could fail at any moment. If that happened, the madness unleashed by the ancient fortress would be returned in full. Zac couldn’t picture himself getting through such a thing in one piece.

He was already in a wretched state. Too much had happened in very little time. Barely an hour had passed since leaving the bulk of the Acheron Company at the Wolf Teeth Camp with the other squads of the Twenty-sixth Field Army. Since then, he’d faced a mysterious bell that dropped out of the sky, almost driving him and his people insane with joyful madness. Zac could still remember the scene of thousands digging out their own hearts with a smile on their face.

There had barely been any time to recoup from the experience before they were faced with an elite Kan’Tanu army. Some of the wounds marring his body came from the battle with the powerful Hexmaster, though most were a result of what followed.

It was times such as these Zac missed his old state, where he could freely switch between his human and undead forms. Turning into his Draugr persona wouldn’t have removed his wounds, but it would have sealed away some hostile Dao while giving him a new set of energy and skills. That option was gone since becoming a Hegemon, and his Draugr half was too far away to come to their aid.

For now, the barrier keeping the dimensional storm at bay held steady. After himself and Ra’Klid fell through the clouds, the storm hadn’t spat out anything else. There were still no signs of Emily, who’d also escaped into the seam between dimensions. Nor did Zac spot any more deathsworn from the Seven Heavens—the people who forced them to make such a desperate gamble.

The incredible amounts of Kill Energy coursing through his body indicated the assassins had all been killed. Most of them should have died when Zac activated his ultimate skill. He’d fused Creation and Void to cut open a tear in reality, leading to his and the Mavai Chieftain’s unplanned entry to the hidden realm.

There were also no signs of the Acheron Company following him through the storm. Zac had worried the spatial tears he opened would spread, swallowing his whole army. Having them stay outside was for the best, even if they had to face the rest of the Kan’Tanu army without him. Few among his subordinates could survive the passage.

Turning away from the sky, Zac took in the ancient fortress that currently stood at the center of the war between Zecia and the Kan’Tanu Cult. Zac wasn’t convinced it’d last long enough for either side to claim the prize. It was almost a miracle it held together with such extensive damage, and each erratic discharge of its weapons pushed the fortress closer to the edge.

The resentment embedded in the enormous scar running through the base thrummed with malice each time a weapon went off, like an ancient beast having its slumber disturbed. Zac was almost certain the cultivator who left the sword scar was the equivalent of an Early Autarch in the pre-System age. He simply didn’t think it possible for a Divine Monarch to leave such an indelible mark. At the same time, the attack couldn’t have come from anything higher than an early B-grade cultivator.

The fortress was undeniably much stronger than any weapon system he’d seen in Zecia. Despite that, it should still be a C-grade construction. An attack from someone stronger than an Early Autarch wouldn’t have left the fortress in just a crippled state. Not even dust would have remained facing the wrath of a Supremacy.

The fortress’s sad state wasn’t a result of the endless war of expansion the Limitless Empire fought, judging by the sentiment instilled into the attack. It was retribution during the earliest days of the Dark Ages.

The System’s birth had instantly wiped out the whole upper echelon of the Limitless Empire. The emperor, his court, and his powerful generals became the fuel that kickstarted their creation. What followed was a million-year epoch where the Dao was shrouded, and almost all energy was stolen.

This period didn’t arrive in a day or two. Not even the System could drain the whole Multiverse that quickly. However, it was impossible to miss the signs, and it didn’t take long for the ancient forces to pinpoint the culprit. Some, like Sendor and the current Imperial Clans, figured out ways to seal themselves or hide away, waiting for the Dao to recover.

Others went mad and targeted the perpetrator. Factions who’d cowered in fear of Emperor Limitless and his armies tore through the dimensional barriers and descended on the Limitless Empire. Nothing was spared during that crusade, and the once-glorious empire was almost completely erased from history. This fortress was likely a target of that punitive expedition and managed to survive through a stroke of chance.

Zac’s musings were abruptly swept away as his mind screamed of lethal danger. He didn’t need [Inborn Predator] to pinpoint the source. A spire covered in crackling runes and metal prongs was coming alive, and it had locked in on his and Ra’Klid’s position. It felt like being stared down by a Primordial Beast, and the intent was so palpable, even the Mavai Chieftain noticed.

“Shit! Incoming—” Ra’Klid screamed as a lance of crackling lighting shot toward them.

The attack was almost as powerful as the pillar of ice Catheya’s master once used to save his life, and it moved nearly as fast. Zac tried to move out of the way, only to find small lightning runes sealing his movement. His horror mounted upon realizing his bloodline was utterly incapable of extinguishing them. Out of better options, Zac turned to the illusory seal hidden in the depths of his body.

Expending the lifesaving grace Sendor left him before the trial started was a huge blow, and an absolute fallback for situations that not even his bloodline or Remnants could remedy. It was so valuable he’d even gone with his untested [Origin Revolution] against the deathsworn.

Certainly, that was partly because Sendor had indicated his unwillingness to kill participants, getting his fate entangled with Ultom and the factions that contended for its ownership. Most likely, the mark was something like an absolute defense, and there wasn’t much point blocking the deathsworn’s War Array if he remained trapped in the Edict of Solitude. When Sendor’s protection expired, he’d be back at square one.

Just as Zac was about to activate the brand, the familiar aura of Ultom rippled forth. The screaming danger from the lightning was immediately reduced to a susurrus, and the bolt twisted like a snake. It created a wide berth around Zac’s location before disappearing into the spatial storm. Zac exhaled and slowly retracted his Mental Energy.

“Uh…” The demon hesitated while rapidly blinking to adjust his eyes. “Never mind. About time we caught a lucky break.”

Zac grunted in agreement despite knowing it was more than just luck. His eyes shifted to the Spatial Ring on his left hand, and he took out a small token. Zac was almost certain the [Court Cycle Token] he got from his sealbearer quest had saved their lives. Nothing else in the ring could have produced that unmistakable aura.

The fortress actually accepted the token as proper identification. The realization added a layer of safety inside the crumbling realm and clearly hinted its purpose within the real trial. Would each cycle increase his credentials inside the Left Imperial Palace?

Still, staying in the air was to tempt fate. You couldn’t rely on proper documentation when the fortress was in such bad shape. But where should they go?

Zac’s main concerns were Emily and the Acheron Company. Emily’s situation was undoubtedly precarious, and his army also faced great danger. It wasn’t just the elite Kan’Tanu army to worry about. He had been schemed against by the Seventh Heaven, and only someone high up in the alliance could have arranged his army to join four infiltrated factions.

His heart gnawed with worry. He had no way to reach or contact his people, and Emily’s communicator was woefully silent. Zac prayed it was because she wasn’t in need of rescue. Perhaps she’d even managed to return to the battlefield instead of being dragged into this mess. The alternative was too much to consider, and there was no way he’d be able to search the volatile fortress building by building.

Returning the way he came was out of the question, and Zac couldn’t spot any of those safe pathways leading out. There was no telling where he’d appear even if he found one. The battle for the fortress spanned a whole solar system, so he might not even end up on the same planet as his army.

Now that it’d come to this, he’d have to trust in his people’s capabilities and focus on the fortress. The Dravorak General Dossin’s mission might have been a sham, but the war for the fortress and its treasures was very real. The ancient arrays weren’t the only things wreaking havoc on the ground. Fierce battles between cultivators were taking place throughout the city.

A quick sweep indicated hundreds of people were already here, an even mix of Alliance forces and Kan’Tanu. There were undoubtedly even more inside the structures themselves. None dared to take to the sky, though, and for good reason. Every second came with the risk of being hit by an ancient War Array, and only the ground provided a semblance of safety.

There was little order as far as Zac could see. Each side had erected a few temporary camps, while the vast majority roamed the streets alone or in small groups. Capturing the fortress or even stopping the War Arrays had taken a back seat to the hunt for treasure.

It was easy to see why. The dense killing intent seeping from the large wound couldn’t hide the fact that the crumbling Mystic Realm was filled with incredible amounts of ambient energy. It even surpassed the general environment in Kavista, whether in density or Dao. The fortress must have been locked in stasis to maintain such an environment after so many years. Or perhaps it had entered a powerful temporal field where millions of years passed on the outside for every year inside.

The ambient energy wasn’t the only thing worthy of note. There was a weak pull of fate from almost every direction. It was the treasure sense awarded by his immense pool of Luck, which was further augmented by his [Lucky Beads]. It wasn’t often he felt such a strong calling. Years of exploration in the Perennial Vastness had only elicited such a feeling a few dozen times.

Meanwhile, the fortress contained so many treasures it all blended into a halo of opportunity. Zac wouldn’t be surprised if even normal cultivators could vaguely sense the phenomenon at a subconscious level. Zac made his decision and set out, following the enormous scar toward the fortress’s center. It was the most chaotic and fiercely contested part of the fortress, and was the only area he could accomplish his goals.

A lofty tower occupied the inner core, reaching at least a dozen times taller than any other structure. The juxtaposition made Zac think of his visit to the Tower of Eternity. Both had a huge tower surrounded by a circular city. They may very well have been designed based on the same set of principles. Perhaps it was to be expected since they were built by the same faction.

Obviously, this tower was nowhere near the reality-bending height of the real thing. Still, its tip was not far from touching the turbulent clouds, and Zac suspected it might actually reach them soon. Not because the realm was shrinking—the humongous building wasn’t static.

It was slowly spinning and looked like it was rising from the ground. The theory was corroborated by the fact that only the uppermost third was damaged by the ancient sword strike. Interestingly, even that section had only been damaged rather than destroyed. The tower was clearly built with sturdier materials and outfitted with stronger defenses. If the fortress had a main control, it was definitely in there.

Zac had no idea why the tower was rising. Whatever the reason, it couldn’t be good. Both the fortress and its Mystic Realm were barely hanging on. Any big move could disturb the fragile balance, and there was no telling how things would shake out.

He didn’t manage to fly more than a second before the dread of being targeted by an array returned. The feeling quickly passed, allowing Zac to breathe out in relief. The token had dispersed the threat much faster now that it was hidden beneath one of his bracers. Still, Zac’s nerves were drawn taut as he tore through the sky, Ra’Klid kept close by Vivi’s vines.

Targeted destruction was only one of the dangers of flight. It was like all the realm’s energy and intent were drawn toward the tower, forming a slow-moving cyclone of pure power. The closer they got, the more unstable the air became. Meanwhile, random waves of destruction tore through the sky, leaving errant bursts that would turn most Hegemons to ash.

Ra’Klid’s eyes were wide with terror as Zac navigated the increasingly deadly environment. Landing certainly appeared to be much safer, except Zac suspected something beyond the arrays was preventing the people below from briefly taking to the sky. No one was even jumping over buildings to save time or avoid dangerous regions. His instincts told him that the closer they got to the tower before landing, the better.

Finally, Zac knew his shortcut had been exhausted. A looming threat from the tower itself refused to go away. It wouldn’t tolerate their airborne approach any longer, so he landed between two structures that blocked vision to the central tower. Zac felt a weak ripple just before landing, and his eyes widened in alarm.

Ra’Klid slumped to the ground, then yelped with shock upon being dragged away by Vivi. It was just in time as three energy bundles appeared from a nearby house. The air was shredded for dozens of meters around them as they released a deadly pulse. Blindly fleeing might land them in even bigger trouble, so Zac put himself before Ra’Klid and held out the token.

The three bundles froze briefly before returning to where they came from, soundlessly moving through the wall. Neither Zac nor Ra’Klid dared move for ten seconds until they were certain the bundles of energy had given up. Zac sighed and flashed to a secluded culvert.

“Thank you, Lord. For everything,” Ra’Klid said as he warily looked around.

“Don’t mention it,” Zac said. “It was me who dragged you into this mess. I knew someone would target me sooner or later, I just didn’t expect to run into such a strong squad right out the gate.”

“Those powerful traitors were outsiders?” the demon asked and got an affirmative nod. “What should we do?”

“For now, let’s just take a breather and recover,” Zac said.

Ra’Klid looked like he’d received an imperial pardon and slumped onto the ground like the air had gone out. Zac wasn’t much better off. Urgency and adrenaline had carried him through the series of near-death experiences, and the state of his body had finally caught up to him.

The stump beneath his leg was the most gruesome. Luckily, dying from blood loss was almost impossible with his Vitality, and he had already sealed the wound with energy. His missing ear and surrounding skin looked grisly, though ultimately a cosmetic wound. It wasn’t much worse than the lacerations and burns that covered his body. While they hurt like hell, it wouldn’t affect his effective strength.

The real dangers were all within. The lesser of the two was the foreign Dao causing trouble. A small amount corresponded to the deathsworn’s War Array, while most came from the chaotic crossing. The problem was halfway solved thanks to repeatedly flushing his body with Void Energy. His Hidden Nodes and Daos were already dealing with the remains, and his body would be cleansed within an hour or two.

Zac was more worried that [Immutability of Eoz] was still running. It had already dealt with the lingering threats from his battle with the Hexmaster, and Zac couldn’t feel anything else wrong with his body. Had the Imperials done something without his notice, like marking him in case their ambush failed? If so, he was likely dealing with a tracking brand.

Unfortunately, he couldn’t find it, no matter how hard he looked. You really couldn’t underestimate people from the Multiverse Heartlands. Even their underlings were terrifying. Thankfully, [Immutability of Eoz] could sense the problem, meaning the mark would be dealt with sooner or later.

Zac ate a cleansing tonic just in case before turning his vision to his left shoulder. The fallout wasn’t as bad as he’d feared. The Skill Fractal was destroyed as he’d expected, and yet the surrounding pathways only sported light damage.

The explosion on his shoulder hadn’t been an accident. He’d known the risks when engraving a defective fractal, so he’d installed a pressure valve that’d go off if the fractal failed to contain the energy. It meant far less energy entering the actual skill, but the small edge wouldn’t even have formed without it.

The need for a stronger ace had loomed in the back of Zac’s mind for a while. The [Annihilation Sphere] and, to a lesser degree, [Origin Mark] had been his fallbacks since the Tower of Eternity. They let him turn things around whenever he found himself at the edge of ruin. Unfortunately, they were increasingly coming up short.

The strength of the Remnants remained enough to deal with his opponents, it was just the delivery method that was too crude. His battle with Valsa acted as a proof-of-concept for the path forward. He needed a solution that wouldn’t harm his Dao Molds. It would have taken years for his Inexorable Mold to recover if not for Sendor reverting the damage.

Zac had been working on a permanent solution every chance he got, even using the weak wisps of inspiration from his [Court Cycle Token] to speed up the process. Unfortunately, he ran out of time and was forced to settle for what he had. He’d felt that the frontlines were too dangerous without powering up first. And since his attempt to make Haro battle-ready failed, he could only turn to his incomplete blueprints.

The gambit saved his life at the cost of harming his long-term goals. Engraving a Skill Fractal on your body was like getting a tattoo. You couldn’t just engrave, remove, and reform them willy-nilly. The original pathways of [Cyclic Strike] had already been transformed, or rather scarred, by repeatedly using the Remnants. Forcibly redrawing the imperfect pathways had left an even deeper mark.

It would be decades before he could make any significant modifications again, and that was only thanks to his unusually malleable constitution. Most cultivators couldn’t even replace Skill Fractals once, which meant each skill represented a permanent choice. You either kept the skill or closed the slot.

Zac shook his head. That was a problem for later. For now, it gave him a faster and deadlier method to use the Remnant’s refined energy. Next time, the fractal might even survive, and the delivery wouldn’t need him to stall so long.

After all, it wasn’t designed to use Void Energy.

The idea for [Origin Revolution] was to combine an Evolutionary Dao Braid with Creation, Cosmic, and Divine Energy. Adding Void Energy based on his experimental stance had made it incredibly unstable. Less than 20% of the energy reached the conjured edge, and Zac failed to contain even that into a stable blade.

Adding Void Energy this time made sense since the spatial cage relied on concepts beyond his understanding. It felt similar to the Orom World, and only Chaos worked against that restriction. Using Void would probably make the skills less effective in most scenarios. It also required him to drain the Void Mountain since he couldn’t independently form the Voids of Life or Death.

It would take a few months to reform the broken skill. Zac’s shoulder was like a radioactive hotspot after the experiment, and he would have to let it naturally cool down before working on the fractals. Thankfully, the fractal on his right side was fine. Zac glanced at the tower in the distance. He had a nagging suspicion it would be needed soon enough.

Before then, he needed to make some preparations. While Zac’s Draugr half might be too far away to join the battle over the fortress, there were still some things he could do to help.


2

MYRIAD PATHS


“He’s ready to see you,” Joanna said as the doors to Zac’s temporary cultivation chamber slid open.

Zac emerged from a dense swirl of Miasma in all the trappings of his Arcaz Umbri’Zi persona, though the observant onlooker would realize there were hints of Divine and Cosmic Energy in the mix. He had to give it to them. The Endemire Sage was quite accommodating, going so far as to set up a small Death-attuned section in his War Fortress as soon as the Calamity Company joined his ranks.

The gesture being more out of respect for the Atwood Empire’s wares and its allies than for him didn’t matter. It was only thanks to such bargaining chips Zac had the chance to ask for a meeting with the leader of the Forty-seventh Field Army.

“Wait here,” Zac said before turning to the Late Hegemon standing by Joanna’s side.

Zac was led to a teleporter, which transported him to a platform beneath a sea of stars. There was a possibility he’d been sent to outer space, though Zac suspected it was a special chamber in the depths of the planet-sized fortress. The stars were likely a projection released by the enormous astrolabe floating in the middle of the room.

Beneath it, an elderly figure sat in silent meditation. He was wrinkly and diminutive, with ears too large for his head. The old man lacked the appearance and aura of a powerful cultivator. The only thing that made him stand out from the crowd was his eyes. They contained profound wisdom and power, making it impossible to mistake him for anything other than a Monarch.

The Endemire Sage wore clean, unadorned robes that lacked any spiritual aura, and he sat on the ground instead of a prayer mat or array. The only other item nearby was a wooden pail, whose apparent simplicity added to the strong contrast with the powerful Spirit Tool floating above his head. Zac glanced at the bucket curiously, failing to see what secrets it held.

Zac knew some cultivators choose to return to simplicity during their long lives, either as a break from their cultivation or permanently. Some did it to clear their heads and let go of obsessions, thus tempering their hearts. Others sought to understand mortality in order to transcend it in their pursuit of the Dao.

It was a valid approach, provided the circumstances were right. Zac felt it almost delusional when practiced in the middle of a C-grade War Fortress on the frontlines of an intergalactic war.

“Such a condensed aura. No wonder you’ve stayed on the ladder since joining our struggle. Now that you’re here, you’re bound to become the shining beacon of the Forty-seventh.”

“You’re too kind. How can I compare to the seniors who keep us safe.” Zac smiled as he walked over.

“Nonsense. Young men such as yourself are the future pillars of our sector. There is no need to contact Mistress Janodrok or Lord Kavriel in the future if you need to see me. You can just call for my little granddaughter. She knows how to contact me unless I’m deep among the gates.”

“I apologize. The matter was urgent, and I was afraid any delay would mean unnecessary deaths,” Zac said with a small bow as he went straight to business. “As you know, the Twenty-second Field Army recently started a critical operation. As it happens, half of my forces joined under the Everfast Monarch’s banner just moments before.”

“So I heard.” The Allbright Monarch nodded. “I understand your concerns, but I’m afraid I can’t share details about the operation as it’s still ongoing. Not even I can access much information after the alliance purchased the War System’s regional lock.”

“That’s not why I’m here,” Zac said.

“Oh?”

“I just received a report from Zachary Atwood.”

“A report?” the Endemire Sage said with a frown, and it felt like the room temperature had dropped to the biting cold of outer space. “How? You know breaking the information blockade counts as treason.”

“Treason? It’s interesting you should say that,” Zac said with a neutral expression as he threw over an Information Crystal. “The how is irrelevant; we both know there are no such things as absolutes. This is the report I received.”

Naturally, the report was just his shared memories. Not that he could say such. It was easier to pretend they had a special communication method. He even had the perfect alibi since the Void Priestess and the Lord of the Kavriel Province had just contacted the Endemire Sage.

The report focused on the fact that deathsworn from the Imperial Heavens had infiltrated their ranks. Zac worried there were more of them lurking in the shadows, both inside the ancient fortress and near his people waiting on the outside. Such a dangerous variable was also something the alliance couldn’t ignore.

“Outsiders within our ranks that fight on the Kan’Tanu’s side? This…” the Monarch said, his eyes burning with intensity like blazing suns. “Is this report true? Have you verified the sender?”

“It’s verified, and Lord Endemire should know how hard it is to get word through the blockade. My co-emperor wouldn’t waste time and resources sending false information.”

“They could only have accomplished such a feat with the help of high-ranked traitors…” Endemire muttered as he looked at Zac in a new light. “No wonder…”

While the old Monarch didn’t say it outright, Zac understood what he was thinking. Zac hadn’t just contacted his powerful backers to facilitate this meeting. It was a warning meant to restrain the alliance and ensure they didn’t sweep the matter with the Seventh Heaven under the rug.

In reality, he would have preferred not to come at all since there was still a small risk the Endemire Sage was part of the plot. However, both the Undead Empire and the Void Gate were isolationist forces and only alliance members in name. They may still have the means to ferret out the traitor, which would take much longer. By then, the Acheron Company might be dead already.

In contrast, the Endemire Sage was very suited to the task. While only an early Monarch, the old man was well-respected. According to rumors, he was also a sworn brother of some incredibly powerful ancestor of the Allbright Empire.

“Young man, these are serious allegations with wide ramifications,” the Monarch said solemnly. “As a small token of apology, please accept a drink from this old man. I believe it will suit your tastes.”

Zac curiously looked on as the old man took out a wooden ladle and a small, cracked ceramic cup. It wasn’t large enough for a single mouthful, yet pain and reluctance were evident on the Monarch’s face as he carefully scooped water from the pail.

“I don’t know if it has a true name, but I call it [Myriad Paths Water]. You could consider it similar to a Core Formation Pill, one that leaves no toxins behind. I can tell you’re approaching Middle Hegemony. This will help your endeavors. I’ll take this opportunity to contact the council.”

The Monarch said nothing else. He had already closed his eyes, and the astrolabe started spinning faster. The cup floated into Zac’s hand soon after, yet he still failed to discern anything special. From outward appearance, it really was just normal water.

However, the longer Zac looked, the more certain he was the liquid was extraordinary. Even the old, cracked cup was hiding secrets. It was just that its spirituality was so perfectly contained that not a wisp could escape.

There were two things that verified the old man’s claim. Zac’s bloodline could sense whatever his senses were missing. It screamed at him to drink the water. The second clue came from his elevated Luck, which almost created a hallucination where the water released vapor of pure fate.

Zac looked down at the liquid thoughtfully. It didn’t trigger any sense of danger… Could he just drink it like that? He knew better than to blindly accept the graciousness of strangers. Then again, this was different than his experience with the [Essence of the Abyss].

The Endemire Sage was sitting right before him. Whether it was to kill him or implant some invisible brand, why bother with the water? If the old man could hide his attack this perfectly, then he wouldn’t need to use the water as a medium. Zac would already have lost the moment he stepped off the teleporter.

The water was, indeed, very beautiful. The more he looked at it, the more Zac felt great secrets hid within the gentle ripples atop the surface. They were so close he could taste it.

Zac’s eyes widened in alarm, only realizing he’d swallowed the [Myriad Paths Water] to the last drop after the fact. The waves had practically hypnotized him, and his body acted on instinct. His danger sense was still deathly silent, his heart beating like a drum as he felt the mortal water transform into a raging tsunami as it ran down his throat.

The Endemire Monarch hadn’t reacted, and it almost looked like his soul had left his body. Zac had no time to worry about the old man. The mortal water was now a raging sun, releasing a ripple that spread through his body and entered his Soul Aperture. It didn’t trigger Zac’s defenses and was gone in no time.

Nothing happened? Zac was ready to combat the water with his bloodline or [Void Heart], then gasped with marvel as the energy transformed. It was no longer a hyper-condensed ball of undefined energy.

It was him.

The [Myriad Paths Water] lived up to its name, having created three distinct energies that were utterly indistinguishable from his Daos. It wasn’t just Miasma. It was the exact composition of Death-attuned energy his Cosmic Core released. It was even one step fuller, like Zac’s energy was the mimicry.

Zac was now almost certain the Endemire Sage hadn’t fooled him, and he couldn’t resist the temptation anyway. Turbid pathways rapidly awakened as the [Myriad Paths Water] flooded his Cosmic Core. He’d never made such rapid gains before, not even when eating handfuls of pills just after breaking through.

At the same time, Zac barely felt like he was making improvements. After transforming, the energy was an indistinguishable part of him, like it was just coming home. The sensation was exhilarating, and Zac’s only regret was that he’d only gotten enough for a sip. He was quickly running out of energy, despite not being ready to stop.

Luckily, he had just the thing to ride the wave a little longer.

Thanks to overcoming the ambush of the Seven Heavens, Zac was holding onto so much Kill Energy he could barely contain it. The second Late-stage Hegemon hadn’t directly been killed by him, but he’d engineered the situation that led to his death. Thus, he’d been given half of the contribution for all those killed by the spatial fractures or the dimensional storm.

The remaining energy of the [Myriad Path Water] acted as a guide and allowed Zac to incorporate the Kill Energy dozens of times faster than normal. His Cosmic Core gave off increasingly powerful pulses of power, acting as a starving beast, accepting everything coming its way.

No party lasts forever. Zac soon ran out of fuel, and he released a turbid breath from both bodies.

Waves of shock coursed through his heart as he opened his eyes. What an amazing treasure. He’d never encountered such pure and unadulterated energy. It had perfectly adapted to his needs without infusing a drop of Dao. Almost as if the water already held the true essence of his path and just brought it to the surface.

Come to think of it, Zac had encountered something similar once—the motes of Primal Dao in the Twilight Chasm.

They’d been an unblemished piece of Heaven dragged down to the mortal plane. The moment it escaped its containment, it transformed into whatever Dao it touched. He’d figured it was rare, but only after meeting Yrial again did he understand just how precious Primal Dao was. His mentor said the Primal Dao would have let him become a Divine Monarch or higher, which explained why the Eveningtide Asura had made it part of his ascent.

This water shared similar characteristics. The difference was that one treasure contained truth and the other energy. The Endemire Sage had called it [Myriad Paths Water]. Zac would rather call it Origin Energy. Or perhaps the water was a product made with Origin Dao.

Either case, it was good stuff. One sip allowed Zac to gain four levels in one go, putting him at level 169. It was almost unthinkable for a Hegemon to gain so many levels in twenty minutes, even if one was fueled by Kill Energy. Top-tier pills wouldn’t accomplish such a feat, and they’d take far longer to absorb.

And shockingly, the levels weren’t the greatest benefits the [Myriad Paths Water] brought. It had rushed into his Cosmic Core like a cleansing wave, its energy more in tune with his path than what his Cosmic Core could produce. And his core adapted.

The System confirmed his core was Middle Quality with ten to one hundred imperfections when he broke through. Being a mortal, that remained true to this day. Only cultivators could steadily fix the blemishes on their cores with their Cultivation Manuals.

In one go, the [Myriad Paths Water] had removed roughly half of the imperfections plaguing Zac. He wasn’t sure if it was enough to elevate his Cosmic Core to High-quality. At the very least, it pushed the core right to the threshold. For a cultivator, that meant saving decades, possibly centuries, on cultivation.

For a mortal, the benefit couldn’t be measured in time. He’d already scoped out a few treasures with similar effects in the Limited Exchange, and few boasted such pronounced effects. Zac estimated that sip was worth the equivalent of 750,000 merit, and that didn’t even take into account that the [Myriad Paths Water] would work on anyone.

The only other way for a mortal was to improve the quality of their core while upgrading it. Except most had their hands full just surviving the breakthrough. Forget removing imperfections, not adding new ones was considered a good outcome.

It was no wonder the Endemire Sage said the water would be useful. Removing imperfections didn’t just help pave the path toward Late Hegemony. It also meant he’d gained a sturdier foundation for his upcoming breakthrough at level 175. He’d made ample preparations already, he just wasn’t fully confident. After all, he wouldn’t have access to the Perennial Vastness and its arrays when attacking Middle Hegemony.

One sip had already increased his chances by a lot. What if he had a few more…?

“Don’t even think about it.”

Zac quickly looked away from the wooden bucket like a thief caught in the act. It wasn’t the Endemire Sage who had spoken. He was still in meditation, though a deep frown marred his face.

“Master found this bucket after risking his life 50,000 years ago. Even back then, there was only enough water remaining for two dozen elixirs. Between offering some to the Allbright Empire and his promising descendants, how much could possibly remain today?”

“I was just looking at the pail. It’s remarkable to contain such a spiritual liquid all these years,” Zac said as he bowed at the astrolabe.

“Drinking more wouldn’t do you any good,” the Tool Spirit continued, not bothering with Zac’s lies. “Do you think there’d be any left if the old man could repeatedly reap its benefits? You should know, the water can even fix imperfections of Inner Worlds.”

“That amazing?”

“Alas, only the first sip brings benefits. The second will leave you bedridden for a century. The third… we’ll never know.”

“Your master…” Zac hesitated.

“Your report caused huge waves. They are scrambling to deal with the fallout.”

Huge waves? Was there more to the issue than some corrupt general selling him out to the Seventh Heaven?

Eventually, the old man opened his eyes, his expression solemn. “We owe you a debt of gratitude. Your early warning may have prevented a disaster.”

“Early warning? My men have already been attacked, and their fate remains unknown,” Zac said.

“Rest assured, we have already sent reinforcements to your army. Unfortunately, the ambush on Zachary Atwood was only part of a larger plot. You weren’t the only one targeted. We’re still investigating the extent of their plot, and fear it covers the whole battlefield,” Endemire said, his eyes burning with anger.

“How’s that possible? Whose plot?”

“Technocrats,” the old man spat. “Those heretics really picked their timing. They somehow killed and replaced one of our hidden strategic councils. They’ve been controlling a large part of the operation since it began.”

Zac’s heart shook at the familiar name but kept his expression steady. “Strategic councils?”

“You could see them as middle management,” Endemire explained. “These highly vetted strategists and generals are the first eyes on the confidential reports from the sealed operation. Smaller matters are dealt with by them directly, while the important decisions are passed up the chain with the pertinent information.

“These heretics have subtly influenced the course of events by manipulating thousands of reports and altering orders. Your men being rerouted was just the tip of the iceberg. It’ll take weeks to unravel exactly what they’ve done. By that time, it’ll be too late.”

Zac could picture the mess the alliance had on its hands. Some Intelligence-based classes essentially turned cultivators into supercomputers, but few could compete with the Technocrats in this department. At any moment, dozens of small, seemingly unrelated, alterations could coalesce into a deadly trap.

The only way to avoid it was to completely redo their strategy, which risked giving the Kan’Tanu free rein across the battlefield. Zac had a feeling the balance between Kan’Tanu and alliance cultivators inside the fortress wouldn’t last much longer.

Ultimately, this mess wasn’t one he could fix. He’d done enough providing intel, and he’d already accomplished his goal here.

There was one thing he needed to clarify before the next step of his plan.

“The water… Why?”

“It’s a gamble,” the old man said with a gentle smile. “A cup of Karma, you could say. I believe young master Umbri’Zi is a man who remembers favors and grudges. So I hope you’ll look after my granddaughter in the future.”

“How? With you by her side, what use am I?”

“Not here,” Endemire said with a pointed look. “Left Imperial Palace.”

“You…”

“Inda is the most talented descendant I’ve had, and she was chosen by the Anima Court. As a result, she’s been accepted as a disciple of the Radiant Temple.”

“Then what’s the problem?”

“We’re both men of the world,” the Endemire Sage sighed. “How can I not know her role in the upcoming trial? What is my face worth in front of these outsiders? Even the Radiant Temple are nothing but hired hands according to little Inda.”

“I can’t promise anything, but I’ll do what I can,” Zac said, not bothering to play ignorant.

“That’s all I ask. You can return to your men. We will take care of things on our end,” the old man said.

“Actually, I need to head back to the Atwood Empire and make some arrangements.”

“That’s… I understand.” The Monarch slowly nodded. “Be careful. The System won’t tolerate your absence for long. If one could just return after being forced to the frontlines, our ranks would have been much thinner.”

Zac’s Abyssal eyes looked like frozen black pools when he stepped onto the teleporter. Hiding beneath that veneer of tranquility hid ruthlessness and determination.

“It shouldn’t take more than a day.”
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THE DRAGON’S TAIL


Zac opened his eyes back in the ancient War Fortress. He couldn’t believe how well his meeting had gone. His goal was to help the Acheron Company, yet it ended with him making significant gains. Certainly, Zac understood the Endemire Sage’s gift was an investment rather than an act of benevolence. The pail was already there when Zac entered the room, meaning the impartment was premeditated and unrelated to the military operation.

The old man’s word choice was apt. Zac had been served a cup of Karma without proper explanation. The Endemire Sage forcibly tied him and his granddaughter together during an event that heavily revolved around fate. Who knew what kind of ramifications that could have?

Unfortunately for the Endemire Sage, his plan was bound to fail since Zac’s body would naturally avoid forming Karmic Bonds after entering Hegemony. He’d still help Inda if they ran into each other during the trial, though he sincerely doubted Karma would pull them closer because of the gift.

Zac was more worried about the goals of this new enemy that had appeared out of nowhere. He would never have guessed that the Tobrial Dynasty would cooperate with a Technocrat faction. The Seven Heavens may have deserted the Limitless Empire, but there should still be bad blood with the Selvari.

Furthermore, these Technocrats weren’t simple. Not just anyone could infiltrate an alliance base and replace a group of high-ranking officers without notice. There was no way they belonged to one of the unaffiliated Technocrat organizations in the Million Gates Territory. They should have come from one of Sanctuary’s powerful factions. Could it be Firmament’s Edge?

Zac hadn’t thought of the name in a long time, nor forgotten about their search for the Digital Nexus. Had he accidentally exposed his connection to the Kayar’Elu during the war, prompting the Technocrats to work with the Seventh Heaven to sound him out? Or was it all just a coincidence? He prayed it was the latter since he had repeatedly used Void Energy during the last battle.

Were Firmament’s Edge already here, waiting for him?

He needed to get back to fighting condition sooner rather than later, and the first step was dealing with his foot. Unfortunately, the time constraints didn’t give him many options. Accessible treasures required over a month to regrow a limb, and Zac was too stingy to use War Merit on the top-quality treasures in the Limited Exchange.

Relying on his body’s natural recovery would be even slower, even if he constantly channeled [Surging Rebirth]. Zac looked down at the stump with reluctance, knowing there was only one option. He’d have to return to that tainted well.

Zac took out a shimmering Longevity Pearl, overruling a strong wave of subconscious rejection as he channeled most of his remaining Creation Energy. His ear and left foot rapidly regrew, though Zac ignored all his scrapes and bruises. Pills and his Void Vajra Constitution were enough to deal with those.

“That energy…”

Zac opened his eyes and saw Ra’Klid looking at him with longing and confusion.

“It’s Creation.”

“I can’t believe you’ve already transcended the Dao of Life,” Ra’Klid muttered as his brows furrowed. “The Mother of Life… Is our path limited?”

“I haven’t actually cultivated Creation. It’s one of my aces from an external source,” Zac explained after realizing what the demon was worried about. “And I wouldn’t call Creation the mother or evolution of Life. It might be the conventional interpretation, and I used to share that belief. Now, I rather feel they’re two sides of the same coin. Nothing says that you and the Mavai Demons can’t take the Dao of Life to the very end.”

The easiest way to understand the Dao was to see it as seventeen pyramids or mountains. At the top, you’d find the unified expression of that peak, such as the Dao of Chaos. This Dao could then be further split into myriad facets, where some were considered higher than others. This interpretation was mostly correct, and there was no point in delving any deeper.

A profound Dao like the Dao of Creation was undeniably far greater in scope and depth than the shallow truths that could fit inside Dao Seeds. Question was, did Life really need to be subordinate to Creation? If so, how could the Undead Empire rise to the top while actively shunning Oblivion? And how could the Dao of Death inside the Abyssal Lake encompass all creation?

Zac had pondered the Daos of Oblivion and Creation at great length while improving his ultimate attacks. His conclusion was that these Daos could only truly exist in a vacuum. Not the vacuum of space but of purpose and direction. They were a lot like the [Myriad Paths Water] he’d just consumed. They’d either disappear or transform into something else the moment they came in contact with the world.

This was likely why the Spark of Creation remained stuck at the threshold until the day it was destroyed. Its desire for Creation ironically made it impossible to ever master it. This paradox was why so few cultivators transitioned to Creation or Oblivion, whether it was as pure or mixed-meaning Daos. Who didn’t have desires and goals that drove their cultivation? Even an earnest pursuit of the Dao was a form of desire.

In contrast, Life was affected by a will, a purpose. It couldn’t exist as a clean slate since it was a vehicle for progress. Similarly, Death was a form of causality. It would never appear without context.

Certainly, there was more at play than comprehension difficulty regarding the Undead Empire. Zac suspected the ban on cultivating Pure Death or Oblivion was related to the commandments. The notion was born when he created [Adaptive Symbiosis], the skill that forged a bond with Haro through the Dao of Life. The commandments could very well work the same way.

Perhaps those who cultivated Pure Death or Oblivion could ignore the commandments, or possibly even influence those under its bindings. The commandments were the Primo’s tool to control his empire, and he wasn’t a benevolent ruler based on his eternal war. Such an old monster wouldn’t cede his authority without good reason.

“I was worried I’d wasted my opportunity for a moment,” Ra’Klid said with a crooked smile. “But you’re right. Life is boundless; how could its potential possibly be anything but? There is no reason for the Mavai to abandon their past. It’s the key to our future.”

As expected, Ra’Klid had enough affinity with the Starfall Court to gain inspiration when claiming the seals. By the sounds of it, he chose the same path as Rhubat, using the inspiration to create a cultivation system for their race. In other words, Ra’Klid gaining a seal didn’t just mean Zac getting another elite. The whole Mavai Tribe would benefit.

“Reignender of Ultom,” Ra’Klid continued. “I finally caught onto the dragon’s tail. I can’t believe the mysteries contained within that light. No wonder the ancient tribes are offering up such generous bounties. And there’s more to this, no?”

“I’ll explain everything when we get out of here,” Zac said. “Until then, be careful if you encounter more seals. Only approach if you can feel a connection to it. They’ll disintegrate you otherwise, sealbearer or not.”

“We can’t collect them for others?”

“I haven’t found any methods, and I doubt there are any,” Zac said. “This thing is heavily based on fate. I don’t think it’s random that you happened to be⁠—”

Zac stopped mid-sentence, flashing forward and punching. It looked like he hit empty air, yet his fist connected with something. A small shockwave erupted as a thin figure appeared. It was a humanoid alien, a Half-step Hegemon judging by her aura. Of course, having just experienced an ambush from the imperial death squad, Zac took no chances.

The assassin crashed into a nearby wall with incredible force, and Zac heard bones crack. The wall came out ahead with not a mark left on its surface. As expected, these structures were made from incredibly durable material. Damaging them would be easier said than done, and digging a path into the tower was out of the question.

Zac was already on the move when the stranger’s wretched form shattered. He’d moved to another patch of empty space, and the target found her throat grabbed and limbs sealed by Vivi’s embrace. Although her skill left no trace or ripple of energy, it failed to hide from Zac’s powerful Soul Sense. He’d seen her creep closer during their conversation and only made his move when she was in range.

“Alliance! Alliance,” the alien croaked in a desperate voice.

“Then why are you skulking around us instead of announcing yourself?” Zac countered.

“This place has no rules,” she cried. “We have no way to complete the mission, and these buildings hold ancient treasures! People have gone mad. I just wanted to skirt around you to avoid trouble. Please, I just want to leave in one piece.”

Zac grunted in understanding, making no move to release her. She would have attacked the second she saw an opening, even if she were telling the truth. The System frowned upon betrayal during the war, but competition for resources and opportunities was its core tenet. This realm was likely lawless, just like she said.

“I wouldn’t hurt any member of the alliance. Answer my questions, and I’ll send you on your way. How long have you been in here?”

“Thank you, thank you! I’ve been stuck here for six hours.”

“How many pathways have you encountered?”

“Only one,” she cried. “Just twenty minutes after arriving. I should have taken it. Now, who knows if I’ll get the chance? Death is around every corner.”

Zac slowly nodded, inwardly doubting she was as distraught as she let on. After all, she dared move alone, going so far as to approach strangers this close to the tower. Furthermore, the assassin was wounded, and the wounds came from battle rather than turbulent space. Perhaps she’d successfully ambushed a couple of people already.

They probably came across as easy targets. He and Ra’Klid looked like they’d just fought a grizzly bear and lost, and Ra’Klid’s E-grade cultivation was easy to discern. Meanwhile, Zac’s cultivation was very difficult to gauge when he restrained his aura. His utter lack of natural affinity made him appear weaker than he was.

He asked a few more questions, and her story corroborated everything from Dossin’s briefing. A channel had opened in front of the assassin’s unit, and they’d all been ordered inside. Even if stable, the pathway wasn’t completely safe. Half had died during the crossing, most of them E-grade cultivators, while the rest were killed inside. The assassin had only survived by relying on stealth.

“Why not head to one of the camps if you’re so scared?” Zac asked.

“Never! I can’t!” she said with fear. “I’d like to help the war effort, I just want to live even more! They don’t let anyone out, and the leaders use us as expendable array breakers to test the doors. I don’t think they’re even trying to reach the tower. They’re just having unaffiliated people break into buildings that look promising.”

“Anything else?” Zac asked.

“No, that’s all I know. Please…”

“OK. Safe travels.”

Her eyes lit up then bulged with shock and despair as her neck snapped. A swing destroyed the Heart Curse bursting from her chest, and silence returned to the street.

“She should be ours. Spy?”

“If not before, then now,” Zac said. “She might have been implanted in here. It’s an effective way to get helpers in a sealed environment when the stakes are so high.”

“I think she was telling the truth despite the curse.”

“For the most part,” Zac agreed.

“The steppes are burning, yet these fools are digging for steelsoil instead of escaping to the mountains,” the demon muttered as he looked at the sky. “What should we do? Try to find a channel and escape?”

Zac fully agreed with the Mavai Chieftain’s assessment. It was hard to say what would happen first—the rampaging fortress exploding or the dimension collapsing. Either scenario was exceedingly dangerous, yet Zac had no thoughts of finding a path out.

“I need to give it a try,” Zac said, pointing at the storm surrounding the main tower. “There might still be a way to turn things around. And I have to keep looking for opportunities. Things will only get more dangerous as the war progresses. Our little empire’s footing is still far from stable.”

“Then join a camp? I spotted one up ahead. With your strength, you can seize command if they try anything. Could be useful with some helping hands.”

“No,” Zac said without hesitation. “I think my chances are better if I go at it alone. Besides, I don’t trust that our men are really ours after what happened outside.”

“I—” Ra’Klid hesitated. “I’m afraid I’ll drag you down.”

Zac nodded. There was no point in ignoring reality. The demon had potential, especially now that he was a sealbearer. However, Ra’Klid joining the next step was no different than throwing his life away. At the same time, Zac couldn’t babysit the demon until they stumbled onto a pathway.

“You’ll have to be careful,” Zac said, handing Ra’Klid a command token that might help if he ran into a Dravorak unit. “Don’t trust anyone. If you can’t find an exit, hide inside one of the fortified buildings. That way, you have a better chance of surviving.”

Ra’Klid shuddered. His eyes soon calmed as a smile spread across his face. “This is the price of power. Don’t worry about me, Lord. We both have tribulations we must face and paths we must take. I know what I need to do.”

A familiar item appeared in his hand. It was the Temporal Chamber most of his elites had bought. Ra’Klid was already over sixty years old and in the E-grade when the Integration occurred. He’d spent over a decade shoring up his foundations, and getting the seal was the last piece of the puzzle.

“Good idea,” Zac said as he handed over a set of Life-attuned treasures useful for Core Formation. “Do you need me to stand guard?”

“No, I feel I need to face this alone. I have relied on you and the tribal elders long enough,” Ra’Klid said as a grin spread across his face. “I hope the Lord can help me with something else. If you could help me pick a building with good providence? Lord Azh’Rezak told us at great length about your golden hand during our travels.”

Zac laughed and looked around. “Come with me.”

The two didn’t walk for long before Zac found a promising candidate. The house was in good condition, with its protective engravings active and intact. More importantly, he could feel a weak pull of fate within.

“There should be an opportunity in this building; it’ll depend on you whether you can get it. Don’t overdo it. Focus on breaking through first.”

Ra’Klid frowned as he inspected the door. “The spy said the restrictions are very powerful. It’s almost impossible to open the ones that are this intact, and trying will trigger a deadly response.”

“Let me try something. Stay back and be ready to run.”

Zac slowly walked closer to the door, the [Court Cycle Token] already in his hand. This was a good chance to test his theory. The door opening wouldn’t guarantee the token would work inside the tower, but it would mean his plan was worth trying. If not, he’d have to figure something else out.

The door soundlessly slid open before Zac even reached it, and he exhaled in relief.

A vague sense of threat began to stir as powerful energies coursed through the arrays. Were the defenses realizing something was wrong with the token?

“It won’t last long,” Zac said.

“Golden hand, indeed,” Ra’Klid laughed as he flashed inside. “Safe travels, my lord.”

“See you on the outside.”

Zac backed away, and the door closed. He waited a minute to confirm the defensive arrays had calmed before turning toward the tower. It held a fatal attraction, emitting far more ripples of fate than the rest of the fortress combined.

Everything was in place, and nothing was holding him back. It was time to see if this miniature Tower of Eternity was as generous as its F-grade brother.
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RESENTMENT


Zac’s eyes roved back and forth for threats as he crept toward the tower. There were no direct streets leading him in the right direction, which suited Zac just fine since he preferred using walls and buildings as cover. Powerful bursts of deadly energy and the rumbling sky were a constant reminder of the disaster that could strike without notice.

A piercing scream of danger made Zac’s head whip around, putting him face-to-face with a ghastly sight. An army made from turbulent energy and ancient killing intent poured through the streets like a vengeful tsunami, slashing at doors and anything else that stood out. It looked like the sword scar’s intent had mixed with a pool of energy to birth this disaster.

The tidal wave’s projections were constantly shifting and distorting, each temporary figure holding enough energy to contend with a Middle Hegemon. Occasionally, enough energy and intent coalesced into constructs, even surpassing the deathsworn captains in aura. Zac didn’t even try to fight it, instead relying on his token to escape into the closest building.

The door slid shut, allowing Zac to release a pent-up breath. He hadn’t even lasted three minutes after dropping off his companion before mortal danger came knocking. Thank the Heavens for his cheat. Anyone else would have been forced to gamble their lives by fleeing into random paths in hopes the murderous tide would choose another direction. Who knew if something more dangerous waited in the streets they picked?

The interiors differed greatly from what little Zac saw of Ra’Klid’s hideout. His had been a spacious room with two consoles and an ornate set of stairs leading to the upper levels. Meanwhile, Zac found himself in a narrow service corridor that was all function over form. There didn’t appear to be any traps or weapons. The real danger was outside, and Zac’s eyes narrowed upon hearing a scraping sound from the other side of the door.

The killing intent was growing so dense, Zac sensed it despite the wall’s powerful isolation, as if it would permeate the walls. Zac hurried farther inside. The building was the size of a large factory, yet the space meant for humans was limited to a web of cramped corridors. The only exception was a spacious room right in the middle, which Zac suspected doubled as a break room and bunker.

The whole building was shaking by that point except for the saferoom with its additional layers of protection. Zac opted to wait the storm out, taking the time to make some final preparations. His face shifted into a variation of the disguise he used in Void Gate, that of Gaun Sorom. Of course, Gaun’s features were altered just in case someone knew of his previous escapades.

Zac felt it said something less-than-flattering that he kept returning to orcish disguises. They were simply the most similar race to humans that matched his build and aura. Certain golemoid and beastkin races would also do, but they were much too difficult to copy. Actually, even half-blood orcs were getting rough to mimic since he had yet to evolve [Million Faces] into something better suited to his pathways.

Following his face-swap, Zac used an Aura Modulator to appear as a seasoned Middle Hegemon. It didn’t take much energy since it wasn’t far from the truth. Next, a thick bone carapace covered his body. The sudden ambush had prevented him from equipping [Ossuary Bulwark] in time, and he didn’t want to be caught unprepared again.

Finally, Zac opened a stopper and poured a silver mixture on himself. It almost appeared alive as it spread to cover every inch of his armor, giving it a metallic sheen while partly hiding its Life-attuned aura. It was a small trick to temporarily change the appearance of his armor in case someone was keeping track of his equipment.

The shakes had stopped by the time Zac finished his disguise, and he located an exit closer to the tower. Zac stowed the token before approaching, taking the opportunity to test the building’s reaction. The door didn’t automatically slide open. Neither did it attack or summon any energy guardians.

There were no consoles or buttons on the thing, so Zac had to take out the token again. The door slid open without complaint. A pang of danger made Zac step back, narrowly avoiding a bundle of killing intent shaped like a skull lunging at him. Zac furiously swung his axe as he retreated farther into the corridor even though there was nothing to kill.

The skull was dispersed into a reddish cloud then reformed into a sword. It held a vast resentment against anything living, and it followed Zac through the building like a vengeful ghost. Zac gave up on running, letting the sword run him through. Thankfully, the sword lacked the immense energies of the ghastly army. It was just condensed killing intent, with no ability to cause him physical harm.

The threat was to his heart and, to a lesser degree, his soul. The ancient grudge tried to subvert his will and fill his mind with destructive impulses. If you lost, your goals and rationality would be replaced with the desires left behind by that ancient Autarch. Most likely, you’d become a raving lunatic attacking anything in sight.

Ultimately, it wasn’t much of a threat to Zac. He could whittle it down with his own killing intent, and [Purity of the Void] worked even faster. The intent dispersed, exposing a sliver of reddish force Zac hadn’t sensed before. He couldn’t tell whether it was energy, killing intent, or Dao. Only that it was very powerful since simply having it in his body made his vision go red.

A hungry thump answered the question; the red sliver was an unfamiliar form of energy hidden within the intent. [Void Heart] gobbled it up after some struggle, yet it took Zac over a minute to calm down from his agitated state. The sliver piqued his interest since he still lacked any method to refine or utilize his immense killing intent. Perhaps it was an alternative route to the arrays he’d seen the Reavers use.

That was a matter for later. Zac returned to the exit, relieved that the ambient intent had decreased to a level where it couldn’t take form. Zac still didn’t want to be exposed more than necessary and exploring the building left him much more confident in taking a shortcut.

It also solved the issue of being targeted by the tower, whose constant watch grew increasingly difficult to elude. More than once, Zac felt something lock onto his position, forcing him to take cover. He trusted his danger sense even if he was unable to discern any weapon systems installed on the rotating tower. Too long in the sun would certainly spell death.

The next ten minutes confirmed most buildings were more of the same, lacking any safeguards after the initial check. Perhaps it was different if he tried to meddle with the massive arrays hidden within the walls, but Zac wouldn’t do anything so foolhardy.

Oddly enough, he couldn’t find a single route leading beneath the surface level, whether it was on the streets or inside the oversized buildings. The enormous scar had cracked the fortress wide open, exposing that these buildings were only the tip of the iceberg. Problem was, entering the enormous underbelly through the scar was impossible. The intent alone would drive him insane, even if he somehow survived the immense energies. There was no point going there.

Zac was making incredible time despite being delayed twice by other cultivators. One encounter was a complete accident, where Zac emerged from a building to find two cultists right around the corner. A furious blitz provided a modest influx of Kill Energy, though one of the two managed to flee.

Zac didn’t bother hunting him down. Running like that was liable to get you killed when every other block was a death trap. The second encounter was with a Peak E-grade cultivator who had lost their mind to the pervasive intent. The fact they were still alive likely meant they’d just entered, only to have their mind immediately overwhelmed.

Then, disaster struck. Zac looked at the token in his hand with horror as he opened the door leading out of the sixth building. Why did its aura suddenly grow weaker? Zac tried to tell himself he was misjudging things because of the energy-dense environment, even if he knew that wasn’t the case. He’d used the token for months, and there was no way he’d mistake it. He had lost the equivalent energy of one sealbearer in one go.

Zac’s heart clenched with worry and regret. He’d never considered the possibility that using the token would exhaust the sealbearer energy. After all, it had never shown any such inclination during his cultivation sessions. Its truth-imparting aura was constant and ever-flowing.

What if it was permanent? Had he just wasted a seal on a shortcut? Perhaps it was just a temporary effect, but Zac couldn’t use it on random buildings until confirming the details. He would have to save the token’s energy for the tower if he wanted the slightest chance of taking control of the thing.

Luckily, Zac was already quite close to his destination. He was only a couple of blocks away from the tower now, and he could already feel the winds kicked up by its gentle rotation.

To his left was another impassable region. Rampant energies from a broken Array Tower had consumed dozens of buildings, forming a deadly blockade. It was uncomfortably close to the sword scar, meaning it could turn into another tidal wave at any time.

Zac decisively went in the opposite direction, toward an intersection in the distance. Using it would briefly expose him to the tower; a better option than daring the sentry array by jumping over the buildings. Suddenly, Zac spotted something amiss.

It was almost seamlessly integrated with a pile of rubble, but its minute spiritual ripple couldn’t escape Zac’s senses. One of the pieces of debris was actually an array disk. Zac inwardly sighed as he destroyed the item with a swing of his axe. It was a sentry array, which meant he’d already been exposed. Following his instincts, Zac decisively turned around.

He’d seen the environment everyone else had to deal with while he relied on the token to advance. Weak targets like those he’d faced had to be the minority. If the sentry array was part of a trap, then the attacker had to be confident in their strength. So was Zac, but any battle at this juncture was a waste of energy that risked exposure.

A massive explosion within the mist made Zac swear with alarm. The eruption was like someone poking a hornet’s nest, and a brutal wave of energy poured toward him. It fully consumed the building he came from without losing any momentum.

Entering the mist was out of the question, and none of the other buildings were intact. Hiding in them meant waiting for death, so Zac chose the best of many bad options. He rushed into the intersection, knowing he was being corralled like a wild beast.

Zac found himself facing the spinning tower in all its glory, and the encroaching danger from behind was overwhelmed by a profound sense of danger from ahead. One building after another was coming alive around him. Zac was out of time, so he heedlessly flashed into a side street a few hundred meters ahead, where the arrays were still dim.

A dense wall rose behind him, seamlessly closing off his exit. Not that Zac could dare head back in that direction anytime soon. Continuing forward wasn’t an option either, as Zac found himself face-to-face with twelve Hegemons armed and ready. He could also tell he was standing atop an array, which would undoubtedly activate in case he made the wrong move.

The lineup was even stronger than he’d expected, yet their appearance relaxed Zac slightly. Half of the warriors wore the liveries of the Dravorak Imperial Guard, while the rest were a mix of elites from different established factions.

Five were Middle Hegemons, two of which had very condensed auras. Either would be more than a match to the Saber Master Remoulded from before. Zac was still confident in victory if it came to blows—a pyrrhic victory, no doubt, where he’d be forced to go all out.

“Alliance, you dog-eyed bastards,” Zac growled as he threw an Allbright nobility token at the Dravorak leader. “Are you trying to get me killed?”

The Dravorak captain briefly inspected the token before throwing over an item of his own. “Activate this talisman.”

Zac glanced at it, confirming it was a simple purification talisman that had become very popular because of an unintended side effect. Its energy signature was very good at agitating Heart Curses. Even the elites from the seven chapters would have a hard time fully suppressing any evidence of their infestation.

This particular talisman seemed of higher quality than those circulating on the open market. Zac was quite happy to see it and activated the talisman without complaint. A cleansing wave spread through his body, finding nothing to purify.

“Apologies. Your strength didn’t let us take any risks,” the Dravorak captain said. “A moment of leniency could undo our undertaking.”

“If you’re sorry, why not let me spar with you boys for a bit?” Zac muttered as his helmet retreated into his armor, exposing his orcish appearance.

“If time permits,” the Dravorak captain said with a slight smile. “But please, restrain your anger, or you’ll attract the ancient intent.”

“Fine, let’s go then,” Zac grunted, brusquely inviting himself into the group.

Since using the [Court Cycle Token] came at a cost, Zac figured he might as well see what this group was up to. They had to be one of the groups working toward the main mission. Helping him get into the tower out was the least they could do after almost getting him killed.

The aura he exuded was only matched by the Dravorak captain, and the two exchanged small talk as they made their way through a dizzying number of streets. Each side was investigating each other, neither gaining much. Zac gave a plausible excuse for his identity that couldn’t be verified inside the tower, that of late reinforcements from another Field Army.

Their journey took almost an hour, partly because they stopped to take out no less than six groups of Kan’Tanu while picking up four stray Alliance cultivators. Zac occasionally looked back at the direction he came from, yet there were no signs of Ra’Klid breaking through.

Or anyone else, for that matter. Making a few inquiries lessened his worries. It turned out the fortress was installed with arrays that hid breakthroughs. Such was common in high-grade settlements. After all, people would go mad if Tolls of Hegemony disrupted their meditation every other day.

Finally, they reached their destination, a mostly hollowed-out building at the very center of the fortress. Just twenty meters beyond was a five-hundred-meter chasm separating the rotating tower from the rest of the fortress. Zac was curious to peer into the depths, if not for a stormy curtain blocking everything below.

“You can’t just fly across the gap and enter the tower?”

“Impossible,” the captain said. “The chasm is a separate spatial zone, and you can see how it’s constantly swallowing more energy.”

“So we’re stuck outside?” Zac frowned.

Finding an entrance below would be impossible if the chasm was an absolute divide, and [Apex Jungle] wouldn’t work either.

“No, we believe there are two ways to enter,” the captain said. “One, find a teleporter. I refuse to believe none of these buildings are equipped with one. We are constantly on the lookout for the spatial fluctuations of teleportation arrays. We’ve forced open a few already, no luck so far.”

That was a good option, one worth using his token for if it meant getting sent right into the tower. However, Zac couldn’t just mindlessly open one building after another. His token would be reduced to an ornament before he’d explored a single district. “The other?”

“The same way we entered this realm. The chasm is hiding a dimensional storm created by the tower’s rotation. It’s essentially twisting space into a spiral, creating a protective divider,” the captain said, waving his hand.

A simple blade empowered with the Dao of the Sword shot forth, and Zac looked on with interest as it disappeared upon entering the chasm. The scenery shattered like a mirror the next moment, where a frenzied hurricane of unbridled energy replaced the gentle wind and pockets of mist.

“As you can see, it’s not nearly as stable as the barrier to this domain. The tower is damaged, and it hasn’t finished setting up its shield. We believe it’s possible to turn those weaknesses into temporary paths with enough preparation. The problem is that space inside is—HEY!”

Zac barely heard the captain’s words as he burst forth with unstoppable momentum. He was briefly overwhelmed by an immense sense of acute danger from fully exposing his position. It was quickly drowned and swept away by the hurricane’s raging roar. Replacing it was blood and pain, yet there was no regret in Zac’s heart as he wildly looked around.

How could he sit idly by after sensing Emily’s rescue beacon within the storm?
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GUIDING LIGHT


There was one more potential explanation for the [Court Cycle Token]’s energy loss, apart from the drain of opening doors—an explanation Zac staunchly refused to entertain until now. Sensing Emily’s rescue beacon within the storm forced those insidious whispers to the surface. It might have been one of his sealbearers dying, where Emily and Ra’Klid faced the greatest danger. And Ra’Klid couldn’t be the reason for the dip since Zac had yet to infuse the demon’s seal into the token.

Emily’s beacon calling for him filled Zac with fear and hope. Waiting for the Dravorak to find a stable path into the tower was out of the question, but his impulsive action had left him floundering. He’d lost the signal the moment he entered the hurricane, and it was impossible to gain his bearings.

Zac’s energy was rapidly consumed by [Ossuary Bulwark], despite its defensive domain being only marginally better at defending against the onslaught than [Void Zone]. It protected his body, scars constantly adding to his armor while streams of chaotic energy slipped right through the cracks. [Void Heart] still hadn’t returned the mysterious force from before and was unwilling to stop its refinement to deal with the new invading energies.

The influx was still manageable by relying on his Daos. The real headache was the unusual spatial pressure. Space wasn’t linear inside the chasm, and there was a powerful force trying to twist him like a rope. Nothing he did reduced the painful pull, leaving him with nothing to rely on except his body’s basic durability.

Not even his Soul Sense was spared, and a painful backlash made Zac cough up blood inside his helmet. His Mental Energy had been dragged beyond its breaking point when it expanded from his body. He’d effectively been blinded, and direction couldn’t be trusted any more than inside the Void.

Should he just leave and regroup? [Apex Jungle] should still be able to reach outside and using Void Energy could let him teleport out before the domain was ripped apart.

It was almost like the universe could hear his thoughts. The beacon’s signal returned just as Zac considered retreat, and he furiously channeled [Skystriker] to force his way farther into the storm. The turbulence worsened, putting increasing pressure on [Ossuary Bulwark]. Meanwhile, the killing intent dragged into the chasm was growing increasingly concentrated, approaching the levels where it gained a will.

The good news was that the signal gradually grew stronger, confirming Zac successfully navigated the chasm while giving him a better sense of direction. Purpose burned as he forcibly activated his movement skill over and over until a warning call echoed in his mind. It came from his gear rather than danger sense, cautioning that the beastcrafted armor was approaching a point beyond its self-recovery capabilities.

Zac still forged ahead, replacing bone armor with the suppressive force of his bloodline. He condensed [Void Zone] to only reach a hand beyond his body to conserve energy and slightly strengthen the nullification field. It was still woefully incapable of dealing with the onslaught, but that didn’t change Zac’s conviction. He pressed on, constantly channeling [Surging Rebirth] with Kill Energy.

It wasn’t often that Eoz’s parting words resonated with him as much as it did today. Zac’s ancestor had found purpose through his descendants, and through purpose came strength. Zac felt that same strength as he fought to reach his disciple.

Purpose and iron will brought Zac farther than he’d reach on his own. His Draugr Nodes weren’t without a limit, and he was forced to swap out [Void Zone] with the absolute defense of a D-grade defensive talisman. It gave him a breather against the chaotic energies. The killing intent had reached critical mass, spewing murderous intent so dense it gained physical form and malignant will crashed into the barrier. Some of it seeped through, which finally stirred the slumbering [Void Heart] to action.

It was a small comfort, and painfully inadequate to turn the situation around. A pang of danger provided a last-minute warning before a wraithlike warrior stepped out of the rampaging winds, slashing at Zac with overly long fingers. The attack tore through the exhausted talisman, and a golden domain rose to meet the attack. [Empyrean Aegis] managed to block the ambush at the cost of three pillars, but more vengeful ghosts were already forming around him.

The situation was unsustainable.

Zac was forced to finally activate his Hail Mary. Large amounts of Void Energy were spent to conjure a vast jungle within the storm. Zac stretched the skill as far as he could, even if that meant its collapse would come sooner. Hundreds of trees were shredded the second they appeared. Zac forcibly regrew them, unheeding of the strain it put the Skill Fractal under.

The ghosts were barely affected by the domain, and a swipe destroyed the remaining pillars of Zac’s defensive skill. He used the attack’s momentum to fly into the closest tree of his rapidly crumbling domain. Zac had no frame of reference as to where the tree he teleported to was located. He only knew the emergency beacon was loudest there.

The jungle had already been ripped apart by wraiths and spatial distortion when Zac emerged. The tree behind him was the last of its kind, bravely holding on until it finished its mission. The winds were much calmer where he appeared, replaced by something even worse.

He’d entered a world of overwhelming killing intent, filled with jagged screams and discordant memories. He’d fallen into a sea of blood which broke down his body and corroded his sanity. Yet the rescue beacon remained a lighthouse’s lantern, urging his body forward. Suddenly, his hands and knees touched solid ground, though it barely registered over the war raging in his mind.

Too much intent had flooded his body. Dozens of red streaks had formed, and [Void Heart] was utterly incapable of containing them, merely nibbling away at the energy. Zac would surely go mad before it was done unless something changed. He tried to enter a Void State to combat the roaring madness, only to find his sanctuary repeatedly encroached and destroyed.

He unsteadily got to his feet, stepping forward while forming a familiar mudra. One position followed the next as Zac let muscle memory lead him through the first layer of the [Void Vajra Sublimation]. The familiar movements and their conditioned effect helped Zac take better control of his state of mind.

The crumbling Void stabilized, becoming a stone that resisted the river. The only thing he accepted into his Void was the stable call of Emily’s beacon, which represented his self and his purpose. Everything else was held at bay.

Zac had no idea how long it took before the killing intent was exhausted and the fiendish energy consumed. He slumped onto the ground, his body once more a bloody mess. The remaining Kill Energy flooded [Surging Rebirth], rapidly closing his lacerations.

Zac took a better look at his surroundings. He’d passed the chasm, and even reached the tower interiors directly from the storm. There was no explanation for the densely engraved walls of the wide hallway he found himself in. The details and materials differed from the buildings outside, and he only needed to turn around to confirm his location.

The hallway abruptly ended just ten meters behind him, giving a spectacular view of the miniature world. The buildings were so far below they looked like small toy blocks. He hadn’t just entered the tower; he’d already reached one of the upper sections damaged by the immense sword scar. There was no hint of killing intent, but Zac knew that taking a few steps toward the opening would put him right back in that torture chamber.

Thankfully, Emily’s beacon wasn’t asking anything of the sort. Its signal was significantly stronger than inside the hurricane, clearly indicating for him to go up and farther into the tower. Which coincidentally was the same direction his treasure sense urged him to go. Far more fate was gathered in the upper reaches than the rest of the tower combined.

Had his luck finally rubbed off on his disciple, sending her right past the finish line to claim the prize?

He tried to send her a message without any luck. Perhaps she wasn’t in a state to answer. More likely, the tower blocked unauthorized means of communication. Zac took a shuddering breath as the tracker began moving. She was neither getting closer nor farther away. Emily was moving back and forth in a space of roughly fifty meters.

She was alive, and she was trying to communicate through the signal. Zac’s heart flooded with relief even greater than after surviving the passage. The signal was bidirectional, so she should have sensed his arrival. Was Emily saying she was okay by moving back and forth? Or that she’s trapped? There was only one way to find out.

Zac ignored his body’s protests as he moved deeper into the hallway. He didn’t give the dozens of identical doorways a single glance as he passed them by, though his Soul Sense ensured he didn’t miss a single detail. It became apparent the fortress’s damage wasn’t limited to the immediate vicinity of the sword scar.

Most inscriptions lacked Cosmic Energy. Meanwhile, others were so overloaded they had become ticking time bombs, where cracked walls and scorched hallways impressed just how much destruction they were capable of.

Wherever he looked, there were small, clean incisions of spatial tears. Only a few contained lingering traces of Spatial Energy, though. The damage was recent but not ongoing. Had the interiors stabilized when the tower began spinning?

Zac’s Soul Sense couldn’t penetrate the walls or the doors he passed. At least the damage provided access and allowed Zac to confirm he’d been deposited into something like a sealed cultivation corridor. He passed a door every ten meters, and the only thing on the other side were small cubic rooms covered in odd arrays Zac didn’t recognize. Odd in the sense they seemed designed to extract energy rather than deposit it.

Zac wasn’t in the mood to solve the curious mystery or waste his token on opening one of the intact chambers to confirm. He soon reached the hallway’s end, finding himself before a much sturdier door. Zac had already mentally prepared himself to use more of the token’s energy to reach Emily, when a few jarring details made him stop ten meters away from the door.

First of all, the door exuded a palpable sense of danger. Its design differed greatly from those outside. It was covered in complex patterns that made it resemble a piece of art. Zac could tell it was made from Peak D-grade materials, at the least, and the energy coursing through it indicated it was being actively guarded or reinforced by arrays. There was also a control rune to the side, indicating it wasn’t automated like the doors outside.

None of that was enough to give Zac pause. The two corpses slumped on the ground, however, were. They were Alliance Hegemons by their appearance, and weren’t wounded to the point it could explain their deaths. There was simply no way they’d entered the same way as he. Like Emily, they must have been deposited right inside the tower.

Were they early arrivals from when the spatial instability still reigned, or was it possible for pathways to form inside the tower despite its additional protections? It was likely the latter based on a few clues.

Zac hoped Emily would be the exception to the rule because of their unorthodox method of entering the fortress. He now feared that might not be the case. Perhaps there were already hundreds of people fighting for the opportunities within. Or would any new arrival end up trapped like Emily and the two men before him?

The Hegemons must have realized the dangers of leaving through the sword scar and opted to break through the door. Zac sensed lingering energy on three sections of the doorframe, and there were piles of dust right beneath the spots—array breakers, most likely, and not used more than a couple of hours ago.

The result was evident. The door remained closed while the Hegemons were deader than dead. The bodies completely lacked any spirituality or energy, like an invisible pulse had annihilated their souls and dispersed all energy within their cores.

Zac inched closer while monitoring the door, ready to flash away at the slightest sign of danger. He grabbed the closest hand to access the Hegemon’s Spatial Ring, only for the hand to crumble like dry wood. The door’s defenses were no joke to kill a D-grade cultivator so utterly.

The Spatial Ring wasn’t in much better shape. Cracks began to spread along its surface when he infused some energy. There was no time to worry about seals or traps. Zac urgently scanned its contents for clues and treasures while the subspace crumbled, knowing he could only extract one or two items before the whole thing disintegrated. There was a little bit of everything, from manuals to crystals and treasures.

All normal things you’d find on any Hegemon, yet something was off.

Zac had lost count of how many Cosmos Sacks and Spatial Rings he’d looted since the Integration. He’d seen everything from mountains of treasures to such meager reserves it made Zac wonder whether his opponent had even been a cultivator. Some Spatial Treasures were all business, containing only the items needed for a mission or their ongoing cultivation. Others carried their entire lives on their fingers.

They could hold the tools of hobbies or secondary trades or thousands of worthless trinkets and mementos. He’d once found a ring with tens of thousands of leaves, none from Spiritual Plants, yet all carefully organized. Another, thousands of self-drawn portraits. All different, with one thing in common. They told a story. A Spatial Ring was a window into its owner’s psyche, conveying their background, personality, and pursuits.

And the story Zac was seeing rang false.

Zac didn’t know why he felt that way since nothing stood out. It simply felt too intentional and synthetic. Zac chose to follow his hunch since there wasn’t anything valuable in the ring anyway, so he extracted the item that gave him the strongest sense of wrongness: a wooden wardrobe holding five sets of casual robes.

The wooden armoire was only made from F-grade materials and crumbled from the unstable extraction. Zac flashed away as a gust of energy spewed a pile of items. It wasn’t the robes, though, but a slew of items he hadn’t noticed.

The wardrobe actually held a second subspace, something Zac didn’t even think was possible. Perhaps no larger than a bucket, it was still an incredible accomplishment. Could it have used a different storage method than the Dao of Space? Zac hadn’t heard of anything like that before.

If there were Cosmic Vessels based on various Daos, why not storage devices? Zac would be lying if he said he wasn’t jealous. Who wouldn’t want a hidden compartment for their most important treasures and secrets in case their Spatial Ring was searched?

It wasn’t hard to guess why this seemingly average Hegemon had needed such an extravagant hiding spot. The unfamiliar items that spilled forth brought back memories of Kenzie’s workshop and the laboratories inside the research base. The corpses were Technocrats.

Zac swore as he looked at the pile of gadgets, knowing his fears had come true. The Technocrats were really a step ahead of the competition. It increasingly looked like they were his greatest adversary rather than the cultists. But so what? Emily was waiting for him, and some Technocrats wouldn’t change anything. He’d cut them all down, no matter how many got in his way.

The door shared his antipathy, and Zac urgently created even more distance as the arrays on the doorframe lit up. A powerful pulse shook the corridor, and Zac was forced to activate [Void Zone] when a nearby rune broke. The chaos only worsened, so Zac squeezed into one of the side chambers through a broken door and barricaded the gap with a block of Spiritual Metal.

The commotion abated after thirty seconds. Zac ate another set of Healing Pills as he returned to the doorway. Its effect was limited. He’d been overindulging on pills the past hours, and the effect would only get worse until his body stabilized and flushed out all the medicinal dregs.

He should’ve known a Limitless Empire War Fortress would be installed with defenses against the Dao of Technology. The question was, would it be able to sense the stain of technology on his body? He was technically a descendant of the Kayar-Elu, one of the original Selvari Clans chosen by the Technocrat Codex.

Wouldn’t that make him enemy number one? Would the whole tower go berserk if it recognized his bloodline?

Zac looked down at the [Nine Courts Token] with hesitation. He hadn’t been fully confident if it’d work inside after the token failed to prevent the danger of being exposed to the tower. Now, there were more variables at play. No, it shouldn’t be like that. He wasn’t a real Kayar-Elu, and every part of him was within Heaven’s purview by design. He was designed to trick even the System, so a C-grade fortress shouldn’t be a problem.

The pile of Technocrat tools had been reduced to dust, as were the corpses. Zac sifted through the piles, finding nothing to salvage. Besides, would he even dare activate a Technocrat computer if he found one? He was extremely curious why a bunch of Technocrats were so interested in a dilapidated fortress, he simply lacked the implants and skills to look for answers.

Zac looked at the control array for a few seconds before moving the token closer. The door felt like an agitated beast about to lash out again, with its energy precariously fluctuating. His heart thumped when he put the token right against the sigil. His worries only increased when energy surged toward the gate from the surrounding walls.

Finally, he couldn’t take it any longer. He disappeared, instantly moving halfway across the corridor with [Skystriker]. No soul-destroying pulses or lethal lights pursued him. The door slowly opened, though it stopped halfway when its arrays failed. Zac stepped forward, his axe already in hand.

The gates were open, and destiny was calling.
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CACHES


Zac took in the large hall he’d entered, finding it grander in scale and make than the corridor he’d come from. It reminded Zac of a cathedral, its ceiling reaching over fifty meters into the air. Their exploration of the Ensolus Ruins had already shown that the Limitless Empire cultivated faith to some degree. There was also a hint of lingering will gathered in a few of the pillars.

Its character was a stark contrast to the decaying murderous intent of the sword scar. Despite being faded, it maintained clarity and strength of will, which was doubly impressive since there were traces of the corrosive killing intent in the hall. The Faith Energy gave Zac the impression of an ancient war god’s blessing, its mark all but gone after eons of abandonment. Just standing in the cathedral helped wash away some of Zac’s doubts, filling him with motivation to forge ahead.

He finally understood the engravings within the small cultivation chambers. They were Faith Catchers that nurtured the cathedral and possibly the whole fortress. Zac felt mixing war and faith was a two-edged sword, similar to relying on the Emotional Daos when fighting. Every victory would strengthen the fortress, leading it to greater glory.

However, losses would dampen an army’s spirit, weakening the faith gathered in the halls. Just encountering a powerful enemy could weaken its defenses before it was even hit. Of course, it was possible to forge an unyielding faith that would stand tall against any threat or tribulation. The Limitless Empire could very well have reached that stage, which would explain how the faith had withstood the superior killing intent all these years.

It was slightly odd that a sealed hall was infected while the hall directly exposed to the sword scar was not, though Zac suspected it could be explained by the chasm. When the tower started spinning, the intent was dragged out of all open areas. Meanwhile, whatever intent had made its way to the inner regions was trapped, thus safe from the hurricane’s pull.

Zac walked farther inside, a slight frown on his face. The intent was there, its creators were not. Like the hallway, the only damage came from broken arrays and spatial tears. There were no signs of battle, nor were there any corpses.

There were even unusually little signs of habitation. He was only guessing the large hall was once a war cathedral based on its design. There was also no furniture or installments that could help corroborate his theory. It was swept clean, with not even a layer of dust on the ground.

Had some Technocrats come through the region, picking everything in their path? Zac shook his head. Why would they bother with random items without value? It felt more like the room had been emptied during an evacuation.

Only, that theory didn’t make much sense either. Zac could feel the pull of at least one hundred valuable treasures spread through the tower. And that was just the best stuff that could trigger his [Lucky Beads]. It was probably just the tip of the iceberg. Why leave all that wealth behind and take worthless furniture? Perhaps some logbooks or reports could shed light on the mystery.

The cathedral had dozens of doors lining its sides. Zac suspected they led to hallways like the one he came from. Taking to the sky, he entered a gallery after confirming it led deeper into the tower’s heart. Just as Zac landed, he sharply twisted and shot forth with [Skystriker].

A spatial tear appeared without warning, and two harried cultivators emerged. Both were Hegemons dressed as alliance members. Their apparent allegiance didn’t stop [Verun’s Bite] from finishing its trajectory. The first died before his whole body fully emerged from the tear, while the other had an arm cut off before being punched in the head with enough force to knock him out. The attacks had destabilized the tear, and Zac finished the job by sending a series of Dao-Empowered Fractal blades into it.

The high-pressure situation wasn’t enough to make Zac give in to paranoia and strike at anything that moved. He could tell something was wrong with the spatial gate. There was a familiar energy mixed with the powerful Spatial forces—the refined energy Technocrats used to power their machines. He’d seen it both aboard the Jaol’s old ship and in the research base.

Zac considered throwing a bomb into the gate just as it closed, ultimately deciding against it. There might be actual allies on the other side, unaware their ranks had been infiltrated. Zac turned to his unconscious captive, who’d already been wrapped up in Vivi’s vines. Since the mere presence of their tools angered the tower, he’d simply have to drag the truth out of this guy’s mouth.

A blast of energy destroyed Vivi’s vines and Zac’s hopes for answers. He flung the body farther into the cathedral while escaping into the hallway. A tremendous explosion threw him off his feet, and an overbearing pressure subdued and contained the inferno to the cathedral. Zac sighed after confirming nothing of the Technocrat remained. These guys could even trigger self-destructs while unconscious? Or was someone remotely observing their actions?

It looked like it would be harder than expected to figure out the Technocrat’s schemes. Then again, their goals didn’t matter compared to finding Emily. Their presence would make it difficult to take control of the fortress, but did that matter?

Zac couldn’t imagine the fortress lasting long, especially if used in battle. Less than half the arrays functioned, indicating widespread damage to the energy channels within the walls. Besides, Zac had a backup plan if things went south. He would ensure the tower and those inside wouldn’t survive the day.

For now, securing Emily and finding an escape route was priority number one. Zac resumed his journey, finding a path that wasn’t sealed off by new barricades. Emily’s signal was still some distance away, and his master key wouldn’t last if every corridor had a safety door.

It was quickly becoming clear that the tower was much larger than it looked from the outside, though the difference wasn’t at the level of the Tower of Eternity, where each level held a whole world. Zac ran back and forth through the labyrinthian design, concluding its diameter was roughly ten times larger than it appeared. The dimensions were normal, though, meaning it wasn’t the result of spatial expansion like the research base. More likely, it was the work of the chasm.

The first five floors forced Zac to use his token four more times, and the only thing he found was more chambers and rooms related to the Faith of the Limitless Empire. Zac ignored all rooms that didn’t provide easy access, even two doors that released a steady wave of alluring aura. There was no inexplicable pull indicating the presence of a top-tier treasure, but there were likely resources whose spirituality had seeped through the materials.

Zac wouldn’t trade his token’s lifespan for some random resources. Furthermore, the fact he could sense the energy from the hallway meant the materials had lost most of their spirituality. Zac couldn’t help stopping when he stumbled upon a grand door marked with ‘Sixth Library’ in the script of the Limitless Empire.

What kind of books would be placed inside a C-grade fortress’s library? Cultivation Manuals, skills, Arrays, and blueprints for War Machines. There might even be the blueprints for the whole fortress waiting inside. Gathering the materials required would be tough in Zecia, though what really made the construction of facilities at this level impossible was the lack of knowledge.

They were missing the methods to create high-grade minerals and alloys, not to mention the millions of arrays needed to erect an impregnable fortress. Zac couldn’t resist the attraction and placed the [Court Cycle Token] against the sigil.

“Shit!” Zac swore and flashed away, his eyes wide with alarm after a wall of rejection rebuffed his mind.

It wasn’t accompanied by an attack or a sense of threat. It felt like a brusque warning that he didn’t have the credentials to enter the library. Zac looked at the sigil with a frown. Was the problem that he had too few sealbearers infused, or did some facilities require specific credentials? Either case, Zac wasn’t ready to give up just yet with an invaluable repository just a stone’s throw away.

The fractal for [Apex Jungle] had multiple cracks after being forcefully used inside the hurricane, yet Zac pressed on. Cramped trees exuding an archaic air filled the hallway, taking up every nook and cranny with nigh-impassable verdure. When the jungle tried to spread into the library or any other sealed rooms, it encountered an impassable barrier.

Zac refused to give in, and the domain rapidly expanded beyond the immediate vicinity. It continued down the stairs he came from, searching for a point of ingress through a dizzying network of connected paths. There were none. Zac gave the stalwart door a final reluctant look before disappearing into a tree.

His go-to solution didn’t work, though Zac sincerely doubted the fortress was equipped with methods to block the Void. The problem was that the stones were imbued with a natural isolation that trumped whatever theories his Void Energy utilized. It was just like the Orom World. He’d tried the same thing to escape through the spatial barrier at the world’s edge, only to realize the trees couldn’t grow beyond a certain point.

It was still a worthwhile experiment. Better know now than in a pitched battle. And while he couldn’t get his hands on the repository, there were some other goodies.

Zac appeared inside a large room and swiftly stowed a holstered sword and a box before entering the tree he came from. The next room was liberated of a bookshelf full of dusty tomes and a slab of green stone that had been used as a prayer mat. Zac was like a mischievous forest nymph who stole a few items from twelve rooms in rapid succession before teleporting to a tree next to a set of stairs.

The jungle dispersed, and Zac continued on his way. The walls could block his skill, but age and frayed space had created small openings. A few doors were slightly tilted, while wall cracks created openings to other rooms. The slightest gap was enough for [Apex Jungle] to squeeze through.

None of the rooms he accessed held overly precious materials, and they’d lost much of their spirituality. Still, they were relics from an ancient era, half made from materials Zac didn’t even recognize. There was no way he’d leave such goodies lying on the table. Unfortunately, the tomes were only ledgers and purchase orders from the floor’s quartermaster.

Zac forged ahead, his appetite for plunder whetted, and his worries slightly alleviated. Five floors and one skill activation later, he hadn’t seen a shadow of the Technocrats or their operation. He’d been worried after encountering two groups at such close intervals, especially when it looked like they had a method to direct the pathways. Luckily, they seemed limited in method or manpower.

In fact, the whole tower was almost suspiciously safe. He’d half-expected to run into energy sentries or get blasted by hidden turrets when rounding a corner. There seemed to be no such safeguards beyond the safety checks at the sealed doors.

The tower provided other surprises instead. Zac stopped after exiting the stairs, overcome with wonder and wondering if he’d been teleported off-world without noticing. Why was there a rustic city square this far up a military facility? There even appeared to have been flowerbeds and trees lining the streets once upon a time, though only a few calcified trunks remained.

Zac looked around with confusion as he passed dusty storefronts whose wares were either looted or long since turned to ash. It was clear that these civilian buildings could not preserve their interiors like the reinforced chambers. He could even use Soul Sense to sweep the buildings without meeting any resistance. Perhaps the city square was only a temporary installment meant to be replaced with other forms of entertainment after a while.

It was undeniably odd. He’d somewhat assumed the tower would be a pure military facility while soldiers lived in the vast protected spaces underground. The rooms he’d looted indicated some really lived in the tower, and he remembered seeing similar arrangements inside the Technocrat Mystic Realm. Perhaps it was a requirement to maintain the mental health of those stationed.

High-grade cultivators had incredibly tough mental fortitude, but the damage they could cause if their Dao Hearts and mental state deteriorated was devastating. Using a few floors to give these warriors a sense of normalcy wasn’t a high price to pay.

Zac walked through three levels of the simulated town. It became increasingly clear it was just for enjoyment. His Soul Sense exposed that most buildings were empty above the restaurants or storefronts on the ground floor. Normally, those floors would be offices or living spaces for the owners. There was no evidence they’d ever been occupied.

Only a few buildings diverged from the norm. Zac glanced at a faded sign of a woodworking shop. Most wares had turned into dust on the ground except for a few carvings made from Spiritual Wood. The shop looked no different than its neighbors, but it was outfitted with a massive living space that continued into the neighboring buildings.

There was also a damaged top-tier cultivation chamber in the basement, whose arrays were far more intricate than anything Zac had encountered in the tower thus far. Perhaps some higher-up came down to play woodcarver as a stress relief? There was nothing of value left behind, except the woodshop wasn’t the only place that stood out.

Zac found himself drawn toward a small store hidden in a corner of the makeshift village, even passing the stairs leading to the next level. He felt like a monster constantly being side-tracked on his rescue mission. Emily’s beacon moving every ten minutes was reassuring. It had already taken him an hour to navigate the complex layout.

What was a few minutes more when fate pulled at him with such urgency? He’d ignored multiple buildings holding the promise of treasure on his way to the tower, none of which had been so accessible or powerful. His stomach rumbled, and his cells itched as he passed through the door and an invisible barrier. Even Haro stirred through [Adaptive Symbiosis] because of the irresistible scent of primordial life.

The dusty storefront looked the same as the others. Zac followed the scent until he reached an office in the back. The small room would have looked wholly ordinary if not for the erosion of time. One of the walls flickered, occasionally exposing the hidden compartment the scent of life originated from.

Zac observed the broken set of arrays for over five minutes before coming up with a solution. He didn’t even have time to infuse the first talisman before a scream of danger forced him to flash away. He was too slow.

A silver streak punctured a hole through his gut as an eruption of energy consumed everything in the office. The storm lasted a few seconds before abating, at which point Zac reentered. The wound hurt like hell, but Zac knew he was lucky.

The compartment was outfitted with a concealed array Zac hadn’t noticed at all. Thankfully, the damage made it fail before it could properly go off. He would have been hit by dozens of silver pellets if it had worked properly. Intentional or not, his solution worked.

A small cubby had been exposed on the other side, covered in sublime engravings from floor to ceiling, and some still seemed to be working. The arrays used a lot of patterns that diverged from those Zac was familiar with. He could vaguely understand their function. They were an archaic form of treasure-nurturing arrays.

Most materials and Natural Treasures lost spirituality over time. Putting them in containers and Spatial Rings drastically slowed the process. It wasn’t nearly as effective as having arrays nurturing them, and was the second-best option after nurturing the treasures in the unique environment that gave birth to them.

That was why established factions had proper treasuries instead of elders keeping everything inside their rings. The best items would even have custom-designed arrays to create an optimal environment. For whatever reason, someone had constructed such an arrangement here and hidden it behind a combination array.

Were the three engraved containers ill-gotten gains that needed to be hidden from the officers? Their markings perfectly blended with the cubby’s arrays, showcasing exquisite workmanship. Unfortunately, two had already broken down, and the treasures they held only emitted the aura of E-grade.

The third box’s array had also failed, looking like it had held on far longer than the other two. A tendril of vibrant energy seeped out of a crack, and a gurgling sound confirmed it was what he’d come for. He opened the broken chest, finding a single quill encased in a crystal covered in the markings of a natural formation.

On second look, Zac realized it might be the spine of a cactus. And it wasn’t the spine that was valuable, but rather the liquid it held. Zac greedily inhaled the aroma, marveling at how well the ancient Dao of Life had been preserved. It was rugged and primal, and incredibly pure.

Haro’s vines moved in his sleep, and not even Vivi could sit still. Zac was just as interested in the shockingly pure essence of Life. He could tell it would provide a much-needed boost to his [Void Vajra Sublimation], saving months of arduous cultivation. Furthermore, the spine was rapidly losing spirituality now that it had lost the treasury’s protection.

But he was already halfway to Emily. Zac gritted his teeth and sealed the box the best he could. Absorbing it would have to wait until he’d confirmed Emily’s situation. Waiting an hour or two shouldn’t worsen the effect that much.

A stabbing pain made Zac groan and clench his chest as he emerged from the inner room. Not the pain of regret, but of his chest being flooded by a malevolent storm. Once more, Zac was attacked by dozens of red streaks of killing intent. His eyes were wide with panic upon realizing [Void Heart] couldn’t save him this time.

After all, it was his Hidden Node that cracked, unleashing its contents unrefined and ahead of schedule.
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MALEVOLENT POTENTIAL


A feral growl escaped Zac’s throat, brought forth by the streams of malevolent energy rampaging through his body. The world was drowned in red, and the discordant roars in his mind pushed him toward a deviation. Zac furiously fought back as he searched for a solution. The painful throbbing in his heart was a poignant reminder that practicing the [Void Vajra Sublimation] wouldn’t help. Last time, it let him endure the assault, yet it was [Void Heart] that dealt with the root of the problem.

He had to deal with it some other way. Eons of slumber had weakened the anger that drove the sword through the fortress, but its source was ultimately an Autarch. Even scraps of such powerful beings were enough to threaten a Hegemon’s life. His Void Emperor bloodline had worked against all odds, except it was only E-grade. Using his own Kill Energy was like smashing eggs against a rock and only aggravated the onslaught in his mind.

Could he only do that?

The deep groan of ancient wood interrupted his thoughts, warning him that the situation had worsened. The huge chamber holding the city square was coming alive, flooding it with gravitational forces. An insistent warning of imminent danger pierced the madness. Flying proved impossible, so Zac ran out of the building, each step leaving deep imprints on the ground.

A pillar of light descended from the sky, reducing the building to ash. The sudden attack helped subdue the intent, and it gathered into a ball like it was facing a great threat. Still, the red tangle retained its fiendish nature. Clamors for violence shook Zac’s Soul Aperture, urging him to let go, to strike back at the oppressors who almost burnt him alive.

Muscles trembled with barely contained explosive force, and killing intent seeped out of Zac’s body. There was still an unyielding core of clarity that let Zac calmly analyze the situation. Part of his resilience was thanks to the brush with death, triggering deep-rooted survival instincts.

Most of the credit had to be given to [Void Heart]. The fiendish energy had ultimately broken out of the Hidden Node, but not before a third was refined. With the remains being suppressed by the tower, he temporarily had some leeway. He needed to seize the opportunity to get out of this mess.

Not even the reinforced treasury survived the blast, and the lingering aura of life was replaced by desolation and ash. The neighboring buildings were already straining under the increased gravitational force, and the following shockwave leveled half the neighborhood.

Local pandemonium became the trigger for wider turmoil. Enormous runes glowing with steel and conviction appeared on the chamber’s walls and ceiling, their state no better than the rest of the fortress. Some fluctuated precariously while others went dark. Sustaining a powerful gravity chamber while releasing strong bursts of energy was asking too much of the run-down arrays.

A whole range of runes exploded on the other side of the township, unleashing a wave of light and immense pressure. Zac discarded all attempts to deal with the fiendish energy in favor of immediate escape. He ran toward the exit, even going so far as to stow [Verun’s Bite] to weaken his ingrown battle-readiness.

Zac only got three steps before he was forced to his knees. The gravity cascade contained enough force to make the whole tower strain and shudder, and Zac was given a front-row seat. Its immense weight was contained to the other side of the hall, but Zac felt like he was drowning. The vortices in his cells slowed to a crawl, and even his Soul Aperture shuddered precariously.

A deafening tearing was like a heavenly trumpet. The eruption had collapsed unto itself, forming a singularity that tore right through the reinforced floor. With it gone, Zac sprung to his feet, taking a gasping breath as his body came alive.

The whole township was gone, crushed into dust. The only lingering proof of its existence was the handful of installations made from the same reinforced stone as the tower, such as the woodworker’s residence. Even those were twisted and broken, proving just how immense the pressure had been. If the cactus spine had been placed in the middle of the town, Zac would have been turned into red paste.

He’d narrowly escaped death, and the interruption dashed any hopes of escape. Two dozen energy constructs had emerged from the swirling dust, forming a half-circle around him. They were twice the size of the sentries they summoned when entering the fortress proper and more closely resembled humanoid figures. They even held a large amount of Faith Energy, which gave them a holy aura.

Not the aura of a saint but that of a paladin on a mission to purge evil. They were the swords of judgment that would deal with any sinners who targeted their homes. Just one was a threat to his life. Taking out twenty was out of the question. Zac did the only thing he could.

“I’m an ally!” Zac hoarsely roared as he waved the [Court Cycle Token] back and forth like a white flag. “I’m dealing with the threat right now!”

The sentries stopped their approach and silently floated in place like they were trying to compute the unexpected turn of events. Zac scanned the exits, inwardly swearing upon confirming his fears. Trapdoors had blocked all exits except for the hole in the floor. It still exuded immense gravitational force, making any kind of approach impossible.

Worse, the energy fluctuations were growing increasingly unstable. It was just a matter of time before another singularity formed. That time, he might not be as lucky.

Zac barely had time to examine the surroundings before the token’s energy dropped, turning his face a shade whiter. He was actively losing energy to keep the guardians at bay. He needed to deal with the fiendish energy, and quickly.

It wasn’t just to deal with the sentries. He was reaching his limits resisting the corrosion with willpower alone, and he’d only be asking for death if he started practicing the [Void Vajra Sublimation] with such a bloodthirsty audience.

Zac turned to his bloodline for help, yet the Void remained indifferent to his plight. A second ripple weakened the token further. Zac channeled the desperation as he delved deeper, using it as kindling to illuminate the path. And with a furious pull, he brought the Void to the surface.

A small black swirl formed right by Zac’s chest, its appearance not causing so much of a ripple of energy. Instead, there was only a bottomless hunger. Debris and dust were dragged inside. Even the sentries flickered precariously from the pull.

Zac didn’t dispel the black hole even as the sense of impending peril skyrocketed from the constructs’ advance. Just conjuring it was pushing the limits of his bloodline; stemming its voracity was beyond his ability. Instead, he focused on finishing his task.

Zac’s body shuddered with strain as he forced the bundle of malevolent energy out of his chest. It was reluctant to leave the comparative safety of his body, yet unable to overpower Zac and the black hole’s combined force. The bundle was stuffed into the vortex and swallowed. Then it was gone, and the sentries froze in place.

“I’ve defeated the invader,” Zac gasped, his mind still a mess from the murderous intent.

A deafening silence reigned in Zac’s nervous standoff against the tower. Finally, the arrays flickered and deactivated, and the immense pressure disappeared like a figment of his imagination. The sentries also left by sinking into the floor.

Zac’s heart bled as they took a third sealbearer piece with them on their way out. What could he do? It was preferable to death.

As expected, the root of the problems had been the sword Autarch’s intent. It made sense, considering it was made from the intent of the tower’s enemy. Zac hadn’t expected its senses to be so keen to even notice it while trapped inside his body. Or that it would react so violently.

He’d activated multiple skills and used his Void Energy without any reaction. Even the Technocrats arrived through gates marked by their Dao of Technology without creating a stir.

Zac put away his token, suppressing the pain in his heart. It was time to cut his losses and get a move on. The commotion had gotten way out of hand, and was impossible for any nearby party not to notice. Worse, the powerful vibrations probably spread through walls. He needed to leave before someone came to investigate, so he threw out a handful of aura-removing powder and escaped into a hallway.

Worries gnawed at Zac’s heart as he resumed his ascent. It wasn’t the threat of exposure but rather the price of his actions. There was no telling what ramifications could come of sending the fiendish energy into the Void Spiral. Zac knew next to nothing of what existed on the other side, except that it wasn’t just some random dimension or plane.

It was a hidden space belonging to his bloodline, where all materials were sent during his breakthroughs. Zac also suspected all the energy [Void Heart] kept for itself went there. Zac hadn’t expelled the dangerous energy, he’d just hidden it deeper within his body, where not even the tower could sense it.

Doing so felt like injecting yourself with a dangerous virus. Zac’s only other idea was to use his Oblivion Energy, which was out of the question. With Technocrats and possibly Imperials skulking the hallways, he needed a proper fallback. Besides, who knew how the sentinels would react if he suddenly conjured a blade of pure destruction? And what would happen if the fiendish energy entered the fractal? At least he was safe for now.

Or so he thought.

Zac swore with alarm and used his token to escape into a sealed room, unheeding of the cost. He briefly scanned the interiors to confirm there were no threats before turning his gaze inward. An ochre mist had begun seeping out from his damaged node. Zac felt like he was caught in a loop, reliving a nightmare.

However, it didn’t take long for Zac to realize there was something very different about the fiendish energy. It still emitted a brutal aura, while lacking any hint of the ancient Autarch’s will. The mist had to be the part [Void Heart] finished refining before the red streaks broke free.

It didn’t rush through his body or assault his mind. Instead, it fused with his blood and joined its journey through his body. Zac looked on with horror and urgently created a Mental Energy trap around his Hidden Node, successfully isolating the emerging mist. There it remained, and more was escaping his Hidden Node every moment.

It wasn’t certain the refined energy would trigger the tower’s defenses, and Zac didn’t want to take the chances. At best, it meant another drain on the token, which he absolutely couldn’t afford. Not to mention, there was no guarantee the sentinels would accept his explanation after emitting the aura of their enemy a second time. What should he do? Open another vortex?

Corralling the mist would be easy. It’d been stripped of its will, so it didn’t resist being trapped or moved around. With how slowly the gas seeped out, it would take at least half an hour for it all to emerge. Zac could barely open a vortex as things stood, so holding it open that long was out of the question.

Zac was also reluctant to throw it away. Getting his hands on the mist had almost cost him his life. Besides, he’d always benefitted from [Void Heart], no matter what it spat out. Even Tribulation Lightning became a tonic most cultivators could only dream of. And while the ochre mist may not be sourced from the Heavens, it was still the product of a B-grade cultivator’s evolved killing intent. It had to be useful to someone cultivating the Dao of Conflict. If Zac could figure out the benefits of this energy, perhaps he could do the same with his own killing intent.

If only [Void Heart] had spat out an instruction manual along with its creation. Zac found himself stumped as he looked at the sanguine blob that formed inside its cage. His cells weren’t screaming with hunger, and the mist didn’t react to his Mental Energy or soul. It didn’t seem useful for his Cosmic Core or gaining levels, either.

A prickling sensation provided the answer. The mist that mixed with his blood was entering cells throughout his body. Discomfort transitioned to outright pain as more fiendish energy entered his cells. It was a pain Zac was familiar with. It was the sweet agony of Body Tempering, of being broken down to be rebuilt stronger.

The torture brought him back to those early days of his struggles, where his lack of Death-attuned resources forced him to turn to crude concoctions like [Bone Forging Dust] to upgrade his race. The red haze acted like a catalyst for his cells, forcibly expanding the golden whirlpools by making them spin faster.

Zac looked at the change with interest. Only a sliver had entered his bloodstream, yet he could feel his limits being broken and surpassed. What would happen if he released all the energy he’d collected?

That’s when Zac noticed the golden whirlpools weren’t actually getting stronger. The fiendish energy performed half the steps of a Body Tempering Method. It broke down his cells in a way that would let him surpass his limits, but lacked the materials to build it back up. If nothing changed, he’d just end up with damaged foundations.

Sometimes, you simply couldn’t avoid fate.

Zac gritted his teeth as he took out the box he’d stowed just minutes before. A powerful gust of ancient, unyielding life filled the room when he opened the lid. Without the containment array, the thorn was rapidly losing spirituality. It might as well be the fuel for his rebirth.

There was no time to figure out the best way of extracting the liquid, so Zac did what felt natural. The spine reminded Zac of the spikes he’d taken from the faceless assassin back in the Tower of Eternity, so he might as well use it the same way.

Zac’s eyes shone with determination as he shattered the protective crystal. His hand moved like lightning, grabbing the thorn and stabbing it into his chest. The thorn proved its lofty origins by effortlessly piercing Zac’s reinforced skin to deposit its contents right into his heart.

Meanwhile, Zac opened the cage, letting the ochre mist back into his heart. The two ancient forces joined, and the effect was instantaneous.

Zac crashed out of the room like a rampaging bull, the veins on his forehead writhing while every muscle in his body twitched. The root of the spine was still sticking out of his chest and expanded veins had formed a golden rootlike pattern around it.

Letting a sliver of the mist into his cells had been painful. Opening the floodgates was a hellish torture that made the [Bone Forging Dust] seem like a joke. Every part of his body was dying and being reborn. Zac wanted to curl into a ball. No, better yet, practice the [Void Vajra Sublimation] to escape the woes of his mortal coil.

But Emily was waiting.

Delirious, bloodshot eyes scanned for threats before moving out. His gait was convulsive, like he’d been struck by lightning. And yet, each step echoed with the cadence of life, borrowing from his Body Tempering Manual without practicing it outright.

Zac was barely aware of his surroundings. He desperately held onto his Void State while following the movement patterns he’d invented. Just the act of movement helped take Zac’s mind off the torment, which was exactly what he needed. He was running out of time, and had to make the most of the heavenly materials he’d been given. Because that was what they were.

Every breath was the equivalent of practicing a whole cycle of [Void Vajra Sublimation]. Fiendish energy broke the shackles holding him back, while ancient life imbued him with the power of the Cosmic Behemoths born from the primordial Dao.

Corridors and stairs blurred together. A distant pang of danger warned him of an ambush—it didn’t matter. The power to shatter mountains and swallow stars coursed through his veins. The six Technocrats were reduced to broken bones and torn flesh, while the wounds on Zac’s body closed in seconds.

Another group was slaughtered before Zac was left alone. Perhaps they’d given up, or perhaps they’d simply lost him. Not even Zac knew how many corridors he’d passed or how many floors he’d ascended, and he had the token to access areas outside the reach of others.

Zac was just a few hundred meters from Emily’s beacon by the time he came to. He’d run out of ochre mist and golden energy around thirty minutes ago, except it’d taken him until now to finish digesting it. He was wrung out, but his body was in pristine condition. He even exuded a vibrant aura that could be mistaken for a Natural Treasure.

Investigating his gains would have to wait. Zac was almost at the finish line, so he willed his body to cover the last stretch. Soon, there was only a single door separating him from his disciple. He’d used up another sealbearer’s energy reaching this point, despite keeping its use to a minimum. In total, five out of eight were lost.

Zac threw any distracting thoughts out of his mind and readied himself. There were no guarantees that only Emily was waiting on the other side. There might be a whole swarm of Technocrats holding her captive. It didn’t stop Zac from pressing his token against the sigil, and the door soundlessly slid open.

“Welcome. We’ve been expecting you.”
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IMPERIAL ENVOY


The unfamiliar, monotonous voice and the dense stench of blood permeating the room were enough to ignite a fire in Zac’s chest. Seeing a bloodied Emily turned those smoldering flames into a blazing inferno. Cascading waves of power coursed through his reforged body, and any lingering sense of exhaustion was swept away.

“Welcome, Imperial Envoy!” Emily’s shaky, unexpected form of address made Zac stop in place and take in the situation properly.

The room smelling like a torture chamber was a canteen. Dozens of metallic tables were soldered to the ground, and Zac believed the dusty scraps in one corner were the remnants of a lounge area.

On the opposite side was a semi-open back room resembling an ancient industrial kitchen. The stench didn’t come from Emily, rather from five utterly destroyed corpses to the side. Their heads were disintegrated, leaving nothing behind but a scorched neck. Their attacker also hadn’t been satisfied with such a clean end. Someone had cut and torn into their corpses until only piles of flesh and broken bones remained.

The scene was so gruesome even Zac grimaced. This wasn’t the work of a warrior. Only a lunatic would go so far, and this lunatic was holding his disciple hostage.

Emily was sitting at one of the tables, her face pale from blood loss. Zac’s heart ached upon seeing the many lacerations across her body. One, in particular, had almost cut her left arm clean off. Thankfully, her aura was still stable, if significantly weakened. Her Cosmic Core shouldn’t be damaged. She would recover with rest and medicine.

The fact she didn’t dare move despite his appearance was incredibly alarming. He forcibly calmed down, knowing the wrong move might trigger another tragedy like the six presumed Technocrats.

Despite Emily’s obvious duress, it looked like she was attending a dinner party. The table was richly decorated and set for five people. Food had already been served, and Zac’s eyes widened in horror upon realizing what had been put on the plates. Pieces of Technocrat. Four of the chairs were occupied, while the place at the head of the table was left open.

Was it for him?

“Join us, Lord Envoy,” Emily entreated.

Emily nodded at him to play along, so Zac slowly approached while inspecting the other dinner guests. Two were puppets who were familiar and incredibly confusing. They seemed to be the D-grade sparring puppets used in the Atwood Army. Their facial features had been altered to bear a striking resemblance to himself and Joanna.

They were badly mutilated, yet Zac felt a vague threat emanating from them. Normally, his unexpected doppelganger would be Zac’s main point of focus, but that mystery paled in the face of the final guest at the table.

Zac expected Emily’s captor to be a Technocrat or possibly an Imperial. He was way off. The lunatic who desecrated the Technocrat corpses was another puppet, one of ancient make. It was this automaton who greeted him when he opened the door, and it was now staring at him while holding a mottled knife.

It appeared to be made from a reddish alloy, it was hard to discern beneath the coatings of blood and viscera. Zac’s instincts still told him to destroy the butcher puppet with a swing of his axe, but he held himself back upon seeing the frantic look in Emily’s eyes.

“Imperial Envoy?” the puppet muttered, its voice rising with intensity. “Imperial… Imperial… Where…?”

Emily’s eyes widened in alarm, and Zac paled in fright upon feeling a familiar pressure. The door behind him banged shut as immense weight was imposed on his body. The feeling was the same as in the fake town. No, the pressure was even greater as it was limited to a much smaller room.

“General, time is limited! We need to discuss the mission!”

This puppet was a general? Zac inwardly shook his head. There was simply no way. The puppet was the equivalent of an Early D-grade cultivator at best, barely enough to be considered a soldier in a fortress of this grade. The only threat it posed was its apparent connection to the fortress defenses.

Judging by their location, the knife, and the gruesome banquet, its real identity was clear. They were dealing with a cooking golem.

Clearly, the golem was suffering from the same mental illness as Brazla, where it had lost grip of its real identity. This chef was in a far worse state than the Tool Spirit of Zac’s Dao Repository. The golem’s spirituality had to be on the verge of total breakdown for it to act in such an unhinged manner.

It looked like the golem considered Emily’s words, and it slowly nodded. Zac almost threw caution to the wind when its arm turned into a blur. An erratic flurry of slashes left a new set of wounds on the Joanna puppet. Thankfully, the mechanical chef and the room’s arrays calmed down soon after. Zac gradually relaxed, though his pent-up anger only grew.

He’d been telling himself Emily’s miserable state was mainly caused by crossing the dimensional storm to not explode from rage. It was getting very difficult to hold onto those beliefs. No wonder she’d placed durable training puppets beside and opposite the malfunctioning chef. They might have saved her life by taking the brunt of its outbursts.

Zac would have to be a fool not to understand Emily’s plan. She had given him a lofty identity, and he needed to use that to get out without triggering the tower’s defenses. He chose to trust her. For her to act this way despite his ability to destroy the automaton meant there was more at play. Of course, if things went south, he’d have to go all out and pray his token could deal with the fallout.

“I am the Imperial Envoy,” Zac said, trying to give the imposing air of a dignitary as he sat down. “Identify yourself.”

“Yes… Protocol…” the puppet drawled. “I am Sibel Urnovok, general of the Sixth Centurion Lighthouse of the Starfall Phalanx. Thank you for responding to my call.”

Zac’s eyes lit up at the chef’s words. He’d never heard of the Starfall Phalanx, though it wasn’t hard to put two and two together. A massive war had been waged to prevent the erection of the Eight Pillars. Each Outer Court defended one direction, controlling armies that dwarfed anything happening in Zecia. This Peak C-grade fortress was likely a subsidiary of the Starfall Court, though Zac had no idea why the golem called it a lighthouse.

Although it might be nonsense conjured by a damaged spirit, Zac doubted it. After all, he’d actually seen the name Sibel Urnovok in the ledgers he found earlier. Even if insane, the chef remembered some real details of the fortress. Perhaps it could clarify some things that had bothered him until now.

“It’s my duty. The Empire would never abandon its defenders,” Zac said. “On that note, where are your men? No one came to greet me when I arrived.”

“A-A⁠—”

“The attack,” Emily interjected, prompting the chef to calm down before it went berserk again.

“Yes. Attack. We lost contact with the Empire during our mission. I tried to contact—ah… I did? No.”

“I’m sorry, we didn’t receive the call. It must have been intercepted,” Zac said. “Go on.”

“Yes… Blocked. No signal. Stranded. We thought the Selvari found out about our mission. About the project.”

“What proj—” Zac said, quickly cutting his words short when Emily shook her head in panic. “Ahem. What happened next?”

“Betrayal!” the puppet roared, unleashing a wild barrage with his knife.

The puppets received the brunt of it, and not even Zac was spared. Bleeding gashes were opened across his chest and left arm. He didn’t so much as blink. The chef knife might have once been a D-grade tool. Now its edge had been eroded by time and excessive use. The puppet barely broke his skin, and the wounds closed in no time.

What was more disturbing was that the puppet had leaned forward, its face suddenly inches away from Zac’s.

“Welcome, faraway guest. Our chefs have prepared a banquet in your honor!”

“Thank you, General, but I’d like to finish the briefing,” Zac said, working hard to maintain a steady gaze. “The Empire is facing enemies in every direction. There’s no time to waste.”

“Tell Lord Envoy about the man with the sword,” Emily said.

“The sword,” the puppet muttered as it leaned back. “The sword… Intent. Treasonous natives! The colonies dare bite the hand that feeds it! Ah—all gone.”

“The traitor will be dealt with,” Zac said. “Did the traitors take your people away?”

“A great pressure, and the room twisted. The guests disappeared, even taking master—ah? Who?”

“What happened next?” Zac pushed.

“I… Flashes of darkness… Gods hiding between the cracks. Watching… Watching.”

Zac frowned. He’d been able to keep up with the puppet until now, but it was getting harder. The Sixth Centurion Lighthouse should have lost contact with the Empire because of the System’s activation, and the Autarch of a conquered region attacked them out of anger. What happened next? It sounded like the puppet was describing its real memories at that point.

It had been working in the canteen when the Autarch struck. However, great pressure and the room twisting didn’t match with the sword scar or its killing intent. It rather sounded like the Autarch’s attack had been powerful enough to tear a hole in space, and the whole fortress was thrown into the Void. So what the hell were flashes of darkness and the hiding Gods?

“Was it Selvari who took the people?” Zac asked. “Did you see the Dao of Technology?”

“All lost… I’m… I’m General Sibel Urnovok… Yes. I am a Half-step Celestial. I must have overcome⁠—”

“You resisted the abduction and were badly wounded,” Emily said with a soothing voice. “You have a plan. A plan that needs Lord Envoy’s help?”

“Yes! Traitors… Selvari… All eye my fort. Everyone knows it’s not ready, but the cracks…” the puppet said, looking at Zac with eerie solemnity like it had really become the general. “I request Lord Envoy to work with the others and activate the beacon. Call them from the depths, and we’ll destroy our enemy!”

“I—” Zac wavered, wanting more information, if it weren’t for his instincts telling him it was time to go. Something was happening inside the puppet. It had grown too agitated, prompting its arrays to go into overdrive. “On behalf of the Empire, I agree. The fortress is damaged, and I need to survey the situation before we strike back at our enemies.”

“I shall assist you,” the puppet said, accentuating his statement by cutting off the head of the Zac puppet.

“Thank you, General, but this is an important matter. We can’t allow any mistakes, and your talents are better used elsewhere. Why don’t you return to your place of work and finalize our attack plan? We will deal with the minor matters on our end,” Zac said, exuding confidence as he pointed at the kitchen in the back.

The silence was nerve-wracking. The puppet’s eyes flickered ominously, making Zac wonder if he’d pushed things too far. Then the automaton turned toward the kitchen.

“Yes. My… domain. I will return.”

The puppet got to its feet and stumbled toward the kitchen as though it was drunk. “…in the cracks… in the cracks…”

Zac nodded at Emily, and the two appeared right by the door. Zac flashed his token, and the two were halfway down the corridor before the gates had fully swung open. They only stopped after putting a floor and dozens of corridors between them. Zac still felt unsafe and kept scanning the surroundings in case the general picked up their scent.

Two arms wrapped around him, stopping his hasty retreat. “You really came.”

“Of course,” Zac said. “Are you okay?”

Emily only let go after half a minute. Her face was still pallid from accumulated stress and terror. Zac was surprised she was keeping it together at all. His nerves felt like they were on fire after staying a few minutes in that canteen. Emily had been stuck there for hours.

“Thank God you came when you did. That lunatic went crazy every time I rejected his ‘food,’ and I was running out of ways to distract him. Any later, and I’d either have to become a cannibal or get turned into dinner. Not sure I’ll ever be able to eat again.”

“Will it follow us?” Zac asked, warily looking at the way they came from.

“I don’t think so. Honestly, I wouldn’t be surprised if it has already forgotten about us. Its short-term memory seemed to be non-existent. I kept having the same conversations over and over.”

“Crumbled spirit. The price of longevity,” Zac said.

“Should’ve had the decency to get abducted with all the others,” Emily muttered as she inspected the hallway. “Wait, where’s Ra’Klid? He’s not…?”

“He’s fine. It would have been too dangerous for him to enter this place so we split up. You’ve been held hostage since you came here?”

“Not exactly,” Emily said. “After I jumped into the scar, everything was chaos. I thought I was going to die when I suddenly saw this place appear out of nowhere. I jumped inside and ended up trapped in that house of horror.”

“Appear out of nowhere?”

“It was weird; almost looked like a mirror whose frame was made from an odd energy circuit. It looked like the energy was growing the gateway. It was already large enough for me to squeeze inside so I did.”

Zac thoughtfully nodded. Emily had encountered a stroke of good fortune by finding a Technocrat pathway. It let her bypass most of the storm, though it exposed her to another form of danger.

“There was nothing here when I arrived, and I couldn’t contact you or Ra’Klid. So I tried to get out by blowing up the door. Very bad idea. The door almost killed me, and it made the puppet appear.”

“The puppet came from the outside?” Zac asked with a frown.

“No, it came from the kitchen, knife swinging. Shouted about invaders and the glory of the Empire, waking the whole room up. Weirdly enough, I had already searched the whole place. Not sure how I could have missed it.”

“I found some fake walls before. It might have been inside one of those. What about the corpses?”

“They arrived at that exact moment, poor bastards,” Emily said with a shudder. “I shouted at them not to do anything stupid. They didn’t listen and attacked the ‘general.’ Some energy guard rose from the ground and blocked their skills before removing their heads. Actually, those people saved my life by targeting me too. The puppet considered me a friend because of it. It asked me if I came bearing news from the Empire. I didn’t want to have my head blown up, so I said yes.”

Zac could guess how things went from there. The schizophrenic golem had tried to fulfill both its roles, leading to the macabre dinner-turned-interrogation.

“I know they attacked me, but I feel bad leaving them like that. They were our people. They probably thought I was a cultist.”

“Don’t feel too bad,” Zac said. “They were Technocrats, not real alliance Hegemons.”

“Technocrats?” Emily said with a look of utter confusion. “What’s going on?”

“A lot,” Zac said before going over his experiences since they split up.

“So that scheming guy finally got his seal.” Emily grinned. “Guess he won’t have to skulk the corridors any longer.”

Zac laughed, remembering Ogras’ stories of his trip to the Million Gates Territory. Ra’Klid was no fool, and he’d quickly realized there was more to their expedition than just getting some early war contribution. He’d tried various methods to figure out what the others were up to; fate hadn’t been on his side. Those efforts had only intensified after the rumors and bounties popped up.

“Well, it’s good he got one, and you needed a second Reignender anyway,” Emily said before her face sobered. “So those people were Technocrats. I know they’re technically unorthodox cultivators, I just didn’t expect them to join up with a faction like the Kan’Tanu. Well, it shouldn’t be too bad, right? There’s no way the System will let them officially join the war. Those imperials sound like the bigger threat.”

“We can’t underestimate the Technocrats, even if those we’ve encountered so far haven’t been very impressive,” Zac said. “The Imperial Clans are powerful, but they’re bound by the System’s rules. They have limited manpower, and their elders will restrain themselves because of the trial.”

“I guess.” Emily thoughtfully nodded before her eyes widened. “Wait, how did they even get here? Aren’t the outsiders blocked from entering as they want? That means⁠—”

“That’s exactly what I’m worried about,” Zac sighed. “The System would never let Technocrats through Zecia’s blockade, yet they’re still here. They must have figured out a way to sneak into Zecia unnoticed.”

“Probably through the Eternal Storm,” Emily agreed. “And that means they might not be limited in manpower like the other outsiders. They’ll be shooting themselves in the foot if their target is the Left Imperial Palace. All those powerful factions can’t be wrong about using limited force to seize the inheritance.”

“Who knows if they’re even after the inheritance? And if they are, they might just try to snatch it from the winner’s hands,” Zac said. “I’m more worried about what their goal is with the fortress. I never understood why they would care about this crumbling piece of ancient history, but after listening to the robot…”

“The project!” Emily exclaimed.

“Exactly,” Zac said. “They’re not here to seize the fortress. They’re after its secrets.”


9

IN THE DEPTHS


“The fortress is already powerful enough to make the alliance go crazy. Can you imagine how dangerous the ‘things in the depths’ are? They must have the power to blow up half of Zecia,” Emily said.

Beads of sweat had appeared on the shaman’s forehead from applying medicinal paste to her wounds. Thankfully, the chef puppet only possessed raw strength, so the wounds would heal fast without leaving any sequelae.

“Well, it’s been a long time,” Zac said as he infused another stream of his Branch of the Kalpataru into his disciple. “The odds of those things being functional and close enough to be summoned are pretty low.”

“The Technocrats might be after schematics or blueprints rather than the finished product. We won’t be able to build it, but they probably could,” Emily agreed, looking at Zac askance. “Then again, doesn’t it feel too coincidental? A war involving the System and the Limitless Empire breaks out, and here’s one of their old fortresses?

“That alone is enough to make my instincts tingle. Adding you to the mix, isn’t it a done deal already? I’d bet what’s left of my left arm the ‘project’ is just waiting for someone to light the beacon.”

“I—” While Zac wanted to refute her claim, he had to admit that what she said made sense. The pillar’s ascent was dredging up more than just the inheritance. “It’s possible. Did you find out anything more about it before I came?”

“Not much. I bet the puppet’s knowledge was limited to random scraps of information it overheard while working. Mentioning the project or details of the lighthouse’s mission made it lose its mind,” Emily said. “It went berserk every time I tried to dig further, accusing me of being a spy. I gave up after I almost lost my arm.”

Zac nodded in agreement. What the puppet knew should be limited unless it had somehow been given access to the tower’s database. It wasn’t completely impossible, since it seemed able to trigger the defenses based on mood swings.

“It did mention two things, though. ‘They should be dead,’ and ‘taming a calamity,’” Emily said. “It screamed those things when I asked about the gods in the cracks. I think the soldiers knew who took them.”

“Gods in the cracks that should be dead. A project in the depths. Taming?” Zac muttered in thought. “Do you remember Salvation?”

“You think that’s the project? The Limitless Empire was trying to turn a bunch of godlike beings into puppets?” Emily said with interest. “But some of them survived to take revenge on the Sixth Lighthouse? Or perhaps they regained part of their sentience when the empire collapsed.”

“It’s one possibility,” Zac agreed, thinking back to what he’d learned of the chaotic age at the beginning of their Era. “There was no lack of such beings back then.”

The Dao was young, wild, and unpredictable. The dimensions were more separated than today, where a few were showered by the majority of Heaven’s favor. These prime dimensions gave rise to powerful civilizations like the Limitless Empire and the Selvari. More importantly, they gave birth to incredibly powerful Innate Existences. The Spark of Creation and the Heart of Oblivion were two such examples, and Zac suspected the Primo was another.

Innate Existences are born from the Cosmos and endowed with unfathomable power. A few of these unique beings were Supremacies at birth, and even the weakest would naturally step into Autarchy in adulthood. Their downside was that their future was limited. Stepping beyond their inborn potential was almost impossible.

These Innate Existences were essentially mythological creatures in modern times. They might still appear in the depths of the Eternal Storm, but the environment within integrated space didn’t allow for their birth. The Heavens were already claimed, and any seed of potential would become a lucky encounter for some established faction long before it could turn into a creature.

Rounding up a group of such powerful beings to turn them into weapons sounded ludicrous. Such was also well within the realms of possibility for the Limitless Empire. And even if the ‘gods’ weren’t Innate Existences, they could be some powerful race like the Starbeasts or Giants.

“You might be onto something,” Emily said. “What should we do? Try to stop their plans? There’s already fighting going on up there, so we might be able to deal the finishing blow.”

“Fighting?”

“Yeah. There’s been three major commotions in the tower since I arrived. One shortly after I came. Then there was you an hour ago. Finally, there was that thing twenty minutes ago.”

“There was?”

“You didn’t notice?”

“I, uh, was slightly preoccupied with my body almost blowing up from that spine I mentioned.”

“I still can’t believe you.” Emily glared with mock anger. “Since when does the knight in shining armor make treasure-hunting pitstops before saving the damsel in distress?”

“I’m sorry,” Zac grimaced. “I only planned to pick up one or two things on the way. Didn’t expect things to escalate like that.”

“I’m kidding.” Emily laughed. “You’d have to be crazy to ignore a supreme treasure in arm’s reach. Anyway, the last thing was three smaller shockwaves in short succession. It felt like a battle rather than a bomb. I tried to have the puppet investigate, but it ignored me. I figured it was alliance versus Kan’Tanu. Now I’m thinking it was Technocrats dealing with tower guards or imperials.”

“Could be infighting over the information,” Zac agreed, his brows furrowing. “That’d mean there are two powerful forces to worry about. I’m still hoping their schemes are limited to stealing seals on the outside.”

“We could just try to complete the alliance mission if the outsiders are too dangerous to deal with,” Emily offered. “If our guess is right, they won’t care what happens to the fortress, and the amount of contribution we’d earn is crazy.”

“This has turned into a fine mess,” Zac sighed. “My original plan was to loot the tower. If I felt there was a chance to seize the fortress, I would give it a try. If not, I’d sabotage it before leaving. Now we’re talking about beacons and God Puppets.”

What Zac said was mostly the truth—he didn’t mention his real end goal. The tower was supposed to be his ticket to finally evolve his Void Emperor bloodline to D-grade.

The fortress was a treasure trove far surpassing the Twilight Chasm, easily solving the immense resource requirements. Furthermore, Zac’s control over his Void Emperor bloodline had reached the point where he was confident he could at least partly control the breakthrough.

Suppose he managed to claim the tower, great. He’d collect as much treasure as possible before handing it over to the alliance. If it was unclaimable, or worse, about to fall into the hands of the enemy? A few well-placed Void Vortices should blow the whole thing up. That would dash the hopes of anyone using the fortress against him or Zecia.

This plan had gained a few glaring flaws. For one, blowing up the tower might not be enough. It might even backfire. What if his breakthrough destroyed the defenses protecting the information? It didn’t even matter who their hands on it. The information being brought out would spell disaster for Zecia.

How was he supposed to stop the outsiders? Whether Imperials or Technocrats, a mission this important would be led by top-tier individuals like Tavza and Kator. Zac still wasn’t ready to face experts at that level, especially if they had helpers. He’d have to figure out a way to use the tower against them.

Zac also had Emily to worry about. How could he rip the tower apart with her in it? Even he didn’t have full confidence in walking out in one piece. At the very least, he needed to send her out of the tower before triggering his breakthrough.

“We need to figure out an escape path before worrying about what the Technocrats are up to.”

“Can we leave the way you came?”

Zac considered it for a few moments before shaking his head. “It’s too risky. I mostly got across the chasm by following your rescue beacon. We have nothing to lead us back, and there’s still the killing intent to deal with. I think we’re better off looking for the tower’s emergency exits. They should still be around since the original owners were abducted.”

“Then let’s keep going,” Emily said, pointing upward. “The main control room should be somewhere above, maybe along with the private chambers of the big bosses. Sounds like a good place to look for escape pods or teleporters. That way, we can pick up some good stuff while investigating what the outsiders are up to.”

“Sounds like a plan,” Zac agreed. “If all else fails, we’ll just have to cut our losses and jump into a spatial tear and take things from there. They should start popping up when the realm starts to fall apart.”

Of course, finding a teleporter would be best. That way, he could send Emily off before going with his original plan.

“Good thing you’re here,” Emily giggled. “I’ve never heard of anyone with as much experience blowing up and escaping Mystic Realms as you. You should have a good idea of what to expect.”

Zac rolled his eyes, forced to admit his track record wasn’t great. It had even become such a common occurrence that he always carried items that would come in handy in case he got stranded in the Void. It was half the reason he dared attempt a breakthrough in such a volatile environment.

“Well, no time to waste,” Emily said as she got to her feet. “You’ve saved the cheerleader; now it’s time to save the world!”

“You’re chipper, all things considered,” Zac commented as they set off, searching for a passage that would take them to the next floor.

“I’ve been hearing about all your lucky encounters for decades,” Emily said, her eyes gleaming with anticipation. “I finally get to join one.”

“We’ll see if you say the same after having enjoyed one of my ‘lucky encounters’ firsthand.”

Zac kept a more measured pace now that he’d reunited with Emily. He’d encountered a few more sections damaged by the sword strike during his ascent, and the clouds were already so close it felt like he could reach out and touch them. There couldn’t be more than a few dozen floors left to climb. Possibly fewer since Zac doubted the tower would have floors all the way to its tip.

Every sealed door he opened going forward could release a whole gaggle of Technocrats. Luckily, the cactus spine had completely fixed up his body. The internal wounds had disappeared during the frantic cycle of destruction and rebirth. Even the damage to his foundations caused by channeling so much Creation Energy had mostly been fixed. Of course, that was only a bonus on top of the real gain.

The combination of refined high-grade killing intent and ancient Life-attuned cactus sap far exceeded his expectations. The golden storms within his cells had almost doubled in size and now teemed with vibrant force. They even gained a hint of ancient aura that reminded Zac of his Void Emperor bloodline.

Zac could tell that some of the energy wasn’t fully integrated, meaning his body would be as unkillable as a Plant King until the excess energy was exhausted. And while it wasn’t enough to finish the fourth layer of the [Void Vajra Sublimation], it put him very close to the threshold. Much of that progress came from months of hard work, but it had saved four or five months.

Another month of practice and digesting the opportunity should be enough, which ought to finally fix the sense of imbalance that had plagued him for close to half a year. He hadn’t dared work on his Undead constitution since the Abyssal Pond, despite having found the method to advance his Eoz bloodline.

Similarly, the seed left in his Soul Aperture by Eoz still floated about like a wayward meteor in space. Zac fought his burning curiosity, neither investigating nor nurturing, fearing its germination would bring about a second awakening that would completely break the balance between Life and Death.

Speaking of burning curiosity.

“Uh… by the way,” Zac said, his gaze averted out of embarrassment. “Those puppets… Do I need to be worried?”

Emily stumbled a bit as the tips of her ears reddened. “It’s not what you think—I haven’t gone crazy. It’s an idea I’ve been tinkering with—lifelike boobytraps looking like the leaders of our army. Imagine that ambush from before. What if the enemy triggered that expensive-looking trap, only to discover their target is a puppet with a doomsday device installed in their belly?”

“You turned me into a bomb?” Zac said with disbelief.

No wonder he felt a vague threat from the sparring puppets. Whatever Emily put inside them had to be unstable and at the level of multiple D-grade talismans for Zac to feel a latent threat. She must have gotten her hands on one of the Ishiate Tinkerer’s latest experimental bombs. It had their smell all over it.

“How else would I capture your essence?” Emily laughed. “There are still some things to figure out. How to replace yourself without being noticed is the big one. I also need a stronger bomb.”

Zac hummed as he scanned the hallways. He wasn’t sure how viable the idea was. Like Emily said, swapping your position with the puppet without notice was easier said than done, especially with enemies so strong you’d need to use the puppet in the first place. There was no point in shooting down the idea, either. Who knew, it might lead to something impressive down the road.

“So, how do we know which rooms to open?” Emily asked, eager to change the subject. “How do you usually look for treasure?

“I just follow my guts,” Zac said. “I have a fate-augmenting treasure that helps focus my large pool of Luck. Why?”

“We only have a few tries with your token, right? That reminds me, let me take a look at that thing.”

Zac handed it over, equally curious to see the result. His eyes lit up upon sensing a wisp being transferred over, which pushed the seals to four charges.

“Roughly two-thirds compared to last time?” Emily hummed as she handed it back. “Looks like it’s rechargeable.”

“Thank God,” Zac exhaled.

Two-thirds was just right, considering how much energy he’d spent reaching their current floor. In other words, he should be able to use up the whole thing before leaving. It was a bit of a headache collecting the infusions with how spread out his sealbearers were, but the small inconvenience was nothing compared to the benefits it could bring.

Better yet, it could mean they had unlimited access, provided Emily could continuously recharge the token without any drawbacks.

“How are you feeling? You didn’t feel a drain on your longevity or anything, right?”

“I don’t think so?” Emily said. “I feel no different than last time.”

“Can there really be such a good thing?” Zac muttered as he looked at the token skeptically.

“Might be an unintended effect. I doubt it’ll work like this during the real trial. Seems like a cheat if you can continuously top up the token to claim more treasures.”

“That’s fine. I wouldn’t be surprised if we lose our seals upon entering, like we’re handing over a ticket.”

“So we have a key and your treasure nose. That won’t lead us to any teleporters, right?”

Zac nodded. The next moment, a small gerbil with four oversized ears appeared on her shoulder. The turbulent energy frightened it, and it activated an ability that made it invisible. Of course, Zac could still see it with his Soul Sense.

“You have a contracted beast?” Zac said with surprise.

“It’s a Wavecatcher Gerbil.” Emily smiled. “Most call them Treasure Rats. They have a similar ability to the Zhix, where they can hear all kinds of energy fluctuations. This one is trained to search for arrays and Natural Treasures. I got it to help me find troves in the graded battles, and it should be able to find teleporters with some guidance. Hey, give me a Spatial Crystal.”

Zac handed over the crystal and snorted when the gerbil stuffed it into its mouth, prompting its cheeks to bulge. Two minutes later, the Treasure Rat indicated a sealed door with a weak squeak. Zac tried to figure out what was different about this door. Whatever it was, it completely eluded his senses.

He looked at Emily, whose eyes spoke volumes. He wasn’t sure if she even remembered the matter with the teleporters. Her mind was fully occupied with the promise of ancient treasure.

Zac coughed and took out the [Court Cycle Token]. “Well, I guess this is as good a place as any to start.”
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“It looks like a captain’s quarters,” Emily commented as they observed the room. “God, this aura. Is this what you were talking about?”

Zac placed a collapsed piece of wall in the doorway to prevent it from automatically closing before stepping inside. The interiors, at least a hundred square meters with multiple rooms, weren’t opulent. Only its dimensions were more generous than the smaller domiciles Zac passed on his way. It also looked like a hurricane had passed through the room, leaving it in utter disarray.

It wasn’t the result of previous looting. Rather, the inner wall was covered in familiar cracks. A few sections had crumbled entirely, giving a glimpse of the outside. The apartment had only narrowly avoided the Autarch’s sword slash, leaving it flooded with killing intent.

“Yeah, it’s from the sword scar,” Zac confirmed. “I didn’t expect to see so much of it here.”

There was no clear reason why it hadn’t fully dispersed in this particular room. Could the intent have sensed this was the room of a high-ranking officer, and refused to be dragged out by the hurricane? Or was the chasm’s pull weakening the farther up the tower they went? It left the room significantly more affected, though not to the point condensed streaks would form.

Zac tried prodding [Void Heart] to see if it could absorb the intent, but it remained lifeless. Being showered in Life-attuned energy hadn’t done anything to repair its damage. Surrounding it with Void Energy or using it to activate [Surging Rebirth] didn’t help either, leaving Zac helpless. It wasn’t like he had any Void Healing Pills or Natural Treasures to repair his bloodline. Hopefully, it’d recover on its own.

He dropped the matter and returned his attention to the room. “Let’s see what your helper sniffed out.”

The living room had nothing of value, so they continued into an office, which had avoided being directly hit by the attack. They only found one treasure within—an ancient Spatial Ring. Whatever books, crystals, or reports that were once on the stone desk had been destroyed by the intent already.

“What a shame,” Emily said as she inspected the ring. “It looks like it’s about to collapse. If there are restrictions placed on it…”

“Would be nice to have someone take a look at it, but it doesn’t look like it’ll last the journey,” Zac muttered as he reached for the ring. “We’ll just have to take a gamble.”

“Wait! Don’t do anything hasty,” Emily urged and took out a jelly-like blob.

She pushed the ring inside before squeezing the blob into a cylinder that snugly fit in one of her pouches. Zac looked on with interest. The cylinder released weak Spatial Ripples. The arrangement protected the brittle treasure from shocks while providing it with nurturing energy.

“This way, we can open it when we get back.”

Zac had planned to deal with the ring the same way as the Technocrat’s since he didn’t get any particular feeling from it. He’d quickly scan it and attempt to extract whatever looked the most impressive. This was much better.

“Good job.” Zac smiled. “But wait for me to be present when you crack that thing open. I think it might be flooded with killing intent.”

Emily nodded, and the two continued their search. There was nothing in the two bedrooms. They finally reached a sealed door that the gerbil had marked. The door’s arrays had been fully corroded, rendering the token useless. Setting off a small incendiary created a crack, but the door still wouldn’t budge.

Zac was about to activate [Apex Jungle] then stopped and looked at his disciple. “Do you have something that can let us squeeze inside?”

“Of course.” Emily grinned as she took out a pouch holding a large number of deep-blue fish scales with a soothing aura. Each had a simple rune engraved on top.

Zac followed Emily’s instructions and placed it against his forehead. A chill spread through his body as flesh transformed into water. Zac didn’t face much difficulty controlling his temporary form despite the unfamiliar element, thanks to his powerful soul. The only issue was that he was woefully slow, barely moving at the pace of a mortal’s sprint.

The scales would be useless in battle, but they were just as useful as [Abyssal Drive] for most forms of exploration.

“Good stuff,” Zac commented after dispelling the scale. “What?”

Emily was looking at him with a face caught between laughter and sorrow. “They say never meet your heroes. Aren’t you supposed to be Mr. Adventurer? You don’t even have any morphing items?”

“Honestly, I hadn’t ever thought of this issue. Before, I’d just swap over to my other form and activate my movement skill,” Zac said a bit sheepishly.

[Apex Jungle] could fill the same role as [Abyssal Drive] to some degree, but it ultimately wasn’t suitable for exploring tight spaces. For one, he couldn’t use it to travel farther than his domain’s width. And he could only shrink the trees so much before the skill failed to activate. It also had a minimum size of roughly one hundred meters in diameter, making it very conspicuous. Compared to Emily’s pouch full of scales, it was woefully inadequate.

Zac had always considered himself a paragon when it came to looting. Truth was, he’d gotten lazy. His rapidly accumulating fortune could explain part of it. Fewer things managed to draw his attention, and he could barely be bothered with most Spatial Rings. That was why he’d almost ruined the ring before.

He’d also been leaning too heavily on his Luck and the unique perception he’d gained by absorbing a lake’s worth of insights. The combination let him brute force most opportunities, leaving him woefully ill-equipped beyond the piles of storage items he always carried around.

Compared to him, Emily was like a scout, always prepared. She might not have his extraordinary Luck, but she made up for it with tools and preparation.

“I guess we complement each other,” Emily said. “You deal with the big picture stuff, and I’ll take care of the details.”

“Sounds good.” Zac laughed as he inspected the cultivation chamber.

The ambient energy was, in a word, terrifying, thanks to still-working gathering arrays and great isolation. The unattuned energy formed a dense mist, and Zac had to actively seal his pores so as not to get energy poisoning. Emily was similarly affected, though she could use the situation to her benefit by circulating her Cultivation Manual.

The chamber replaced all energy Emily absorbed without effort, and Zac suspected the arrays could provide significant benefits even to Late Hegemons. It made Zac want to cut out the whole room and take it home. Of course, that was both impossible and unnecessary. The ambiance could only be kept at such astounding levels by drawing from the tower’s energy stores. Placing it on Earth would leave it drastically weakened.

As expected, there was no teleporter installed in the cultivation chamber, which might be for the best. Zac doubted Emily would agree to leave this early. Especially not when they’d finally found some interesting stuff. Two treasures were inside the chamber, and Zac walked over to the first one—a prayer mat placed in the gathering array’s nexus.

“Natural gathering formations to complement the chamber’s?” Zac muttered as he looked at the mat with interest. “Such high-quality. My mat can’t compare when it comes to raw energy absorption. It should be an array that transformed after eons of nurturing. It’s even on its way to forming a spirit.”

“It’ll only be able to show its real worth when combined with this particular gathering array,” Emily commented, taking out a crystal to copy the arrangement. “Do you want it?”

“Not much use to me.” Zac shrugged. “Besides, I think it’s best used with unattuned Cosmic Energy.”

“Maybe we can recreate this setup at the Academy or something,” Emily said as she stowed the mat. “We barely have any premium cultivation grounds. We can’t have our citizens spend all their local contribution points on pills and materials. There’s no way we can keep up.”

Zac wholeheartedly agreed. The Atwood Empire surpassed even Middle D-grade forces in terms of wealth and resources, while they remained severely lacking in cultivation infrastructure. There was almost nothing to spend Atwood Empire Contribution Points on except for resources. Sure, there were a decent number of manuals, but his soldiers had already been provided those upon enlisting.

To wage war was to burn money, and Zac was hemorrhaging resources. Local production couldn’t hope to keep up, and the stockpiles brought back from Twilight Harbor were dwindling by the day. His Cosmic Vessel sales could cover the cost, but sourcing even common cultivation resources was turning into a headache.

Every day, hundreds of feeder worlds fell into the Kan’Tanu’s hands. Most planets were recaptured, which meant nothing when the cultists employed scorched-earth tactics. Most worlds were ruined, and the rest needed years to recover and resume production. It was time they didn’t have.

Setting up better cultivation grounds was the first step in lessening the Atwood Empire’s over-reliance on cultivation materials. It wasn’t anything unique for Earth, either. All factions needed to invest in everything from High-grade cultivation chambers, pill chambers, and comprehension-boosting environments to Mystic Realms, trials, and inheritances.

Selling access to valuable opportunities was the best way to keep one’s treasury well-stocked without curbing the growth of your subordinates. If anything, it was much more effective than cramming pills and Natural Treasures down their throats. It was also a good way to ensure your talents didn’t run off. The freedom of a wandering cultivator wouldn’t be as tempting if it meant losing the blessed grounds that nurtured their Dao and doubled their cultivation speed.

Zac sighed. He was a long way from setting up blessed lands like the opportunities peppered throughout the Orom World. Of course, he was aware those heritages grew and matured over hundreds of thousands of years. His little empire was already doing very well for itself.

The only item apart from the prayer mat was a grimy-looking glass box. It resembled a small fish tank, and the engravings vaguely visible beneath a layer of dark mud indicated it was an incubator. Not for an animal or egg, though. For a bladed glove lying in the middle.

“It looks like it’s been sealed in some sort of liquid,” Emily said. “High-grade blood?”

“Seems to be a concoction. Blood was definitely part of it,” Zac said as he infused a sliver of his will into the claw. A fragmented roar of indecipherable impressions filled his mind, and he decisively cut the connection. “The Tool Spirit has crumbled. A Blacksmith and Medium will have to work together to replace it.”

Even low-grade Tool Spirits could last for incredibly long periods by entering hibernation. Even so, Zac suspected only A-grade Tool Spirits could be considered pseudo-immortal. The thing inside the claw couldn’t even be called a spirit any longer. It was more a storm of chaotic spirituality trapped within the weapon. It was even more fragmented than the lingering killing intent, unable to rouse a response to Zac’s infusion.

In a place like Zecia, where materials and skilled craftsmen were equally lacking, much of the High-grade equipment was sourced rather than crafted. Adventurers exploring ruins and Mystic Realms often encountered similarly damaged goods, to the point certain Blacksmiths exclusively focused on reforging ancient equipment.

“Those guys are expensive, and they might ruin the glove,” Emily said as she looked at the gleaming edges on the sanguine glove. “But it might be worth it. These materials aren’t simple, and they’ve been tempered by the energy-rich environment. It might be possible to restore it to a Late D-grade Spirit Tool.”

“Let’s keep going. There’s something even better on the next floor.”

“Oh?” Emily perked up and stowed the whole tank.

Back in the corridor, they only managed to walk thirty meters before the gerbil squeaked again.

“What is it, Bandit? Another one already?” Emily exclaimed before turning to Zac. “This might take too long.”

Zac hesitated, glancing upward. How calm it was right now filled Zac with foreboding. They couldn’t spend hours checking every room they passed on the off-chance they held a teleporter.

Besides, his token wouldn’t be able to handle it, even if this particular room wasn’t sealed. He needed to keep some in reserve in case they ran into the energy sentinels again.

“Let’s limit ourselves to two per floor,” Zac said. “Unless we find something that sticks out.”

“Good,” Emily said, and they turned into streaks of water squeaking through the narrow gap.

The second room’s layout was identical to the previous but vastly differed in decoration. There were at least fifty pots in the living room, each covered in engravings. In addition, six glowing spheres hung from the ceiling, their light long since faded. Its occupant had turned the whole room into a greenhouse, though not even fossils of the plants remained.

Zac swept the room with his senses, failing to find so much as a shred of life in any of the seeds. They still made a killing by collecting a set of tomes and a Worldring left inside the cultivation chamber. Like the ancient Spatial Ring, it was in a very bad state. To their luck, the room wasn’t flooded with Kill Energy. It was actually possible ancient herbs still lived inside, having received ample nourishment from the gathering array. Like the Spatial Ring, it entered Emily’s cylinder.

On the next floor, they entered another unguarded chamber, this one a large room designed for body refinement. There were a dozen spherical depressions in the ground covered in engravings. None of the arrays were running, yet the gravity inside was between five and twenty times the normal. They were gravity wells, likely able to support shocking amplification levels without leakage.

There was no way to take the wells with them, but they did find a sealed chest full of refined Gravity Crystals. They were dark brown, covered in engravings, and showcased their attunement in a mind-bending way. Zac almost pulled a muscle taking one out of the box, yet it floated in the air when he tried to put it back.

Like Soul Crystals, Gravity Crystals had no stable supply in Zecia, though they had a small chance to form naturally in spaces with very high gravitational forces. They were scarce because Ilvere had a standing order with Calrin. Over the past decade, Calrin had only managed to source a few hundred, none as high-quality as the thousands stacked before him.

Zac also snatched a group of dummies standing in a corner before leaving. They had to be made from very durable metals to be used in a gravity-attuned body tempering facility. A few minutes later, they reached the source of fate’s pull, though one didn’t need extraordinary Luck or perception to see this room was special.

The gate was twice the height of normal doors, and the hallway had been expanded to a small square. A tablet hung to the gate’s left, though its markings had become indecipherable. The large, bold runes atop the gate were still more than legible. They emitted intense Faith Energy and streaks of lightning.

The name was equally imposing—Tribulation Throne.

“Look! Someone has tried to break inside,” Emily whispered, pointing at a scar close to the doorframe.

Zac inched closer. It was a deep scar created by a spatial tear, and someone had tried to expand it with fire. Zac sensed the Dao of Fire within, and they had actually made some progress. Alas, their attempt ran into a wall—literally. There was a sheet of an unknown alloy hidden within the stone wall, something Zac hadn’t seen in any other rooms. Like the runes, it flickered with lightning, and Zac had a good idea what happened to the driller.

Two foot-shaped scorch marks closer to the wall confirmed his hunch. Zac doubted the previous treasure hunters had been reduced to ashes, though. More likely, they’d accepted they couldn’t get through and moved on.

Zac scanned the surroundings again. There were no signs of people lying in wait. Neither could Zac find any booby traps or observation arrays. Still, standing in the open left him feeling exposed. They needed to go for it or move on. Zac leaned toward the former. These gates were the most impressive he’d seen since entering, and it reeked of providence.

“It’s worth checking out,” Emily whispered, echoing his thoughts. “A tribulation hall might be outfitted with a teleporter. Some would have one foot in the grave after getting tormented by lightning and in urgent need of medical assistance.”

Zac rolled his eyes, knowing Emily was just inventing justifications to open the door. Even so, what she said wasn’t without reason. Zac nervously looked at the crackling runes as he presented his token. The doors opened with a deep creak, and Zac was pushed back a few steps by the immense Lightning-attuned energies trapped within.

It far surpassed the cultivation chambers, and just touching it left Zac’s skin numb. It was familiar yet undeniably different from the Dao of Lightning cultivators practiced. Had the Limitless Empire managed to trap Tribulation Lighting? Or did they know how to generate it?

There was only one way to find out.
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TRIBULATION THRONE


“Behind me,” Zac said, hefting [Verun’s Bite] as he stepped into the crackling mist.

Emily kept close, warily scanning the surroundings for Technocrats or different threats. The immense Dao of Lightning that suffused the interiors was almost blindingly bright, and it only took a second to confirm they were alone. The gates behind them closed, sealing them in a large circular chamber fifty meters across.

The room, from floor to ceiling, was made from the same alloy as the sheet Zac spotted before. It seemed to act as both a conductor and isolator, keeping the energy active and contained. It clearly had extraordinary isolating capabilities, too, since the Tribulation Throne was the first room he’d seen completely free from spatial scars.

“It’s really a throne,” Emily exclaimed. “I thought it was a metaphor.”

The ‘throne’ Emily referred to was the only item inside the chamber. It was placed in the middle and the sole exception to the monochromatic surroundings. While metal, instead of the bright blue, it was a mottled brown and black and undoubtedly of higher grade than the rest of the room. It exuded a majestic pressure, and not one of lightning.

It held the mark of the mysterious Earthly Peak.

“Earth… and the Heavens,” Zac muttered as his gaze shifted to the twenty-three metal spikes hanging from the ceiling.

They formed a circular pattern over the throne, with the two central spikes being the largest. The ceiling was roughly ten meters, and the main spikes would only be a meter from the head of those seated on the metal chair. The second ring held four spikes, one in each cardinal direction. Then came eight, and finally nine, each circle formed with smaller spikes than the one before.

“Nine Seals, Eight Pillars, Four Laws… Why are there two equal spikes in the middle?” Zac muttered, glancing at the throne. “The Sangha’s Cosmic Chart only holds twenty-two paths. What could be at the same level as the One Destiny? Is it the self, equaling the Heavens, for a total twenty-three layers of existence? Just like…”

“What’s that?” Emily said. “Why are you speaking all cryptic-like? You’re not an old monster just yet.”

“I’m just saying that this setup isn’t simple,” Zac said, his main focus returning to his human side after a brief intermission. “Its design draws from the fundamental truths of the universe. Perhaps that’s the only way to simulate true Tribulation Lightning.”

Zac was certain that was the case after seeing the arrangement. The previous owners hadn’t trapped tribulation clouds to fuel the throne, though there was some sort of treasure within one of the central spikes. Still, the Tribulation Throne was generating its own lightning, which explained why he couldn’t feel the primordial wrath of the old Heavens.

The Heavens’ anger of having its longevity and providence stolen had been replaced by Faith, just like the sign outside. Looking at the spikes felt like gazing upon an indifferent God. The feeling was very similar. It resembled the System’s attention.

Perhaps the Tribulation Throne was a side product of the Limitless Empire’s work on the System. That massive undertaking had taken millions of years, and it wouldn’t be surprising if their findings had spawned thousands of side projects.

“Don’t go too close to the throne. Let’s check out the other rooms first.”

Emily agreed, and they followed the room’s edge to the first of three doorways in the chamber. None were guarded by locks, and it smoothly slid open to expose a soothing chamber carrying a similar aura as the throne.

“A meditation chamber?” Emily said as they entered. “There’s not a speck of lightning in here.”

“Look,” Zac said, nodding at the wall next to the door.

A tablet identical to the one outside hung there, and this one hadn’t been eroded by time. The title said, ‘Centurion Earthly Devas – Pure Lords,’ and was followed by ten names and their accompanying times.

“So it was a leaderboard,” Emily said. “I guess people were supposed to sit here and ready themselves, using the feats of previous experts as motivation. But what’s Earthly Devas and Pure Lords?”

“I don’t know about Devas. Pure Lords is referring to Late Hegemony,” Zac said. “The Limitless Empire called D-grade Golden Core and based their titles on the concepts of discovery, gathering, purification, and dissolution. A Late Hegemon would be a Pure Lord, whose focus is getting their core ready to form an Inner World.”

“I guess those sketchy missives you’ve bought over the years are finally coming in handy. I have to say, Pure Lord is a lot more stylish than Late Hegemon.” Emily grinned as she tapped the tablet. “We should—Ah!”

Zac dragged Emily away upon sensing energy entering the tablet. They breathed out in relief upon seeing it was simply redrawing the leaderboard.

“Was that you, or is it rotating information?”

“I think it was me. I felt the tablet release a weak pulse when I touched it.”

“No wonder,” Zac said and looked at the new list.

[Centurion Earthly Devas - Awakened Lords]

	Meso Helo - 3 minutes 32 seconds. 

	1st class Corporal Zer Esodor - 2 minutes 42 seconds. 

	1st class Corporal Eli Qeron - 2 minutes 28 seconds. 




…

	Ensign Tur Pesko - 1 minute 49 seconds. 




“So we’re Awakened Lords? The best guy at our level lasted just three and a half minutes,” Emily said. “That’s a full two minutes worse than the 10th spot at Late Hegemony.”

“Their bodies are much more durable,” Zac said. “And it looks like it’s quite the feat, considering how the others fared.”

“Anyway, this proves we can use the throne,” Emily said. “You want to give it a go? See who’s better—the current generation or the ancient experts?”

Zac was tempted, his eyes darting to the chair. “Let’s keep looking for now.”

Emily shrugged, and they continued to the next side chamber.

“Dammit!” Emily said, her face scrunched up like a raisin.

Zac’s reaction was the opposite upon seeing the Teleportation Array. It was in pristine condition, gently humming with power that formed a pale blue sheen. Zac walked over and sent his mind into the array. A frown appeared on his face, and he took out the [Court Cycle Token] again.

“Wait! You’re not sending me back already! At least give me a turn on the throne!”

“Don’t worry,” Zac said as he stepped back. “It’s sealed. We’re not going anywhere.”

“It’s sealed?” Emily hooted before her face sobered up. “By the tower or the Technocrats?”

“Don’t look so disappointed,” Zac snorted. “And by the former, I think. The rejection I got was confusing. Seems the tower has sealed all teleportation arrays, including escape arrays, as a mid-launch safety precaution.”

“Mid-launch? We’re launching?” Emily said, her brows arching as she felt the ground for vibrations.

“The fortress seems to think so, at least.” Zac grimaced. “I guess the spinning is part of a launch sequence?”

The two spent the next minute analyzing the array, hoping to undo the seal while keeping the array operational. Unfortunately, they were inextricably interlinked. Destroying one would destroy the other.

“That’s a shame,” Zac sighed. “I’m not sure we’ll find another one in this good of a condition.”

“This might be a good thing,” Emily offered. “The original owners wouldn’t seal escape arrays without good reason. The fortress must be doing something that has turned all teleportation into a sure-fire deathtrap. And that might mean we’re not the only ones stuck here right now.”

“That’s true,” Zac concurred, trying to figure out the next step.

The information had implications beyond the need to find another escape route. What Emily said made sense. If teleportation arrays linked with the many layers of defenses were unsafe for use, then similar methods had to be even deadlier. On the flip side, it hopefully meant the Technocrats were stuck until the fortress finished its launch sequence.

“Looks like we’ll really have to go to the top,” Zac muttered. “Either to shut off the launch sequence or figure out some other solution.”

“Let’s deal with this place first,” Emily said, eagerly dragging him to the third side chamber.

The last room was the control center for the Tribulation Throne. Projections showed the main chamber from four directions, and there were two consoles in perfect condition. There were no buttons, only two smooth crystals to place one’s hands on. Zac walked over to the left one.

A stream of information filled his mind without using the token. The console held the controls and diagnostics of the Tribulation Throne, thankfully designed in a way that even a meathead like Zac could understand. Most systems were in working order, except for two blaring warnings that forcibly took up a corner of his mind like a compulsive thought.

The energy pathways outside the reinforced chamber had been damaged, and the Tribulation Throne could only draw 8% of its required energy during operation. Luckily, the room was equipped with a backup source to prevent a power outage mid-activation, though it only retained enough energy to use the equipment for ten minutes.

More than enough time for both of them to get blasted twice over, judging by the leaderboard.

The second warning wasn’t too surprising, either. The connection with the main systems was severed, forcing the chamber to operate independently. There was no explanation of what that meant, but Zac suspected it was a good thing. Though possibly limiting their options, it was no doubt the only reason they could freely use the chamber and its consoles without further security checks.

“Wow, it’s completely unlocked!” Emily exclaimed, echoing Zac’s thoughts. “Look!”

Emily had checked out the second console while Zac fiddled with the first. A large map replaced the four screens of the throne. It was their current floor’s floorplan, with more than half the rooms named or categorized. Zac’s eyes gleamed as Emily shifted the view to the floor above.

One after another, the layout was laid bare until they reached the top.

“Only twelve floors left,” Emily said. “Unless there are hidden floors, I guess.”

“Can you see the situation inside?” Zac eagerly asked.

“No, it’s an offline map,” Emily said. “This thing isn’t connected to the main network, it says.”

“Same as this,” Zac said. “Anything about the project or a mission log?”

“No, there’s nothing,” Emily said. “But take a look at this.”

The five uppermost floors appeared side by side, where roughly half the rooms turned blue and the other yellow.

“Military operations and project operations,” Emily recited.

“They’re kept separate,” Zac said, understanding what Emily was getting at.

There were only one or two doors on each floor connecting the divisions. The topmost floor, where the Fortress Main Command Center was located, was fully separated.

“Probably a security measure,” Emily said. “We might be able to avoid the Technocrats altogether on the way to the control room. If those consoles are unlocked like this one, we’ll be able to turn things around without lifting a finger.”

“We’d already be running for our lives from energy sentinels if it was so easy to take control over the defenses,” Zac said. Though, admittedly, it looked pretty good.

They had a solid chance to avoid the main Technocrat party so long as they were careful and stayed away from the project operations wing. As for what they’d do after reaching the top, Zac had no idea. It all depended on what state the control center was left in.

There wasn’t any other useful information on Emily’s side. Her console appeared to be the external connection, while Zac’s managed the internal system.

“You think it’s working?” Emily said expectantly.

“The automated diagnostics giving the go-ahead,” Zac said. “One has to stay here and activate the throne after the other has formed a temporary bond with the chair. There are safeguards and a manual override if you pass out or refuse to give up. So if you see me⁠—”

“Alright, that’s my cue,” Emily interjected as she moved toward the door. “Wish me luck.”

“Don’t joke. You’re not going first,” Zac staunchly said. “We don’t know if it works like it should just because the systems say so.”

“That’s my point!” Emily countered with a stubborn glare. “If the thing malfunctions and you can’t get out, what am I supposed to do? You have a much better chance to save me. Besides, don’t you think I know how you operate? Will there even be any throne left to sit on after you’re done with it?”

“The spikes might be incorrectly calibrated for all we know!” Zac almost shouted. “What if it all comes flooding out, hitting you with the equivalent of a C-grade tribulation!”

“In that case, better me than you.” Emily shrugged. “Way more people are relying on you than me, and only you can lead Earth through this mess. So, either I go first, or we don’t go at all.”

Zac glowered at his disciple and got an equally fierce look right back. He eventually deflated and shook his head in defeat. She was right. “When did you get so stubborn?”

“I learned from the best. Now, watch me tame the Heavens.”

“Be careful,” Zac reminded. “This device is designed to mimic Boundless Tribulations, not the System’s. They’ll hit fast and hard, each worse than the one before.”

“But the longer I endure, the greater the rewards,” Emily said. “Don’t worry, I know my limits. I won’t get myself killed or crippled over the first opportunity we run into. There’s more good stuff waiting for me.”

“Fine, then go,” Zac said. “Good luck.”

Emily winked and headed for the throne. There wasn’t much to do. It only took Emily a minute to form the required bond and stabilize her mind. Zac took a calming breath before pressing start.

A deep rumble made the whole chamber vibrate as the throne activated. Four sharp thuds followed as metal panes fell down to protect the doors from the rising energy levels, which made Zac’s alarm bells go off. He’d seen how durable that alloy was. How was he supposed to get Emily out in case something went wrong?

Should he just cancel it?

No, Emily had the right to fight for her opportunities and decide what risks she was willing to take. Besides, just the activation had drained three minutes of energy. There might not be enough juice for two more tries after this, provided each activation was this costly.

Zac didn’t blink as he scoured the monitors for any signs of problems. He found none, and the console was communicating everything was operating smoothly as one of the outermost spikes turned blinding white. It looked like it had become a solidified lightning bolt. Then it struck, and the whole chamber was drowned in boundless fury.

Emily sat completely unmoving in the center of it all, her muscles strained like she was trying to break free from invisible restraints. Her face was locked in a feral growl, with veins bulging on her forehead. She was in agony, yet she held on. A second spike lit up ten seconds into the baptism, doubling Emily’s torment. Every ten seconds, another spike lit up, and it soon looked like Emily was submerged in a pillar of lightning.

Zac’s hand was covered in sweat as he gripped the control crystal. The fourth spike had pushed her to the breaking point. The fifth overwhelmed her endurance, making her readings fluctuate wildly. Zac was about to press the emergency halt when the chamber calmed down without his input. After realizing she couldn’t deal with the fifth spike, Emily voluntarily stopped the tribulation.

Every second felt like an eternity as the alloy absorbed the unbound energies. Errant arcs of lightning still filled the chamber when the protective panel rose. Zac didn’t care. He squeezed through the doors the second it was possible and punched through a lighting cage to drag Emily out.

He kept going, running right into the waiting room on the opposite side. He gently placed Emily on one of the mats, relieved to see the lighting being dragged out of her body by the arrays. She came to a minute later, her eyes wildly looking around.

“H-How long?” she asked with a weak voice, unable to get up from the floor.

Zac hesitated before telling the truth, “Fifty-two seconds.”

“Not even a minute?” Emily exclaimed, her eyes turning to the tablets on the wall. “Monsters.”

“You’re not a body cultivator, and your Soul Cultivation Method is mostly focused on control. Your result is already very good. There’s no point in comparing yourself to the best of the best, who all had experience dealing with the real thing,” Zac said.

Comforting words aside, Zac had to admit that these old soldiers were the real deal. They all reached the second circle, which Zac suspected came with a qualitative change to the lightning. As for Meso Helo, he was clearly in a league of his own. Three and a half minutes. Did that mean he managed to activate all but the very last spike?

And what about those in Late Hegemony enduring over six minutes? Monsters was an apt description.

Zac shook his head and looked down at Emily. “How are you? Can you walk?”

“I’ll be fine in a minute,” Emily said. “My body isn’t damaged. It’s just like my synapses were overloaded, and my brain needs to reboot.”

“That’s one way of putting it.” Zac smiled. “Were there any benefits to go with the pain?”

“Yeah, this is good stuff.” Emily grinned. “Every part of me has been purified. I feel like I’ve taken a shower after a day of fighting in the trenches. Much of the impurities I’ve accumulated with pills and treasures over the past year have been dealt with. It’s just a shame; my core was about to reach a malleable state, like when I broke through. I could have fixed a few of my mistakes.”

Zac whistled appreciatively. The Tribulation Throne was a top-tier installation, providing the same benefits as [Void Heart]’s refined Tribulation Lightning. And while Zac wasn’t confident in reaching as far as the record holder, he should have no problems dealing with the nine outer tribulations.

He’d already made great strides on his core thanks to the [Myriad Paths Water]. Just a few hours had passed, and he’d already found the opportunity to finish the job.


12

LIGHTNING AND LAW


“You ready?” Emily’s voice echoed from the control room.

Zac sent a Mental Tendril into the metallic throne beneath him to double-check. The temporary binding was solid, and there were no signs of it having been drowned in Tribulation Lightning just minutes ago. Everything was ready.

“Do it.”

A familiar hum shook the hall as the protective gates slid shut. It was a completely different experience being in the center of it. The first spike lit up, and Zac closed his eyes.

Rampant lightning coursed through his body, not sparing a single inch. Although painful, Zac felt he was looking at the events as a bystander. A cleansing wave at this level couldn’t breach his Void State. Zac was more interested in observing the white Tribulation Lightning to understand how the Limitless Empire replicated Heavenly Lightning’s unique benefits.

The first impurities were already being uprooted from their entrenched positions and whittled down. Certainly, the method turned his body into a battlefield, where eight hundred were sacrificed to kill one thousand. Any cultivator would take that deal. Injuries were temporary. Impurities could follow you throughout your life.

Zac believed every lightning cultivator had, at least once, tried to accomplish what was now happening inside his body. They’d all come to the same conclusion—it was impossible. Yet the Tribulation Throne proved you could actually emulate the effect of Heavenly Lightning, though how it worked differed from the real thing.

The benefits reaped by a lucky few during breakthroughs could be considered an unintended side effect of encountering a cosmic phenomenon of the highest order. Cultivation was to steal providence from the Heavens. Tribulations were the opposite and equal reaction to the Laws of Balance and Impermanence being encroached.

Those, like Zac, who had the strength to benefit from the tribulation, were essentially taking the opportunity to steal a bit more while they had the chance. Doing so was to tempt fate, but the Heavens weren’t a true consciousness. It wouldn’t notice the actions of some piddling D-grade cultivator.

In the grand scheme of things, no laws were truly broken since the Cosmos would get even sooner or later. Most were forced to spit out what they’d stolen right away while a few managed to hold onto it for a little longer. And if the running deficit became too big, the Cosmos would forcibly clean the slate by ending the Era to reclaim all that had been stolen.

This cosmic phenomenon was impossible to emulate unless you grasped the Heavenly Dao and the Four Laws. The Tribulation Throne obviously took the laws into consideration, judging by the arrangement above, then it used them for a different approach. As they’d already seen, the main ingredients were the combination of the Earthly Peak and Faith Energy. Faith focused the lightning and imbued it with purpose. It acted like an antibody, directing the lightning’s anger on the dregs hidden throughout all cultivators’ bodies.

The throne was equally important. Even Zac would have been electrocuted if he’d taken on the onslaught without first forming a temporary contract. The Inverse Peak lived up to its reputation by adding a second nature to the Dao of Lightning. A seed of hope had been implanted in the heart of destruction. The idea was ingenious, and Zac felt there were more interlocking parts required to make the opportunity possible.

Zac’s vision pierced the sea of lightning to take in the twenty-three spikes looming above. His instincts told him that comprehending the arrangement would deepen his understanding of the universe. How grand was the Limitless Empire once upon a time, to distill the world’s essence into a random body tempering chamber in a C-grade fortress?

It filled him with awe and then sorrow. The Tribulation Throne was an astounding feat, but so what? The Limitless Empire still fell, and their great accomplishments had become the toys of those who rifled through their ashes. Zac pushed the matter aside, focusing on making the most of his attempt.

The benefits from [Void Heart]’s refined lightning were undoubtedly much greater than what he currently enjoyed. Of course, he’d only started. One spike after another activated, and a frown appeared on Zac’s face by the time the fifth added its punishment to the tally. Not because the pain was becoming hard to deal with—Zac was still just fine—but because his experience didn’t line up with his disciple’s.

Emily mentioned she was at the threshold of improving her core when giving up—Zac couldn’t feel a thing. The lightning was still busy accumulating through his body. It hadn’t even touched his Cosmic Core or Soul Aperture yet. Zac didn’t worry too much. It could be a good thing, proving his constitution was extraordinary.

A grunt of pain escaped Zac’s lips upon reaching the eighth stage. His Void State could no longer block out the tearing pain of being submerged in a sea of lightning. Good came with the bad as the torment resulted in the change he’d been waiting for. The accumulation of energy inside his body reached the point where the Tribulation Lighting was forced into his Quantum Spaces whether they liked it or not.

The value of removing impurities from his Cosmic Core was self-evident, yet Zac looked forward to purifying his Soul Cores just as much. Moss Crystals and Natural Treasures had left his soul with a great number of blemishes. He had no choice; Soul Cultivation was simply too slow unless you had a special constitution like Vilari.

The only way he’d have a sliver of hope of keeping his soul up with the rest of his cultivation was to rely on treasures. This plan depended on regular baptisms from tribulations to keep going, a plan he’d come to realize wouldn’t work much longer. The impurities accumulated faster than he could break through grades, despite [Purity of the Void]’s best efforts to remove them before they fused with his body. He’d have to slow down his Soul Cultivation sooner rather than later.

But could he do so?

Maintaining balance aside, Zac was becoming increasingly aware of the looming threat lurking in his Soul Aperture. The four sets of Remnants were growing stronger every day as they recovered from his ascent into Hegemony. The cage keeping them captive might as well have been made from sticks and strings.

Getting the fifth set and surviving the Atavism was supposed to stabilize the situation, except he wasn’t ready. The Tribulation Throne was an opportunity to rekindle his momentum and continue his dash toward the Fourth Reincarnation. So long as he reached that point, Zac was confident in suppressing the Remnants even if they broke out early.

He was still a long way off, but he wasn’t lacking opportunities to make rapid progress. The Merit Exchange had items far better than the Moss Crystals, and who knew what kind of amazing treasures the upcoming inheritance held? Readying his Soul Cores for another leap in strength was the first step, and the white arcs of lightning weren’t playing ball.

Zac could barely believe his eyes when they made a U-turn instead of targeting his soul. They didn’t rejoin the sea of lightning inside his human body. Instead, the Tribulation Lighting poured into his Draugr body on the other side of the sector.

Confusion was soon replaced by elation. His undead side hadn’t eaten as many pills and treasures because of the Abyssal Pond, yet he’d still accumulated a significant number of impurities during the war. Getting a cleansing round for his other half was a welcome bonus, and the Tribulation Lightning should have no choice but to target his cores when both sides reached capacity.

The first arc was followed by hundreds, forming a pool in Zac’s chest. Why wasn’t it moving? Zac could tell something was wrong. The ancient Faith Energy became agitated, accumulating power while sending intangible ripples. Was it because it sensed the body of an undead cultivator, or was it because it lost the connection to its source?

Zac didn’t get the chance to come up with answers or solutions. The growing thunder ball shot out a thick, radiant arc, like a viper striking its prey. At first, it looked like it would hit his Cosmic Core, then the streak passed it by and actually left his body. A painful jolt pushed him to his feet, and an immense pressure threw him off the perched spot he’d occupied for the last hour.

He only managed to resist the sudden pressure halfway down by releasing a storm of lightning-infused Miasma. He floated in the air, his abyssal orbs observing the twenty-three waves carved into the monolith and the changes they were going through. Each layer was made from a different type of rock, making the huge statue resemble a rainbow. The first time Zac saw it, he’d judged it a decorative structure bereft of spirituality.

He should have known better. What kind of decoration had the strength to resist the disintegration pulses of the Left Imperial Palace?

Nine waves at the statue’s bottom were lighting up one after another, and the Ensolus Ruins were coming alive. Zac’s eyes were wide with shock as he looked around as the winds of fate gathered over the long-abandoned city. At the same time, he knew he couldn’t get distracted. Ninety seconds were almost up, which meant the tribulation was about to jump a notch in power.

Zac was wrought with hesitation, gritting his teeth and forcing his way back to his spot atop the enormous block. Thank God the Ensolus Ruins had already been emptied. Hopefully, the Tribulation Throne wouldn’t mess with his other plans.

It hadn’t taken more than a minute to realize the fortress was the perfect place to upgrade his bloodline after falling through the spatial storm. Where else would he find so many treasures ripe for the taking? The realization came with some unanswered questions. Exactly how would his Void Emperor breakthrough work now that he had two bodies? Would each side form a set of treasure-eating vortices? His control over his bloodline, while not perfect, had improved since practicing Heart Cultivation.

The Endemire Sage’s War Fortress undoubtedly had enough treasures stockpiled to fuel the process, but Zac wasn’t tired of living. At the same time, few environments contained the energy and materials his bloodline required. If anything, that was why he was still stuck with an E-grade Bloodline half a year into the war. Zac’s best backup option was the Ensolus Ruins, which still held thousands of sealed buildings.

He didn’t feel the pull of treasures like he did back in the War Fortress. There should be enough as a backup while the tower became the main source of treasure fuel. If nothing else, many of the ancient structures were made with High-quality materials, which might be acceptable as fodder.

Any errant thoughts were thrown out the window when nine became ten and white turned pale blue. As he’d expected, reaching the Tribulation Throne’s second circle transformed the lightning. The first nine could be considered separate building blocks stacked on each other. The addition of the blue lightning arranged them into a singular whole before flooding it with more power and deeper truths.

Zac shuddered atop the throne as the lightning across his two bodies transformed. Golden hurricanes and rippling ponds fought back as the invading force dug into the depths of his cells. Bones turned into unwilling conductors, and Zac could no longer see the world beyond the limits of his Soul Sense. His vision had been replaced by a ubiquitous blue where closing his eyes changed nothing.

The pain was still within his tolerance levels, and those limits were rapidly being tested as another spike added to his suffering. It only took two second-layer spikes to push the energy density across his bodies to the levels when it all was concentrated in his human half. Even then, the agony was far greater. Comparing the two was like comparing identical attacks where one was fueled by a Dao Fragment and the other a Dao Branch.

The third spike activated, and his thoughts briefly scattered. His Soul Aperture had finally gone from being used as a warp gate to becoming the Tribulation Throne’s target. The enormous swirls of Life and Death crackled and condensed as impurities were expunged. The cost was the heart-wrenching agony of having his soul electrocuted.

The next thirty seconds felt like an hour as every inch of his aperture was flooded. Thankfully, the Void Mountain showcased a surprising foresight by retreating into the mists at the edge of his mind. Meanwhile, the Tribulation Throne provided a much-needed reminder that it was a man-made opportunity. Whenever the lightning encountered the subspaces holding his inheritances and the prison, it was like the Faith Energy marked those spots off-limits.

With nothing else to inundate, the lightning finally flooded the intricate pathways of his Cosmic Core. By the time all eight spikes formed a complete cycle, Zac could no longer tell where the lightning ended and he began. Even his Soul Sense had become lightning, officially sealing him from the outside world.

Then came the laws.

Zac screamed, he rolled, he cried. At least, he thought he did. It was impossible to tell over the devastating wave of pure, unadulterated lightning that crashed into him. The light blue had been strangled by the dark depths of the Heavenly Peak as azure destruction shook Zac to his very core. Not even his path or beliefs were spared when they faced such a monstrously refined Dao of Lightning.

It was like the Tribulation Lightning had become the arbiter of the Law of Truth, and it was judging everything heterogenous as unlawful. It was a horrifying rejection that may as well have been an exile separating Zac from the Cosmos. His Dao Heart might have shattered then and there if not for his unique connection to the Void. He was already an outsider, so expulsion from the Heavens didn’t hit nearly as hard.

The attack on his heart was deflected, but the twice-evolved lightning was deadly enough that it didn’t need any tricks. Zac furiously fought back, so close to completing the cycle. Just fifty more seconds, and he would have surpassed the ancients. And he could tell the benefits had taken a huge leap after being subjected to a bolt imbued with one of the Four Laws. His body was being tempered and aligned with the Cosmos.

Would he become a perfected being if he passed the whole trial?

Greed and anticipation were quashed and replaced with horror when the nineteenth spike woke from its ancient slumber. The Law of Balance joined the Law of Truth as the azure blue deepened. A piercing scream of mortal danger raced through the storm, only to be swallowed up by the crackling roar of his soul. The Tribulation Throne was replacing his essence with lightning in a twisted act of equal exchange.

Should he give up?

He’d already benefitted greatly, and he had to remember this was just a pitstop on their way to the real mission. Emily’s words rang in the back of his head. Zac refused to sacrifice his body in search of answers, and he couldn’t let personal gain cloud the true purpose that brought him here. Not any longer, at least.

The fortress was a rare chance to make significant contributions that would impact the whole war effort. The sudden appearance of the Technocrats or the revelation of the ‘project’ hadn’t changed that. If anything, it made his original goal more important. Being blinded by lightning let him see the situation more clearly than before.

Unknowingly, he had been steered off-course by fate’s siren call. He’d become the moth to the flame, pushing the war aside as he jumped from treasure to treasure like he was possessed. How was he supposed to face his soldiers if the Technocrats got their hands on the beacon while he was busy looting dusty dorms and training rooms?

His rational mind had spoken, followed by an unwilling and uncompromising flame that ignited in Zac’s chest, the same one that pushed him beyond common sense many times before. It was the flame that urged him to keep going, to seize fate and create a better future than the one you could expect by playing it safe.

Zac could tell something was building within. The Nine Seals laid the foundation. The Eight Pillars added power and stability. Now, the Four Truths were aligning his body with the Cosmos. It was yet incomplete. He was still incomplete, like an array missing its core. The only way to reap the true reward of the Tribulation Throne was to reach its terminus.

But how?

Each Law-empowered tribulation added more torment than half the second-circle spikes. He had already reached Emily’s stopping point, where his body couldn’t keep up with the punishment. Zac steeled his heart. The lightning had shocked him awake, but there was one more thing he could try before throwing in the towel. He’d be selfish for just another thirty seconds.

His two constitutions roared in defiance, and Life and Death rose to meet the heavenly punishment. The curtailed cyclones and the suppressed ponds no longer silently endured the onslaught. They reached down and connected to that hidden space somewhere in the depths of his body. The sole place the lightning had not yet overwhelmed. The azure catastrophe froze in hesitation instead of pouring into the new passages. They had sensed the danger in the darkness.

It was too late. Predator became prey as the lightning was dragged into the Void.
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DESTINY


Billions of cells, from skin to marrow, replicated [Void Heart]’s devouring ability. Golden cyclones sped up while rippling ponds grew darker, dragging all matter to their depths. Each could only swallow a minute amount of lightning, yet small streams make great rivers. The unbearable levels of destruction that the nineteenth spike and the Law of Balance levied were brought to balance as the Void accepted what Zac could not.

It actually worked.

The idea was born from desperation, though not one without merit. Zac’s experience in the Abyssal Pond and its aftermath proved there was a yet unexplained connection between his attuned constitutions and the Void Emperor bloodline. First, the Void siphoned the energy from his cells during his dip in the pond. Only by connecting with the true Abyssal Lake had he absorbed enough Abyssal Energy to satiate the Void and advance his Draugr bloodline.

A few days later, [Void Heart] finally released the vast amounts of energy it had refined. It left Zac in a similar situation to the one he currently faced, except he’d been dealing with overwhelming amounts of refined Abyssal Energy instead of simulated Tribulation Lightning.

Left without better options, he’d forcibly pushed the excess Abyssal Energy into his cells to replicate the events in the pond. The Void accepted the offering and even returned a mysterious force that helped nurture his Eoz bloodline, leading to the discovery of how to accelerate the growth of his constitutions.

Zac wasn’t necessarily expecting that he’d reap similar benefits by consuming the Tribulation Lightning. His goal was simply to use the Void as a storage facility where he could offload some excess energy, which would allow him to keep going. Then again, the azure lightning certainly had some similarities to [Void Heart]’s refined energy. It was man-made and designed to help rather than harm. Perhaps his bloodline could really use it to advance his Void Vajra Constitution and Eoz bloodline.

The destruction of equal exchange still transformed flesh into lightning, but Zac no longer felt like he was facing death. The intensity was kept in check, and his consciousness stabilized. Feeling his body disappear was terrifying. Zac knew you sometimes had to break down something to rebuild it better. He’d survived something similar when entering Minor Sublimation, and he’d survive it today.

The Law of Balance finished its work, and the Law of Cosmos took over. Zac’s newfound confidence almost shattered as a wave of navy-blue lightning swept through his bodies, turning Miasma, Cosmic Energy, and Divine Energy into more lightning. Not even the Mental Energy was spared, and his Soul Cores dimmed like dying suns.

The same happened to his Cosmic Core. The unceasing font of energy Zac had relied on during the war saw its pathways forcibly drained of energy before being filled with crippling lightning. His constitutions had survived his body’s transformation, and now they suddenly felt hollow and distant. Without Dao, form, or energy, what else remained?

The Law of Truth governed Dao and how it shaped the world, while the Law of Cosmos governed energy. While being targeted by both, Zac felt like he’d been stripped of his hard-earned power and reduced to a pre-cultivation mortal. It was a terrifying experience that affected his Dao Heart more than the Law of Truth did before.

Zac felt so small and insignificant when faced with the fundamental precepts of the universe. Still, he knew he had to keep going. Stopping at the seventeenth spike or at the beginning of the eighteenth would have been fine. He would be worse for the wear, but the large number of impurities cleansed would more than make up for the torment. It was different now that he’d pushed so far into the third circle.

Tribulation Lightning holding punishment of the cardinal laws was called the Four Desolates Tribulation. It wasn’t something a Hegemon should come in contact with, at least not with how cultivation currently worked. Zac wasn’t even sure if Monarchs had to defend against the laws. It was simply too early to clash with such lofty concepts, and each law would damage an aspect of his cultivation if he stopped early.

The Tribulation Throne wouldn’t include them for ‘Awakened Lords’ without reason or a plan. Zac guessed passing all Four Desolates would return what was taken and more. At least, he hoped that was the case. He’d endured three already, proving they only carried a sliver of the true desolates power. And despite his wretched state, Zac could still feel a steady stream of Tribulation Lightning being dragged into the Void, keeping him above water.

Just one more.

A fourth wave of extermination descended, compressing and darkening the lightning. Zac rapidly withered in a way that would scare any cultivator witless. It was his life force being targeted; the very thing cultivators fought so desperately to seize. Zac’s longevity became lightning and his providence was scattered by thunder. It was the work of the Law of Impermanence, the final hurdle of the third round of tribulation.

Impermanence was the inviolable rule his Evolutionary Path railed against and his Inexorable Path emulated. Nothing was Eternal, not even the Cosmos. Cultivators could siphon longevity and play tricks to extend their stay, but the Law of Impermanence couldn’t be cheated forever.

The only way to break free from the chains of mortality and achieve Eternity was to surpass the Heavens and the laws that bound it. So far, none had succeeded, yet cultivators kept trying Era after Era. This pursuit stood at the center of the conflict between the Thrones and the Seals, and even Zac had been dragged into the struggle by the Fifth Pillar’s ascent.

Seventeen layers of tribulation impressed the Grand Dao onto his body. The cardinal laws expunged the four dimensions of cultivation, leaving only a seed of fraught self in a sea of lightning. Yet Zac held on, trusting himself and the Void to take him to the other shore.

The last embers died. He was nothing, yet everything, when all extraneous had been removed. The agony that threatened to break his mind and spirit faded as his consciousness rose to a higher state of existence. Zac felt like he’d been sent to the first day of the Era, perhaps of all Eras, seeing it in its most primal and pristine state.

He finally understood. Passing the Four Desolates allowed the trial taker to briefly fuse with the Cosmos and glimpse its true nature. Only by letting go of the anchors that bound you to the mundane could you peek behind the curtain. It was a concept Zac was more than familiar with, thanks to the [Boundless Vajra Sublimation]. Relinquish all to become one with all.

That teaching was a genuine approach to enlightenment and not limited to the Buddhist Sangha. However, that concept almost became the backdoor, replacing his will with an unthinking Arhat. It left Zac wary of the Tribulation Throne’s final stage as his consciousness drifted in the origin of all creation.

Time had lost all meaning. Zac rationally knew he hadn’t been in this state for more than a second, and it could simultaneously just as well have been decades. It was comforting, yet lonely, so Zac welcomed the change to his brief existence of non-existence.

Not one, but two spikes lit up simultaneously, each filling up half his consciousness and the primordial space the Tribulation Throne had conjured. One was so radiantly white, it transcended the concept of color, exuding faith, strength, and unbending purpose. The other was darker than black. Not the cold, deathly gloom of the Abyss. It was the alluring night sky that drew Eoz’s attention the day he emerged from the depths, holding boundless mystery and possibilities.

It wasn’t hard to guess the next step—a choice must be made.

Zac would have scoffed if he wasn’t a discarnate consciousness locked in an unfathomable tribulation. He finally understood the truth of the twenty-three layers. Nine Seals, Eight Pillars, Four Laws, and the One Destiny. Zac previously guessed the twenty-third was the ‘self,’ representing the will of man and the struggle of cultivation. He’d been looking at it from his own vantage though, failing to take into consideration who built the Tribulation Throne.

Who but the Limitless Emperor deserved to stand at the very summit, surpassing the Dao and all Laws?

Imperial or Cosmic Destiny. War or self-discovery. Those were the choices presented. Whichever he chose would add the final layer, complete the circuit, and finish the tribulation. Neither was objectively better. The lighting in the two final spikes held such immense profundity that the previous arcs paled in comparison.

Zac couldn’t even begin to fathom the concepts hidden within. It was no surprise, considering he still didn’t understand what the ‘One Destiny’ referred to. Zac only knew it was placed above Dao and Law and was represented by Buddha’s awakening inside the Sangha’s doctrine. The dark lighting didn’t promise anything. It was a vast ocean filled with secrets and opportunities. What you’d find depended on fate’s winds.

The radiant lightning of the Limitless Empire didn’t pale in comparison. Looking at it filled Zac with a sense of purpose. It made him feel part of something greater than himself, something that could withstand the test of time, even the passing of Eras. He’d pick up where the ancestors left off, each generation reaching new heights.

Both held a fatal attraction, yet Zac instinctively recoiled at their gifts. He didn’t think the choice was a trick question, even if it seemed odd to disregard the Emperor’s path in favor of the Cosmos. Neither did Zac believe it was a trap like the one hidden within the [Boundless Vajra Sublimation]. The lightning wouldn’t change his heart or his will. It was more a test of character, fate, and suitability.

And that was precisely the problem. He’d already made his choice, one that precluded both paths presented. How many times had he railed at being used as a pawn, becoming an unwilling cog in someone else’s machine? How many times had he cursed fate for pushing him and those around him into dangerous situations? His struggles were all aimed at taking control of his destiny.

Picking either side felt like carving an unsuitable pathway onto his body. Zac was certain either choice would still improve his cultivation, he was simply unwilling to betray his path like that. Zac’s instincts told him this was one of those situations where compromising would leave a shadow in his heart. It was better to choose neither than betray his path.

He was the Void.

What did it matter if he gave up on the wisdom of the ancestors? He’d forged his own path and would continue to do so until he reached its end. It didn’t matter how long it was, so long as it was his.

So what if he rejected destiny? He would create his own fate, seizing what he lacked with his two hands. He had no regrets, even if it meant stepping off the road to enter untamed and unexplored wilderness.

Crashing thunder shook the primordial Cosmos, and the two seas of lightning no longer felt profound and inviting. His declaration was an act of apostasy, angering the Gods and inviting their judgment. The soul-rending agony came crashing back with redoubled force, sweeping away his connection with the Cosmos. It was like the trial had turned into a true tribulation. Zac knew this was his time to cut his losses, only to find the Tribulation Throne ignoring his deactivation command.

He tried to escape or ask Emily for help, except he couldn’t feel his body, let alone communicate with the outside. Zac despaired, wondering if his death-defying behavior had finally caught up with him. No, he wouldn’t go down without a fight! He pushed back against the lightning, unleashing the floodgates to his bloodline to fight against the Heavens. He’d chosen Void over certainty in the face of all reason. Having it reciprocate wasn’t too much to ask, right?

Sometimes, a determined heart can even move mountains.

An immense pressure descended on the cosmic realm, freezing the lightning. Reality shifted, and the Heavens became the earth. The black and white seas towering above were now suppressed beneath his feet. And floating above was an inverted mountain vast beyond compare.

It was silent, waiting. Waiting for Zac to follow the voice in his heart and do what needed to be done. To become the Void, take what he needed and discard all else.

Innumerable streaks of unwilling white and black were forcibly dragged from the ground to complement the incomplete system in his body. They buckled and resisted, their wrath enough to incinerate the sky. Zac’s will carried the weight of the Void Mountain, and the lightning was unable to break free from its hold.

Meanwhile, a third force rained down from above, turning duality into a triumvirate. Together, they’d open the path he sought. Zac was at the precipice of greatness when an alarming realization struck him like a punch to the face. He had no idea what to do, and the Void Mountain didn’t provide any answers.

This was too soon. He was just an Early Hegemon, and this undertaking involved concepts that stumped even Supremacies. It touched upon the Terminus, and a single mistake would collapse the whole system like a house of cards. The trapped streaks of lightning were already exploiting the imperfections to break free. Zac frantically asked the Void for instruction and was met with deafening silence.

Someone else answered the call.

‘Old friend…’ an ancient sigh echoed through the universe.

It came from a time before time, stretching to the very end of all existence. It transcended the Dao yet was one with it. Unstoppable, unfathomable, and too much for Zac’s mind to contain. Even Sendor paled before the unquestionable might embodied within those two words. Had someone actually reached Eternity already?

Time was reversed to redirect the River of Fate down another trajectory. The twenty-three forms of lightning stopped their destructive rampage like they’d become docile kittens. Imperfections smoothed out to pave the way for an unbelievably complex pattern. Zac gasped at its intricacy and beauty. He couldn’t even comprehend a corner, instinctively knowing the road he looked for had appeared—the unique road of the Void Emperor.

The pattern sank into his consciousness, and Zac was beset with an immense sense of loss as he was dragged back to his mundane reality. The clarity was gone, and the complex pattern slipped through the cracks in his mind and disappeared. It was like when he encountered the Chaos Pattern and the Void Mountain, leaving him agonizingly curious and desperately wanting more.

Zac could barely tell what was real and what was imaginary as he suddenly was made aware of his immediate surroundings. He was still stuck on the Tribulation Throne in his human form, but he hadn’t expected a throne of lightning to have appeared atop the monolith in the Ensolus Ruins. Atop them were his two incorporeal forms, resembling unmoving Gods of Thunder.

All twenty-three waves on the sculpture were glowing, radiating a transcendent force like a celestial beacon. Only a sliver entered his body, enough to trigger a great rebirth. Meanwhile, unprecedented waves shook the Tribulation Throne. It flooded him with the Dao of the Earthly Peak with such force the metal throne twisted and began melting.

Zac accepted it all and even called upon the remnant energies left by the cactus spine and the [Myriad Paths Water]. He was like an arid desert, a desolate wasteland without a future. He’d stayed alive through willpower alone, and it was finally time to take back what was his.

Divine flowers burgeoning with untainted lifeforce bloomed in the sea of lightning. Their celestial nectar rushed forth, replacing what was taken and then some. Longevity contained the life-giving waters of possibility, allowing Zac to reembark on the path of cultivation. The parched canals of his Cosmic Core filled with pristine waters that traveled through every corner of both his bodies to awaken them from their slumber.

Wherever his energy passed, lightning reverted to flesh and bones. It was like the great rivers reclaimed the desert and transformed the continent into a lush forest. A forest taller and stronger than the one that stood there before. Finally, a gentle rain of truth fell from the skies on the reformed landscape. Life, Death, and Conflict painted Zac’s body in the shades of his path.

Never before had Zac felt so connected with himself. He’d been realigned with his path and the Cosmos, and it seemed every aspect of his cultivation had seen some form of improvement.

A dark cloud of premonition suddenly covered the skies before Zac had the chance to celebrate.

The process was still ongoing, and Zac was still unable to move as a deep rumble joined the apocalyptic chaos of the crumbling Tribulation Throne. It was his stomach incessantly growling, and it was just the tip of the iceberg of the unfathomable hunger that tore at his insides.

Zac tried to quell it by redirecting some of the immense energies coursing through his body, which only made his cells more agitated. They were like baby birds screaming for nourishment, and their call grew louder and more urgent. It had been a while since he last felt this unrelenting and unbearable craving, but it was a sensation he’d never forget.

The unexpected events in the Tribulation Throne triggered his bloodline evolution. He’d chosen the Void and received its aid. Now, it demanded Zac prove his conviction. He could tell there was no stopping this train; he could either jump aboard or get run over. Zac could suppress it a while longer, but it was just a matter of time.

He had an hour at best.
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VOID ROAD


The growing hunger could be endured, just not fully denied. The already shocking amounts of lightning that entered his cells weren’t enough. Nothing could ever be enough. Zac’s Void, to take what was needed and relinquish all else, was a lie—a retreat born from weakness.

The Void Emperor took what he wanted. He seized the Heavens and devoured the Earth, slaughtering any and all that stood in his way.

Hunger warped his perception until a loud explosion shook Zac awake. Remnant lightning was being forcibly pulled from the ceiling, prompting a violent response. His Draugr body was trying the same thing, except the mysterious monolith in the center of the Ensolus Ruins actually rebuffed his demands.

It had withstood Ultom’s destructive pulses and now endured the call of the Void. Its origin couldn’t be simple. Zac only needed to look around to understand there was more than met the eye to the Ensolus Ruins, and that particular mystery would have to wait. There were more pressing matters on his human side.

One spike after another shattered above the Tempest Throne. Despite two consecutive uses, each spike still held immense amounts of energy, and it was all pouring into the chamber. Zac couldn’t let this go on, and he strenuously stabilized his mind and suppressed his body.

The frenzied swirls in his cells gradually slowed down, though they were still in an agitated state. The insatiable hunger was still there, too. It was a half-measure that proved just enough to stop the destruction that would drown him in unfiltered Tribulation Lightning.

It was just in time. Alarm bells were going off in Zac’s mind as he looked at the crackling storm around him. It was similar to what he’d used to fuel his rebirth, only its force was far greater. The spikes had adjusted their strength based on his grade during the trial, and those safeguards had failed when the spikes exploded.

Entering the storm meant death without a shadow of a doubt. Absorbing it might work, with the caveat that it would instantly trigger his bloodline evolution. With Emily trapped in the next room, that was a step he could only take as a last-ditch solution. Thankfully, it didn’t get to that point.

The twisted Tribulation Throne provided a small sanctuary through its Earthly Domain, though only a pile of molten metal would remain in ten minutes. It should be enough, considering the metallic plating covering the chamber was working hard at absorbing the excess energy. He just needed to stay put for a bit longer. Of course, that plan was out the window if more spikes blew up. Seven was already pushing it.

Zac took a calming breath as he gradually regained control over his bodies. The transformation had continued despite his bloodline’s interruption, and it was about to wrap up. It would be a while before the lightning dispersed, so Zac took the opportunity to properly scan his body to figure out what the mysterious rebirth had done to him. If nothing else, it would help distract him from the gnawing hunger that constantly fought for supremacy. The part of him that looked at the lightning as fuel rather than death.

The most obvious change was that he’d shrunk. While retaining his height, he’d lost around 30% of his muscle volume. He was still large but not as aggressively beefed up as before. The mass remained equal—what his reforged muscles lacked in size, they more than made up for in barely restrained power. His muscle tissue had been rearranged and concentrated, further optimizing them for battle.

More surprising was that he’d gained a couple of new muscles and tendons humans normally wouldn’t have. At least not Earth humans, anyway, whose fundamental physique Zac still shared. It wasn’t anything that noticeably changed his appearance. It seemed as though he’d gained a support system that would let him bring out more explosive force. Zac couldn’t test it out while trapped atop the throne, though he could somewhat intuit he would be able to better utilize his attribute pool as soon as he got used to the changes.

Ultimately, humans weren’t particularly suited for cultivation beyond having the basic physiology most cultivation races shared. If anything, they were considered aggressively mediocre, and many factions sought to improve their genealogy by introducing complementary attributes from other races.

Take Earth humans, for instance. They had become an apex predator by developing great endurance and energy conservation. Were those features really the most suited for cultivators with their godlike attribute pools and Cosmic Cores providing energy? Zac guessed the transformation followed that logic, though it failed to explain a few other changes. For instance, why did he suddenly have more teeth than before?

The body transformation left Zac conflicted, even if it was a clear upgrade. It was a step away from his origin, the ‘Earth Zac.’ It was the part that held his mortal heart, acting as a spiritual anchor in a world that grew increasingly grim and confusing.

Then again, if Ogras could deal with becoming a shadow being, then he could deal with some extra teeth and muscles. At least the optimization didn’t come with new limbs or gorilla arms, and the added teeth appeared normal enough.

Shape wasn’t the only thing new in his body. His cells were pure, dense, and incredibly stable, like he’d spent the last decade solidifying his foundations. Zac sensed he could break through in his [Void Vajra Sublimation] tomorrow if he had the time, and progress with his Body Tempering Methods would be swift in the short-term. The biggest difference was that his constitutions had formed a stronger connection to his Void Emperor bloodline.

The golden whirlpools had started filling with elusive shadows of Void Energy, and there were hidden currents in the Abyssal Ponds. Was it a temporary change because his bloodline was about to break through, or was it related to his choice at the end? Zac’s thoughts drifted back to the primordial Cosmos and the lakes of lightning, inwardly shuddering at how close to disaster he’d come.

Recalling the experience almost dragged him out of his Void State, so Zac shifted his attention to his Cosmic Core. Like his body, it had been given the expected cleansing, removing impurities and a good chunk of the remaining imperfections. If his Cosmic Core wasn’t High-quality before, it certainly was now, which meant one of the major roadblocks to Late Hegemony had been dealt with.

More troubling was that his Cosmic Core had undergone a subtle transformation like his physique. A few pathways had been added, and others rerouted or reformed. The difference was less than 1% compared to its original state. One percent was both little and too much, becoming an unwelcome and worrying surprise now that he was so close to Middle Hegemony.

The small alterations meant his prepared blueprint wouldn’t work. He’d encountered similar problems more than once with his Skill Fractals. Even a slight difference would lead to a chain reaction of issues, creating a negative spiral of imperfections and patchwork solutions that left you with something far worse than planned. Zac needed to understand the changes, the theories behind them, and what alterations they necessitated before he could step into Middle Hegemony.

The easier solution would be to revert the changes, though that would also take time. Furthermore, Zac was hesitant to do so since the benefits were undeniable. Somehow, the small alterations improved his energy generation, storage, and transfer by around 10-15%. It even felt like the energy it produced had become slightly purer.

It was a clear buff.

A reshaped body and altered core weren’t enough to fully explain why Zac was overflowing with power. He had already formed a hypothesis, and Zac opened his Status Screen to confirm.

Name: Zachary Atwood

Level: 171

Class: [D-Arcane] Evolutionary Precursor

Race: [D] Human – Void Emperor (Corrupted)

Alignment: [Zecia] Atwood Empire – Baron of Conquest

Titles: […] Arcane Ascension, Pathbound Core, Peakmender, Destined, Cosmic Introduction

Limited Titles: Tower of Eternity Sector All-Star – 14th, Equanimity, Big Axe Gladiator, The Final Twilight – 1st, Gates of Rebirth, Void Road

Dao: Branch of the War Axe – Late, Branch of the Kalpataru – Late, Branch of the Pale Seal – Late

Core: [D] Evolutionary Core

Strength: 126,363 [Increase: 224%. Efficiency: 451%]

Dexterity: 57,344 [Increase: 166%. Efficiency: 300%]

Endurance: 72,677 [Increase: 190%. Efficiency: 472%]

Vitality: 64,020 [Increase: 183%. Efficiency: 450%]

Intelligence: 11,956 [Increase: 145%. Efficiency: 300%]

Wisdom: 20,247 [Increase: 147%. Efficiency: 315%]

Luck: 1,315 [Increase: 174%. Efficiency: 393%]

Free Points: 200

Nexus Coins: [D] 19,345,883

The Tribulation Throne had provided two more levels, though that obviously wasn’t the reason why his attributes had jumped forward. His eyes moved from the unchanged line for his bloodline before stopping at his titles. Hegemony hadn’t provided much in the way of titles thus far. Today, Zac got two. More importantly, one appeared in a manner that made even Zac’s heartbeat accelerate.

[Cosmic Introduction: Achieve Pseudo Low-grade Cosmic Attainment. Reward: All attributes +10%. Effect of Attributes +5%.]

[Void Road (Limited): Reject destiny in pursuit of the unknown. Reward: Luck +100. Exclusive. Upgradeable.]

One normal title and one limited. That alone wasn’t anything special. What made Zac’s eyes burn and heart thump was that it didn’t replace any of his five old ones. It actually expanded his Limited Title slots by one, which had only happened twice before despite all he’d been through.

The title itself was nothing to scoff at, either. Even though it did nothing for his combat effectiveness and only provided flat attributes, Void Road was indubitably his strongest title. One hundred flat Luck was a shocking number, and it was the main reason his Luck had increased by a whopping 30% in one go. It provided a monstrous multiplier to one of his greatest advantages. Certainly, Luck was a double-edged sword where dangers and opportunities came hand in hand, but Zac would take that deal every day.

As if that wasn’t enough, the title sported something Zac had never seen before. It had two descriptors: Exclusive and Upgradeable. Did Exclusive mean it was exclusive to him, or that he could only have one path, like the choice he faced at the end? And was there a different approach to evolving it compared to the other titles he’d upgraded? If he figured it out, could he keep tacking on more Luck to the already incredible tally?

Zac stilled his galloping thoughts and shifted his attention to the other title he’d gained. It provided a decent boost, though not one that would make Zac raise his brows. He found the description of the feat more interesting than the title itself. ‘Pseudo Low-grade Cosmic Attainment’ no doubt referred to the changes in his body, further confirming Zac’s hypothesis.

It was becoming clear the Tribulation Throne held two benefits. The first came from the outer circles and their seventeen spikes representing the Heavens. They replicated Tribulation Lightning to shed impurities and imperfections.

This part could only be considered a decent opportunity in today’s cultivation world unless you were a mortal like Zac. It was far more valuable in the era of the Limitless Empire. Zac remembered his bloodline visions and the struggle a young Laondio Evrodok was trying to solve—the large amounts of impurities plaguing all cultivators.

The ancient cultivators didn’t have pure Kill Energy to propel them through grades, and even their ‘Dragon Veins’ contained impure energy. Those who took the slow path and only absorbed energy from the universe would also be plagued by impurities. The System had largely solved that issue. Today, the only impurities most people dealt with were Connate Impurities, Pill Toxins, remnants from Natural Treasures, and sequalae from wounds.

The diluted Four Desolates Tribulation provided the Tribulation Throne’s second benefit. This half was far, far more dangerous than the former, with only Meso Helo having passed it. Zac even suspected those on the higher-grade ladder hadn’t reached that step. Their higher timings were rather the result of each tribulation stage needing more time to unload its energy.

Coming in contact with the Four Desolates early was an invaluable experience to prepare for the real thing, but the Tribulation Throne’s goal was still to provide immediate benefits. It broke down and rebuilt one’s body to better align with the Four Laws, improving its potential. It was similar to how Catheya’s appearance improved after she awakened her bloodline and improved her affinities, though based on even more profound concepts.

Certainly, the term “Pseudo Low-grade Cosmic Attainment” meant he’d just dipped his feet in the water, if even that. It still felt like he’d taken the first step in dealing with a troubling roadblock far down the road. Iz once mentioned elite cultivators spent most of their time in the lower grades, shoring up their foundations and accumulating.

Could this be part of it? Ensuring one’s path was aligned with not only the Daos but the Four Laws early could potentially be instrumental in stepping into Divine Monarchy and Autarchy.

The experience also made Zac think of his first meeting with Catheya. Back then, she’d asked what he thought the difference was between modern and ancient cultivators. That question led to the discussion of titles, where Catheya defined them as excavated potential. Wasn’t this pretty much the same thing?

The Tribulation Throne was an archaic Title Generator for the empire’s elites. The method was so dangerous the process could be considered the achievement needed to qualify for a title. In return, its effect would be far more impressive than any of the common titles most people would see in today’s age.

Melo Heso had also reached that final stage, though he probably picked one of the options immediately and thus finished the last stage two seconds in. Zac, as Emily predicted, had instead caused trouble, dragging the Void and the Ensolus Ruins into the mix. Zac felt his body’s alignment could explain the additional Limited Title slot, and could also be related to the unorthodox way he finished the trial.

It was still almost unbelievable how a series of coincidences worked together to save his life and bring unexpected benefits. If his body hadn’t split during his breakthrough into Hegemony, he would have been forced to give up on the Tribulation Throne early.

Zac only passed the seventeen spikes by spreading the Tribulation Lightning. And if not for his experience in the Abyssal Pond, he wouldn’t have known the method to pass the Four Desolates Tribulation. Not to mention that voice. Zac had consciously avoided the topic since even thinking about such a powerful entity risked drawing fate’s attention.

Because even when dead, the Limitless Emperor was undeniably the main character of this Era.

The aged voice barely sounded anything like the Laondio from Zac’s vision, but who else could it be? Who except the Limitless Emperor could exude such monstrous strength that even beings like Sendor and Eoz paled before them? And who else would say “old friend” when coming in contact with the Void? It could also be Karz, which made less sense, considering his location.

Zac wasn’t sure if the wisp of Laondio’s will came from the Ensolus monolith or the large amounts of Faith Energy gathered inside the Centurion tower. Either case, it had been attracted by his bloodline and how he used the Void to fight the two choices to create a new answer.

It was ironic. He’d rejected the Imperial Destiny to stake out his own path, only to have his life saved by the Emperor himself.

Now, every aspect of him had seen subtle alterations. Was that a natural effect of aligning with the Laws, or was it part of some plot? The exact relationship between Karz and Laondio remained a mystery. They were just E-grade cultivators when Zac saw them in his vision, and it would be millions of years before the Limitless Empire would shake the Multiverse.

Had the trajectories of his fate been meddled with, like how the Remnants put him on a collision course with their brethren? The System hadn’t warned him of the ‘Terminus.’ Could it be trusted when the conspirator was its creator? The thought filled Zac with exhaustion. He kept fighting to break the chains of fate, yet new fetters replaced the old.

The good news was that the Tribulation Throne was limited in its power. The synthetic Four Desolate Tribulation only held a wisp of the real thing, limiting his rebirth to a Pseudo-stage. He also had his inherent resistance to meddling with his Karma, which was likely to grow stronger over time. The Kayar-Elu would undoubtedly have contingencies against the lingering will of Emperor Limitless if they planned to topple the System.

Still, he’d have to keep his eyes peeled. It was a shame Iz hadn’t returned yet. There was no one else he could turn to with such matters. Well, there was one. The very notion filled Zac with reluctance and a storm of complicated emotions. He’d talked so big just a few months ago, denouncing and drawing lines. Would he really have to come crawling back now?

Who beyond Leandra held the answers he sought?
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Zac had already been grappling with the idea of contacting Leandra because of the sudden appearance of powerful Technocrats. It was part of why he returned to Earth with his Draugr side. He hadn’t pulled the trigger yet, partly because of the emotional baggage that came with it and because he knew too little. What faction did the Technocrats belong to, and what were their goals in Zecia? Were they targeting him and Kenzie, or were they joining the struggle for Ultom?

With the new questions stemming from his transformation, Zac figured he didn’t have much choice. It could be years before Iz returned, and he didn’t dare wait that long for answers. Then again, Zac might have to, considering there were no guarantees Leandra would even bother answering his call.

Ultimately, making contact would have to wait until he dealt with the tower and his breakthrough. The lightning was still receding, so Zac closed the Status Screen and shifted his attention to his Soul Aperture.

The improvements to his soul didn’t pale in comparison to the constitution or core. Zac felt it might have surpassed the changes to his Cosmic Core. The swirling nebulae of opposing elements had shrunk to two-thirds their original size, while the number of glimmering specks resembling attuned stars had increased by a third.

The Evolutionary and Inexorable Cores shone with splendor like a layer of dust had been wiped off their surface. They’d undergone a rebirth with far more changes to their internal structure. Zac wasn’t surprised, considering they were significantly more flawed than his Cosmic Core. Their creation hadn’t benefitted from nearly as much planning or as expensive materials.

Part of it was due to necessity, where the stringent requirements for his Cosmic Core were far greater than forming a Three Fates Soul. It was also a matter of priorities. Taking the time to form a perfect Soul Core wasn’t as critical since they weren’t physical objects. They were Mental Energy, Soul, and Dao, and thus more malleable.

The imperfections would gradually resolve themselves as he evolved his Daos and practiced the fourth layer of the [Nine Reincarnations Manual]. It was similar to how a cultivator could gradually improve their Cosmic Cores, so this was an aspect where mortals weren’t quite as disadvantaged. The Tribulation Throne had cut that work in half, saving him time down the road. Effort spent on refinement could instead be used on advancement.

More importantly, it removed many impurities and properly integrated the refined Oblivion- and Moss Energies. The rebirth hadn’t wiped away all signs of heterogeneity, but more than Zac dared hope for. It would have taken at least a decade to see similar results if he’d relied on solely practicing his Soul Strengthening Manual.

The three Dao Apparitions were one of the few aspects of his cultivation that hadn’t seen any real changes. They felt more spirited than before, that was about it. Zac could tell that, despite the comprehensive overhaul to his body, he hadn’t improved his connection to his Daos or gained any affinities. If anything, he felt even more detached from the Heavens now that the Void invaded his cells.

Perhaps that meant his affinity with the various Voids had improved. Which certainly didn’t help much when he had no method of cultivating it. That notion made him think of something else, and his gaze shifted to his Soul Aperture’s edge. Zac sighed and retracted his senses soon after. As expected, the Void Mountain was gone.

Zac guessed this would happen when the mountain appeared during his vision. Confirming it was still a disappointment. It wasn’t just his method of studying the Voids of Life and Death that had been cut off. It also meant losing his ability to temporarily imbue his Techniques with the Void.

On some level, Zac felt it might be for the best, even if it left him with one fewer ace in the short run. The mountain had quickly become a bit of a crutch, like how he overly relied on the Remnants during the E-grade. It was all too easy to get used to outside assistance, often at the expense of your progress.

And it wasn’t like the mountain was completely gone. Part of it was there, swirling about in his cells, hiding in the shadows of his Soul Cores. Zac believed it was an important key to replacing the Void Mountain with his own abilities. If he could learn to harness the Void that lived in his Life or Death-attuned cells, he should be able to generate the Voids of Life and Death with his own body.

Sure, he hadn’t had much luck regarding his Cosmic Core in that department. Zac felt he should be able to extract the Voids of Life and Death from it, considering how it was constructed. That turned out not to be the case. Even if the Death-attuned third of his Cosmic Core was in a Void State when observed from his human form, it still provided normal Miasma rather than Void Energy.

Perhaps that would change when his bloodline finally caught up. The thought helped lessen the worries that came with involuntarily triggering his breakthrough, and it was just in time. Twelve minutes had passed since Zac regained his body, and the sea of lightning finally reached the threshold of being considered safe.

Zac felt his connection to the broken throne sever as the protective plate to the control room opened. Or rather, it rose halfway before getting stuck. A sooty form squeezed out beneath it and rushed at Zac while waving a large metal spike.

“Uh,” Zac said upon seeing Emily’s bedraggled form.

His disciple looked like she was the one who’d just undergone the tribulation, with her clothes, hair, and skin being scorched. The half of her hair that hadn’t been singed off stood straight out and refused to lay down even while she waved the large spear to disperse the lingering lightning. At least her aura was stable, and the fires burning in her eyes indicated her soul was intact.

“I—”

“Lunatic! What did I tell you? What kind of fool would I be if I let you take the lead? It wasn’t enough beating those—” Emily snarled, losing her train of thought upon getting a better look at Zac. “Hey, what happened to you? Did you shrink? And why does it feel like I’ll get eaten if I come any closer?”

“Sorry, I guess you were right. A few things happened.” Zac laughed, knowing her outburst came from a place of worry.

“Don’t they always with you?” Emily muttered as she cocked her head. “So weird.”

“How do I look?” Zac asked as he took an investigative step forward.

Movement felt smooth and natural, and energy cycled through his pathway with minimal spillage.

“I don’t know,” Emily hesitated. “A bit better, I think? You feel like a volcano about to erupt. And it’s like you’ve fused with your surroundings. No, wait, like you’ve been separated from your surroundings. Huh, so weird.”

“You could say it’s a reward from passing the whole trial.”

“It’s good that you passed, but why did you have to blow it up?” Emily glared. “We might have been able to excavate something from it.”

Excavate? Zac’s eyes widened, and he turned around to look at the inner spikes. Gone? His Luck had increased by 30%, yet Zac couldn’t even sense a hint of the treasure he discovered upon first entering. The Faith Energy was also fully depleted, leaving only wild lightning in the spike.

Was the hidden treasure a Faith Treasure, perhaps something blessed by Laondio himself? That would explain how a wisp of his will could form and how a trial ground in a C-grade fortress could harness the Four Laws and the One Destiny.

“Hello? Did your head get fried, too?”

“Ah? Well, like I said, things happened. I guess the throne wasn’t designed to deal with people split into two bodies,” Zac said, putting the matter aside.

Perhaps it was for the best that the treasure was gone. Zac wasn’t sure if he would be able to resist consuming it now that his movements weren’t restrained. Just the thought made Zac’s stomach clench with desire.

“So you cheated?” Emily laughed, unaware of Zac’s inner struggle. “I guess Meso Helo is still the top dog.”

“If you say so,” Zac said with a roll of his eyes. “Though I’m not sure I’d agree that using my body to its full potential should count as cheating.”

“I guess. It would be stupid to limit yourself with self-imposed rules when benefits are on the line.”

“So what happened to you? Are you okay?” Zac asked as he stepped closer. Suddenly, a stabbing pain of hunger made him grunt and grasp his shrunken stomach.

“S-stop!” Emily exclaimed as she took a fearful step back. “Ah? What just happened? It suddenly felt like a Primordial Beast was staring me down.”

“I’m sorry,” Zac said and retreated. “It’s my bloodline. The Tribulation Throne triggered its evolution, and I can’t stop it. I have forty minutes at best before I need to break through.”

“Oh?” Emily blankly said. “Isn’t that a good thing? Why not just break through here? This room is double-reinforced.”

Zac staunchly shook his head. “Remember the Memorysteel Mountain? Imagine that but two grades higher. I’m not breaking through before I get you out of here. Let’s check the teleporter again.”

The situation was even worse than he’d feared. The safety door had given out, and the array was devastated. He’d figured they could rush back here after stopping the launch protocol if all else failed. That option was now out the window. There was no way to tell what state the waiting room was left in as the security shutter had failed.

Soon, they turned to the door they came from, and a look confirmed they shared the same concerns. His tribulation hadn’t exactly been discreet, and the vibrations had probably reached the upper floors. There was no telling what awaited them on the other side with fifteen minutes having passed since he activated the throne. It could be nothing. There could also be Technocrats or guardian sentinels ready to turn them into Swiss cheese the second the doors opened.

Zac cracked his neck, readying himself for a tough battle. He might get to test out his new body sooner rather than later.

“You know, I have just the thing,” Emily said with a ferocious grin. “You don’t care if the last spikes blow up, right?”

“Uh, no?” Zac said, looking over dubiously. “But we’d be the first to get hit if we detonate them.”

“Not necessarily,” Emily said, her smile widening as a compact [Godslayer Cannon] thumped onto the ground.

It wasn’t as big as the ones they used on the battlefield, and was made from better materials and covered in denser engravings. Zac didn’t understand what Emily was planning, but a mix of pride and horror filled his heart as Emily rapidly took out one item after another. First, she filled the cannon with something resembling a bundle of metallic javelins that stuck out a meter from the barrel’s edge.

Next, she took out a large box and attached three thick tubes to sockets normal [Godslayer Cannons] lacked. It wasn’t hard to figure out the rest.

“A lightning cannon? Where did you get this?”

“The Munitions Guild lets me take some experiments to get them field-tested,” Emily explained as she smoothly assembled the pieces. “The tinkerers got very excited after someone showed them a modified taser from the old world. They wanted to make a big version that could blast a whole army.”

“Of course they did.”

“They couldn’t come up with a good solution for the electricity, though. A normal [Godslayer Cannon] is way more practical at lower price ranges, and they simply couldn’t generate a strong enough current to turn it into a High-grade weapon. So one of them figured she’d borrow nature’s power instead, turning the [Godslayer Coil] into a conditional weapon until they found a better solution.”

Zac’s gaze shifted to the dozen-odd lightning rods arranged around the broken throne, inwardly shaking his head.

“Even if it works, the cannon won’t hold up long. That lightning even melted the throne.”

“So what? Isn’t that always the deal with the stuff those guys make?” Emily laughed before her face grew grim. “Besides, do we have much choice? If we can take out a cannon, can’t they do the same? I’m afraid we’ll come out on the losing end without relying on the Tribulation Throne.”

Zac grunted in agreement. If Technocrats waited on the other side, there was a high risk they’d find themselves in a situation similar to the deathsworn ambush. Outsiders simply had better equipment. Emily’s plan was dangerous, and capable of sweeping aside all opposition. If he went out axe swinging, he might have to use Oblivion Energy to break through their defenses. Provided he didn’t get himself killed first.

Emily rapidly set everything up while Zac inspected the remaining spikes. Most of the stockpiled energy had been unleashed by his breakthrough, but a decent amount was left in the spikes themselves. And the fact that the Faith Energy was gone actually worked in their favor. They wanted the lightning as wild and ferocious as possible.

“So why are you looking like that?” Zac asked while he decided on which spikes to hit and where.

“I’m not sure if I should be angry or thankful,” Emily said as she shot Zac a reproachful look as he floated by the ceiling. “The isolation failed when the last two spikes activated, flooding the control room with lightning. I thought I was toast, but there was an emergency protocol. A hidden compartment spat out a mini-throne and a pill just before the consoles broke down.”

“An unknown pill?” Zac frowned. “You ate it?”

“Of course I ate it! I was getting barbequed, you know.” Emily glared before a smile tugged at her lips. “Anyway, it was good stuff, filled with the same Dao as the throne. And since my body was still malleable from my own run, the experience resumed where my trial left off. With better lightning, at that. My gains are actually bigger than before, including improvements to my core.”

“There’s such a good thing?” Zac exclaimed.

“Your lucky halo’s getting stronger.” Emily laughed. “Alright, I’m finished.”

“Get ready,” Zac said as he moved to the doorway. “Shoot, even if there’s nothing on the other side, then follow on my heels.”

“Got it!”

Emily and her cannon disappeared the next moment, and the lingering lightning helped mask the energy fluctuations. Zac already had [Verun’s Bite] in hand, and streaks of Dao and energy danced around its edge. A small frown appeared on his face as he looked at [Evolutionary Edge]. The skill activated fine, except his bloodline was cannibalizing his energy, forcing Zac to expend twice as much.

Zac pushed away all errant thoughts as [Ossuary Bulwark] closed around him while a defensive talisman formed a glimmering barrier around his body. Flashing the [Court Cycle Token] elicited a groan as the doors slid open. Zac unleashed a torrent of attacks at the inner spikes the moment the door opened enough to activate [Apex Jungle] if needed.

The already damaged spikes had barely been holding on, and it looked like the roof collapsed when six spikes shattered at once. An almost solid waterfall of lightning was dragged into the lightning rods and transformed in the converter before being deposited in the cannon. At least, that was the idea. The box exploded into a blob of molten iron held in suspension by the immense current coursing through it.

Zac’s hair stood on end, partly from fear and partly from the immense amounts of Lightning-attuned energy that once more filled the chamber. Suddenly, a lance of orange energy burst through the gates. Zac barely had time to register the attack before the Technocrat weapon was swallowed by a pillar of blue that engraved itself on Zac’s retinas.

Even his Soul Sense became blurry when faced with Emily’s attack, yet he still rushed forth, dodging red-hot shrapnel from the [Godslayer Coil]. His senses were going haywire, indicating danger in every direction. However, nothing came close to the mayhem building within the Tribulation Throne.

The six spikes he’d shattered were those already sporting significant damage, which gave them a small window before all hell broke loose. That window was less than one second, and the cannon was gone the moment it fired. As expected, channeling the synthetic Tribulation Lightning was far beyond the capabilities of the Tinkerer Death Ray.

A toasty Emily was hot on his heels as they lunged through the gate just before the protective barrier slammed down. Zac feared they’d be greeted by a sea of lightning of their own making, but the lightning beam had slammed into the opposite wall before splitting. Some lingering energy was left behind, along with molten scraps and two scorched corpses.

Three more survived the onslaught, though Zac wondered if they wished they hadn’t. Their bodies were covered in third-degree burns, while their eyes were dilated and unfocused. Zac could even see the lightning ravaging their insides. A furious blitz ended their suffering. Zac planned on looking through their items, only to become horrified at finding his cells siphoning the Technocrats’s energy.

It felt too close to cannibalism for comfort, and Zac felt himself losing ground to the hunger the more he consumed. Better move on.

‘Follow me!’

Zac rushed down the hallway, using his Dao and defensive talisman to force a path through the lingering lightning. He led Emily down the path they came from before taking a series of turns. It wasn’t the fastest way to the next floor, the route taking them farther away from the wing with the mission operations. Neither Emily nor Zac bothered scanning the side chambers during their mad dash. The clock was ticking, and time was running out.

One way or another, the chapter on the Sixth Centurion Lighthouse was about to close.
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The corridors turned into a blur as Zac rushed forth, guided by the memorized floor plans. Emily enhanced herself with her speed-elevating buff. She tried the same with Zac, but his bloodline rapidly consumed the foreign energy. It lasted less than a minute before collapsing, so they gave up on the idea. She would only hasten his breakthrough if she kept feeding him like that. Furthermore, whenever Zac’s cells feasted on high-grade energy, the hunger grew more intense.

The only solution he found was relying on his Draugr half. He was still sitting atop the monolith, busying himself by stuffing his mouth with large amounts of low-grade Death-attuned food. It somewhat alleviated his cravings without accelerating his bloodline awakening by a noticeable degree. Unfortunately, this was one time his fortune was working against him.

His rings held plenty of provisions that were almost exclusively high-grade food that could be considered Pseudo D-grade tonics. It was mostly made from Beast King meat and prepared by real Cultivator Chefs. What little non-spiritual food he had was prepared in case he stumbled onto some starving low-grade cultivator and didn’t have time to dilute the energy in his meals.

The Technocrats either lacked manpower or had other priorities, and they didn’t encounter any more men on the floor. They soon reached the stairs leading to the next level, where a sudden scream of danger forced Zac to lunge back around the corner. An orange laser was only a touch too slow, incinerating the air where he’d just stood. Zac had already scanned the corner with his Soul Sense, finding nothing amiss.

The Technocrats once more flaunted their varied methods as a chest-high turret appeared from a camouflage array. Zac tried to launch fractal edges around the bend, making use of the D-grade [Evolutionary Edge]’s greater maneuverability. Most were destroyed by the gun, while the few that got close failed to break through an energy shield.

Zac grunted in annoyance. They couldn’t waste time like this. If nothing else, the sentry was likely informing its owners that it was under attack. Thankfully, the tower had his back. The turret used technology to mask its origin and elude the tower’s senses.

That method quickly failed, thanks to Zac’s bombardment destabilizing its barriers and a stretch of arrays lit up in the hallway. Zac urgently backed away before he was lumped in with the turret, swearing when he saw it was no use. The corridor was coming alive, so Zac changed course, pushing into the mounting gravity by the stairs.

The turret tried to shoot him, only for its barrel to explode under the tower’s attention. It was the straw that broke the camel’s back. The barriers failed, and the contraption buckled, allowing Zac to destroy it with a series of quick swings. He pushed through the sea of orange flames and threw the scraps into a disposable Cosmos Sack.

Zac crushed the Spatial Tool to discard the turret in the Void, exhaling with relief when the hallway calmed. Emily had already caught up, scattering dust to hide their traces before throwing out array disks that blended with the ground. Magical mines. The [Godslayer Coil] was clearly only the tip of a very dangerous iceberg. Zac nodded at his calamitous disciple, and they made their way to the next floor.

It became apparent the turret was only the first of many. The Technocrats had placed them at major intersections and chokepoints, causing constant delays and headaches. And while Zac’s keen danger sense let him avoid their ambushes, he still had to worry about an increasingly irate fortress.

After dealing with three turrets, it became abundantly clear that his efforts didn’t expose the Technocrat weapons to the tower’s scanners. They were intentionally designed to draw attention when their ambushes failed to injure their target. Turrets were cheap while lives were precious, so going for mutual destruction was a sound tactic.

Even then, Zac found the traps more annoying than deadly. His greatly boosted Luck had sharpened his instincts further, allowing him to make accurate judgments and move with pinpoint precision. Sometimes, he deposed of the machines like the first he encountered. Other times, he simply grabbed Emily and ran away while the sentinels wrapped things up.

The real problem was the beckoning call of treasure, which had only grown more potent after gaining his Limited Title. Even the string of illusory [Lucky Beads] around his neck had been energized by the Tribulation Throne, though Zac didn’t have time to study their transformation. Right now, they were becoming a problem, to the point Zac would have unequipped them if not for their assistance in pinpointing danger.

There were Supreme Treasures on almost every floor at the top, with a few sporting more than one. Just being in the same hallway made Zac gradually lose reason. Even some normal rooms they passed made Zac shudder with hunger, proving they held something energy-dense. Regardless, it wasn’t as good as whatever was hidden farther down the hall.

They were so close, and he was still incomplete. The monolith and the things it brought forth in the Ensolus Ruins were already resisting his ascent. Now, this decrepit old tower wanted to do the same. Rusty doors and broken circuitry tried to cut off his path to perfection? Laughable. Evolution was Heavenly Mandate, and his Apotheosis was inevitable.

Hunger shaped reality and sealed secrets were exposed to the Void. Vague desire morphed into a vision of a box hidden in a spatial fold, protected by layers of arrays. He was the Void, coming and going where he pleased. Nothing under the Heavens could prevent him from taking what was his. Space held no meaning, and he reached for the first piece of perfection.

A stinging pain across his cheek launched Zac off his feet and made him crash into the wall with the force of a cannonball. Zac took a shuddering breath, his eyes wide with alarm over losing control so quickly and completely. It was a humbling reminder his inroads to Heart Cultivation could only help him so far. Like any other trick, it was helpless when faced with overwhelming power.

Emily’s well-timed slap brought him back to reality, but it was already too late. He’d blindly rushed to the chamber holding a supreme treasure and reached into the Void. Now, the Void refused to let go. Zac could no longer see the interiors through the mysterious vision that seemed a combination of the Void and his Luck, though he could hear and feel the commotion inside the sealed room.

The real problem wasn’t the triggered safeguards. It was the vortex he’d formed in his delirious state. It was about to swallow the tightly defended box, and Zac knew that would push him closer to the point of no return. Perhaps it’d make him cross it entirely, depending on what treasure it held. He couldn’t let that happen. They still had some ways to go.

Zac growled with defiance as he imposed a steely will of rejection on his bloodline. He was the Void, and none but him would decide what would be taken. This box, it was not for him. It was not part of his path, and thus, could only be rejected. The hunger of the Void fought back, and Zac’s vision blurred as he fought a losing battle.

Out of better ideas, Zac could only take a gamble on something he’d vaguely gleaned during his rebirth. He stopped his struggle, and the box was dragged inside. Simultaneously, a vortex appeared before his hand, aimed at a shocked Emily.

“Out!” Zac growled.

The vortex shuddered and struggled, Zac pushing with every fiber in his being. The box emerged, propelled by the force of its pull. A profound circle was engraved on its lid, which made Zac think of the wheel of reincarnation. Each side was made from a different material, forming a mysterious cycle that showcased many of the truths Zac had drawn from the [Book of Duality]. It was mesmerizing, and seeing it with his real eyes made the madness return.

“Stow it,” Zac croaked, his eyes veritably burning.

He could barely stop himself from lunging at Emily. A part of his mind screamed at him to strike her down for taking what was rightfully his, though those thoughts were quashed and banished the moment they appeared. His mind rejected the notion so vehemently that their mere appearance shook his mind awake. Emily was pale from the attention and quickly put the box away.

Only then did the madness recede, allowing Zac to take back control over his mind.

“You—”

“I’m sorry. You did the right thing,” Zac exhaled. “If I lose control, throw some Natural Treasures at me and run far away. I’ll do my best to not impact you.”

“Don’t talk like that. We’re almost there. Let’s keep going.”

Zac nodded, and they set out again. They were forced to take an even more roundabout path to avoid the same issue from cropping up again. The change forced them to waste even more time on their final ascent, increasing the risk of running into more cultivators. As expected, their luck finally caught up to them when there were only four floors left from their destination.

Shouts reverberated down the hall, stopping Zac and Emily in their tracks. They couldn’t back down. They’d left a trail of broken turrets like breadcrumbs, and the corridor ahead was the only path to the wing where the control center was located.

They hunkered down and prepared for a siege.

No Technocrats came barreling down the corridor. Instead, the shouts grew more urgent, while powerful energy eruptions caused vibrations on the floor. A battle?

‘It’s the aura of the imperials!’ Emily commented through a mental link.

Zac nodded with a heavy heart. So the imperials had really come all this way, making their mission even more difficult. Only, it looked like their cooperation had broken down completely. Had they turned against each other now that the prize was within reach?

‘Around ten of them. What should we do?’

Zac listened for a few more seconds before answering, ‘It’s five versus four, with the four being imperials. Let’s wait for now. They’re still feeling each other out.’

‘So they came to blows in the end. That’s great.’ Emily grinned.

‘Makes our life easier,’ Zac agreed.

The battle continued, and the fluctuations grew increasingly intense. It soon passed the threshold of life and death. The imperials were one man short, yet they suppressed the opponent with an all-out offense. Zac expected as much. The Technocrat’s auras were by no means weaker, their methods were simply restrained inside the tower.

Zac’s eyes shot open as the arrays around them activated, triggered by a whirring sound and an outburst of energy unmistakably teeming with the Dao of Technology. Emily looked around with fright, only relaxing upon confirming the tower’s ire was concentrated on the fighters.

‘Get ready!’ Zac instructed through a mental link. ‘I’ll take point. Focus on stopping anyone from escaping.’

Zac tensed, waiting for the right moment to strike. Several earth-shattering explosions stopped the whirring. The walls dimmed, and the pressure relented. It was time. Zac shot forth, moving through the corridors like a streak of death. Emily kept pace, her form fading inside a storm of tomahawks that filled the hallway.

It only took a second to reach their destination, where they found four Middle Hegemons fighting tooth and nail. Five bodies lay unmoving on the ground, two of which were killed by the tower’s sentinels. Piles of molten scraps surrounded them, the remains of the machines that triggered the defenses.

Zac had hoped the sentinels would finish the job, but the outsiders wouldn’t have reached this far if they lacked any methods to deal with the tower. The reinforced doors that required the [Court Cycle Token] would have stopped them in their tracks. Therefore, Zac made his move the moment they used up their aces.

A floating rune saying “authority” shrouded the remaining deathsworn in golden radiance. Meanwhile, a clearly Technocrat drone generated a rippling bubble around itself, muting any signals from the weapons in its owner’s hands.

The Technocrats were fighting to kill the deathsworn while the imperials targeted both Technocrats and their drone. Their battle froze upon spotting a third party entering the fray—Zac gave them no time to figure out what was happening.

A brutal arc tore into the most wounded deathsworn, powered by all the pent-up stress Zac had accumulated since they ambushed him. The soldier was incredibly shocked but managed to block the strike with her shield. The force was far too overbearing to absorb. Bones snapped, and the deathsworn was forced to her knees, where an armored foot was already waiting. It crashed into her face, sending her right through the floating rune before smashing into the wall.

Zac’s figure disappeared like the attacker had been a hologram, only to reappear next to the Technocrats. Zac felt a cold sensation as he passed through the bubble, knowing he’d just phased through another physical barrier. His breakthrough had left him with one foot in the Void, making his body exhibit some of its properties.

The barriers had been rendered moot, and [Skystriker] showcased its true strength in the cramped, chaotic battle. The kick that almost caved in the deathsworn soldier’s face still packed plenty of momentum, and a pained wail followed a gruesome crunch.

The kick shattered one of the Technocrat’s knees, and the sudden, blinding pain made him forget to stay aloft using energy. The infiltrator fell over, and [Verun’s Bite] was there to catch him. It almost looked like the Technocrat was presenting his throat to the gleaming edge of Zac’s blade. In reality, it was the product of the Evolutionary Stance and a mountain of experience.

The furious blitz hadn’t even taken a second, yet it left one combatant unconscious and another dead. Only two remained, and they reached a common split-second decision—escape. Each turned into a streak before Zac finished his swing, escaping in opposite directions.

Zac could feel Emily’s intent in the storm and made a beeline for the imperial, taking out the Technocrat drone on the way. Streaks of axelight hounded the man, repeatedly forcing him to stop or dodge. With Zac’s elevated body and superior attribute pool, it took no time for him to catch up.

Madness shone in the soldier’s eyes as he stopped and swung his sword in a final act of defiance. The target wasn’t Zac. It was a flickering rune on the wall. Zac’s brows furrowed, making no attempt to escape. His axe dug into the soldier’s skull just as the sword flooded the unstable rune with foreign Dao and energy.

Zac was already moving away, using his movement skill to focus on speed. The rune shattered, unleashing a wave that carried the weight of a mountain. Its gravity field was so dense that [Skystriker] failed to carve a path. Zac’s mind screamed of danger as he was forced to a knee.

The Void and his aligned body had pushed his body beyond its previous boundaries, but it wasn’t yet enough to withstand the crushing pressure within the tower’s arrays. He rolled the dice, calling forth Void Energy to reactivate the movement skill. Suddenly, the pressure was gone, and Zac flitted through the corridors like a ghost separated from the Cosmos.

He was back by the unconscious soldier in no time, his body hunched over by fatal hunger. He swung his axe to finish the job before stepping away from the corpses. His body reached even farther to siphon energy from its surroundings. Soon after, Emily returned with a bloodied tomahawk in hand.

“It’s dealt with?” Zac asked with a heaving breath.

“It’s dealt with,” Emily confirmed as she ran her hand through her scorched hair. “He threw out his whole Spatial Ring when he was about to die. Too bad they’d already used that—holy crap!”

Zac was already on the move, fleeing down the corridor they came from. Emily appeared by his side, and the two looked on in surprise as a seal rose from the soldier’s body. The imperial soldier was actually a Reignender of the Starfall Court. Neither Zac nor Emily was happy to have another seal appear before them.

“What should we do about this thing?” Emily urged, nervously looking around. “It’s going to attract people, and it’s blocking the path forward.”

“What can we do? We can’t take it. It’ll dissipate on its own,” Zac whispered, as much to convince himself as to answer Emily. “It’s not for us… no…”

“You’re not thinking!” Emily wheezed with alarm as she grabbed Zac’s arm.

Zac could barely hear her as his body shuddered with barely contained desire. So what if it was a seal? Could it be compared to the boundless grandeur of the Void? If anything, it was his birthright. He was the one who made Ultom stir. His ancestor was part of the undertaking to raise the pillars. What was one bite?

The senseless idea was rendered moot when the seal released a familiar pulse. The incredibly durable stone was utterly incapable of resisting, and a sphere thirty meters across instantly disintegrated. A rain of dust fell through the hole in the ceiling, and Zac took a shuddering breath as he woke up from his delirious state.

“Dissipate my butt,” Emily muttered. “I can’t believe you managed to scare it away.”
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BREAKING IN


Zac blankly looked at the spherical hole left in the wake of the seal’s escape, the surprise so great he was brought back to reality. Had his bloodline really scared the seal to the point it escaped prematurely?

“Uh,” Zac said as he stepped forward to inspect the damage. “Maybe?”

It was extensive. The seal hadn’t just carved a hole through the ceiling, it also seared through the two floors above. The devastation below was the same, giving them a good cross-section of the tower’s makeup. The space between the levels was as large as the floors and filled with a dense, weblike metal mesh that had to be part of the tower’s arrays.

Not even these inaccessible floors had been spared from the dimension’s collapse. Zac observed multiple spots damaged by spatial tears in the small section. Other sections had exploded, likely because of the damage to the arrays. The ancient fortress must have incredible redundancy layers to still operate with such extensive damage.

Not even the tower could shrug off a thirty-meter bite being taken out of its upper levels. Hundreds of runes flickered precariously, and energy was rapidly building in the surroundings.

“Dammit!” Zac swore as arrays in every direction came alive.

The eruption had destroyed the door they planned to enter, saving him a token charge. Problem was, the corridor beyond had fully activated its defenses, and it was just a matter of time before the sentinels appeared. The same was happening in every direction.

Except for one place.

“Let’s go!” Zac urged, flying straight through the dusty haze.

The hole had no arrays to activate, and it provided a path straight to the top. Gravitational forces poured into the gap from every direction and it soon felt like they were trying to ascend the Heavens. Emily faltered first. Zac caught her with an arm as he activated [Void Zone]. It was barely enough to keep ascending, though the price was the hunger growing more intense.

The sphere had barely reached the final floor, so Zac had to temporarily unequip [Ossuary Bulkwark] and modify his body shape with [Million Faces] to squeeze through. They found themselves in a dark, silent room, exactly what Zac hoped to see. The command center’s defenses hadn’t been triggered, leaving only the hole to worry about.

“We need to do something about this,” Emily said nervously, echoing Zac’s thoughts.

Zac’s face scrunched up with reluctance as he took out a Longevity Treasure. He’d consciously saved a sliver of Creation Energy when recovering his lost limbs. He’d hoped to keep it in case he got hurt inside the tower, but it looked like he’d have to use it to patch up the floor.

A small surge of Creation Energy was extracted, and Zac pushed it out of his body before his bloodline could steal it. Even though his mental state was in disarray, he had enough experience to successfully fill the breach with an exact replica of the floor.

The similarities were just cosmetic. He didn’t have the Creation Energy to create the real thing, so he settled for looks. Not to mention that Zac doubted the Shards of Creation could replicate such strong materials. Even if they did, the life force drain would probably kill Zac where he stood.

Emily covered the patch with a door she’d picked up on the way, and Zac placed almost a hundred Gravity Crystals on top. The extravagant arrangement made Zac feel the pinch, and the shimmering crystals made his cells scream with hunger. At least it afforded some protection while they figured out the next step.

While the arrangement was hastily put together, getting past them would be a herculean task. Even he wouldn’t be able to budge the door with the immense weight pushing down on it. Not to mention, Zac could still sense the immense energy fluctuations on the floors beneath them. Still, they’d have to be fools to underestimate the outsiders, and Zac knew their setup couldn’t stop the sentinels. They had to hurry.

There was a clear difference between the dusky room they’d appeared in and the rooms they’d explored over the past hours. For one, it was completely untouched by the ravages of space, just like the Tribulation Throne. The dark grey tiles on the walls lacked any engravings, yet looking at them was like gazing into a black hole. There was an immense weight hidden within, not a speck of it leaked out.

Zac suspected they were C-grade materials, though the long years might have depreciated their strength. Still, they’d never have been able to break into this room if not for the seal’s timely assistance.

The room was roughly fifteen meters across, holding five tables that were bigger versions of the consoles in the Tribulation Throne, and four still appeared to be in working order. They’d essentially broken in, and the fact the room was silent didn’t mean it was safe. One wrong move could spell disaster.

“This isn’t right,” Emily muttered. “We’re in the right place, but the Command Center should be the size of a football stadium. This room wouldn’t take up more than a small corner.”

“This must be a side chamber not on the map,” Zac said and pointed at the sole door in the room. “The real thing should be out there.”

“Let’s go,” Emily nodded.

Zac took out the [Court Cycle Token], finally feeling a sliver of hope upon reaching the finish line. A sliver that shattered when Zac felt a powerful rejection in his mind. The token didn’t work. Zac mutely looked at the door, his mind blank over the abrupt end of their journey.

“Should we go back?” Emily ventured.

“Doubt it’d help,” Zac said. “If the token doesn’t work here, it probably won’t at the other entrances, either.”

“There’s no way we can blast this guy open,” Emily said before turning to the consoles. “These things, then?”

“Let’s check it out,” Zac said. “Don’t activate anything just yet.”

“By the way, two Starfall Courts in a row? What are the odds?” Emily commented.

“Higher than you’d think,” Zac said. “Remember the name of this place?”

“You think Reignenders have some special ability in here?” Emily exclaimed.

“I think it’s possible, if not likely. Who knows? It might not be the token that lets me open the doors, but the mark of the Starfall Court on it.”

“They are way more prepared than us. Even the Technocrats have ways to hide from the tower defenses,” Emily said. “A shame Ra’Klid isn’t here. He might have been able to take us out.”

“Well, no one has more experience in dealing with the Limitless Empire than the Technocrats.” Zac shrugged, shaking his head helplessly. “This is pointless. I have no idea how to check whether these consoles are guarded.”

“Where is Kenzie when you need her.” Emily sighed before looking at Zac apologetically. “Ah—I’m sorry.”

“Don’t worry about it,” Zac said as he looked around with a smile. “You’re right. How could this fortress have stopped her? She would have built some master key, opening doors left and right.”

“Right!” Emily laughed. “She would have seized those guardians and have them round up all these troublemakers.”

Zac grinned, his smile turning crooked when whirring sounds came from the door—had their boastful conversation angered the tower to the point it sent sentinels to teach them a lesson? Of course, the far more likely answer was that the outsiders had already claimed the Command Center. Had they heard them somehow? Or had his attempt to open the door been exposed?

There was no time to prepare like the last time they found themselves in a similar situation. Emily disappeared within a camouflage array while Zac shot forth, his axe already on the move when the door abruptly opened. Five gruff men were waiting on the other side with gleaming weapons.

Their reactions were surprisingly sluggish when they saw Zac burst through, which gave Zac the window of opportunity he needed. Zac felt a weak flicker as he passed through an invisible barrier, and [Verun’s Bite] descended on the leader in the middle. A spark of recognition made Zac freeze in place, stopping his axe just before he lobbed off his target’s head.

“It’s you!”

The burly soldiers quickly regained their composure. They glared at Zac with murderous gazes, not daring to move with the axe levied against the throat of one of their own. Zac barely spared them a glance, his mind abuzz as distant memories of a squirrely merchant gradually converged with the ferocious warrior before him.

“Galau? Is that really you?” Zac asked to confirm as he released his orcish disguise and retracted [Ossuary Bulwark]’s helmet.

How did his old friends keep popping up in the least expected places? First Ogras in the depths of the Void Star, and now this old companion who elicited their services back in the Tower of Eternity. He hadn’t heard from Galau since they split ways in the Base Town. Pretty Peak had expeditiously whisked him away to save Galau from his own family.

After all, Zac’s renown was far from its current level back then, and he’d just killed a whole lot of scions, including a Dravorak prince. The last update he got on Galau was when he met Pretty Peak inside the Void Star. Galau had been given a new identity before being sent into the Million Gates Territory along with Greatest and Average Peak. They were among the vanguard who sought to discover where the Kan’Tanu came from, but something happened to their army before the war even began.

“Wait, this is where you ended up after disappearing?” Zac said, recalling Pretty’s original purpose in visiting the Void Star. “Is Average here as well?”

Zac scanned the gruff men standing behind Galau. None matched the features of the young Pugilist he met during a quest in the early stages of the Integration. Zac vaguely understood the situation by the state of the soldiers. All but one were missing limbs, and odd spiderweb scars covered their skin.

It was almost incomprehensible how Galau and his squad had not only survived inside the fortress for years, they’d even reached its command center. The accomplishment must have come at a heavy price, and Zac feared Average was among those lost. It was a huge disappointment. It was Greatest who provided the bangle, which kept his identity safe until Leandra gave him the array to hide his Duplicity Core.

Pretty had helped him in various ways, too. Zac still felt indebted to the Peak Family, and he’d hoped to be able to bring back better news than this.

Galau slowly blinked a few times, seemingly having even greater trouble adapting to the sudden appearance of an old acquaintance. The soldiers to his sides had become increasingly tense, and it looked like they were about to risk their lives to save their companion.

Zac finally saw a flicker of recognition in Galau’s eyes, so he removed his axe and stepped back.

“It’s fine. Stone pillar,” Galau said with a trembling voice, which made the soldiers relax and look at Zac curiously.

“A comrade? Really?” the strongest of the warriors said. “This boy knows the little commander? Never seen him.”

“You’ve heard of him. Remember the guy I met in the Tower of Eternity?” Galau said before his wandering gaze stopped at the patched-up hole Zac came from. “Shit!”

“You’re that bloodthirsty lunatic?” the middle-aged soldier exclaimed. His words were harsh, while his face veritably shone with adoration and excitement. “Little Shartermaster has told us all about you!”

“Nice to meet you—What are you doing!” Zac shouted.

He wasn’t talking to the soldiers. His outburst was triggered by Galau, who rushed to one of the central consoles of the Command Center. That was worrying enough, considering the wrong move could summon a slew of sentinels. Galau went even further, ripping off one of the metal covers on the back to dig around inside.

“Are you trying to get us killed?” Zac screamed.

If it were a stranger, Zac would have unhesitantly launched a killing blow upon seeing such a foolhardy measure. The familiar face made him stall. Emily wasn’t tied down by such sentiments. She burst forth from her hiding spot, turning into a streak that deftly dodged the surprised soldiers to place a tomahawk against Galau’s neck.

“Not another move.”

Zac was prepared to block the soldiers before things took a bad turn. However, none moved to save their companion. They looked at Emily like she was a goddess descended from the Heavens.

“A beauty! A warrior queen!”

“Bubbur, you traitor! I have an axe trained at me, you bastard!” Galau growled at the grizzly veteran who had spoken. More alarmingly, his hands didn’t stop moving despite the tomahawk drawing blood. “And the rest of you? Useless!”

“We’ll name our firstborn after you to honor your sacrifice,” Bubbur said with a toothy grin.

Emily looked at Zac, who slowly nodded. These people had possibly survived in the fortress for years, and the soldiers looked absolutely relaxed despite Galau’s actions. They should know what they were about. Emily shrugged and removed her tomahawk, teasingly glancing at Bubbur.

“You think I’d give my child such a disgusting name? And I’m not interested in weak men. We can talk about dating after you beat my teacher.”

“Young lord, I’ve collected some good stuff over the years. How about letting me have this one? We can make the spar look real enough,” Bubbur whispered.

“This isn’t the time to joke around,” Zac said, desperately pushing down a pang of hunger. “What are you doing? A single mistake will bring a calamity on our heads.”

“That’s what I’m trying to prevent,” Galau said as he deftly manipulated a set of runes. A jolt of energy scorched his fingers, and Zac immediately regretted trusting these castaways. Galau didn’t seem disappointed, though. He exhaled in relief and returned the backplate. “There. I modified the automated defenses. The guardians will guard the hole you lunatics created. It should buy us some time.”

“You’re pretty good, Shartermaster,” Emily said as she looked at Galau with interest.

“Thank you.” Galau coughed. “And my name is actually Galau, quartermaster of the Muscle Brigade. Or former quartermaster, maybe? I don’t know.”

“The Muscle Brigade still exists,” Zac said, realizing what Galau meant. “The planet you visited suddenly disappeared, causing a huge spatial storm. Your ship was destroyed, but Greatest Peak managed to save most of his men and bring them out of the Million Gates Territory. The experience actually let him break through.”

“That’s great, that’s great!” a soldier said with a shaky breath. “Little lord, did you hear?”

Zac followed the man’s gaze, his mouth opening with surprise when three more soldiers appeared from a camouflage array nearby. They’d done the same thing as Emily, but Zac hadn’t sensed their presence at all. Not even when he was holding Galau hostage, which was shocking considering how strong his danger sense and Luck were.

He should have sensed at least a flicker of killing intent, alerting him to someone else hiding in the room. The array had to be far greater than any common arrangement for Zac not to sense a thing.

“I told you, how could the old man possibly die before he got the chance to wreak havoc on the battlefield?” Average grinned as he walked over. “Long time no see. I should have guessed a troublemaker like you would appear at the eleventh hour. Damn, you ok? You look like a starving beast.”

“I’m suppressing a breakthrough,” Zac said. “You need to⁠—”

“Ah, boss? Why did you change your clothes?” one of the soldiers leered, interrupting Zac’s train of thought.

“Bastard, don’t talk about unnecessary stuff!”

“Thank the Heavens it was friendlies,” another soldier muttered. “Those Technocrats are no joke. I don’t think we’d be able to deal with a whole gaggle of them.”

“You’ve already encountered those guys?” Zac asked, noticing that Average and the soldiers who’d just appeared all had unstable auras.

So, part of the reason they hid was because of their wounds.

“Not in person,” Galau said as he made a beeline for the consoles in the side chamber Zac came from. “I’ve been throwing up roadblocks for those bastards since they began cropping up, and they take them down one after another. They’ll eventually deal with my tampering, so we have to be quick.”

“Quick with what?” Zac asked. “What’s going on? What are you up to?”

“Shouldn’t that be our question?” Average countered. “We ended up in this netherblasted prison years ago. So how did you reach this place, and when did those meddling heretics get mixed up with the war? I thought we were fighting cultists?”

Zac took a steadying breath to center himself before recounting the situation in broad strokes. The sudden twists had almost made him lose control over his bloodline again. Luckily, there were no treasures nearby to push him over the edge.

“So things have already reached this point,” Average muttered before his eyes lit up. “At least it sounds like our plan has a good chance of working out, provided the heretics don’t kill us first.”

“What plan?”

“Uh,” Galau stammered, looking at Zac apologetically.

The merchant seemed to be feeling bad for him and Emily, though not to the point his fingers stopped moving as he tampered with one of the consoles in the side chamber. Zac started to get a bad feeling, one that only grew stronger upon seeing bloodthirsty grins appear on the soldiers.

“We’re blowing this place up and taking as many damn cultists with us as we can!” Average laughed, confirming Zac’s fears.

Emily groaned and clutched her head in despair. “You really do know each other.”
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BLAZE OF GLORY


“You’re planning on going out in a blaze of glory?” Zac grimaced. “There’s no way out?”

Zac looked at the huge room with its hundreds of consoles, pillars, and the screens displaying the situation outside. The storm had drastically worsened since he escaped into the tower, and long streaks of broken space danced through the air. The Mystic Realm wasn’t long for this world, and there was no way out?

Would he have to throw Emily and the others into a spatial tear and hope for the best? Or should he stop Galau’s plan? Did he even have the ability to? Who knew how many arrays and settings the merchant had manipulated before they arrived?

“Don’t worry, it’s not quite as stupid as it sounds,” Galau said when he noticed Zac’s brooding silence. “We’ve arranged an escape route. It’s just that it’s, uh, theoretical. It’s not designed to withstand the mayhem we’re about to unleash.”

Zac breathed out in relief. He could live with theoretical or unsafe so long as they weren’t trapped. “You had me worried there. Catch me up to speed.”

“Like you said, our unit was trapped here, what, four years ago? We were split up. Average and his men were stuck in the underbelly for a long time. Our luck was slightly better. We found ourselves in a repository containing a lot of information on the arrays that run this place. And with it, there was a mysterious opportunity.”

Zac was about to tell Galau to skip to the important part, the last word catching his interest. “An opportunity? A seal?”

“You know about it.” Galau nodded. “It gave me the foundations in arrays to gradually overcome the defenses of this place. My initial plan was to find Average and then get the hell out of here. Simple enough, right? It proved easier said than done. The fortress was in lockdown, and we couldn’t activate the teleporters we found.”

Seeing that everything was in hand, the soldiers spread out. Two took up posts by the main door while the rest left through an unlocked door on the opposite side of the hall. Only Bubbur stayed behind to keep watch over the breach and guard Galau while he continued his work on the console.

“We needed to turn off the lockdown, which could only be done from the main switch up here,” Average continued with a wave. “But we weren’t strong enough to enter the tower. It took us years of collecting resources and training to get here, all while dealing with this old trash heap’s self-destructive tendencies.”

“Only the eight of us remain,” Galau sighed. “The rest gave their lives to let us reach this point. Two days ago, we finally broke into the Command Center.”

“Two days ago?” Emily exclaimed. “So just before signs of the fortress appeared on the frontlines?”

“Yeah, that was probably us,” Galau said. “The only way to undo the lockdown was to activate the fortress. We didn’t expect it to cause such chaos on the outside. We believed we were still in the depths of the Million Gates Territory. A day later, people came pouring through spatial tears, and we figured the war had already spread to the region where we disappeared.”

“You said you activated the fortress to use the teleporters,” Zac interjected. “But the one we discovered was still sealed. It didn’t work?”

“Well… It did,” Average said. “But Galau found something while going through these consoles. A way to deliver a painful blow to our enemies.”

Zac and Emily shared a look. Could it be that Galau and company had already discovered the project and planned to activate it? Zac had to admit their sacrifice made sense if that were the case. How could the lives of a few low-grade cultivators be compared to unleashing an ancient weapon on the Kan’Tanu?

“It’s the right call from what you told us. These cultist bastards are too strong. Can’t let them dig any deeper into the empire,” Bubbur growled. “We’ll have them choke on the [Centurion Spear].”

“Unfortunately, activating the weapon drastically hastened the spatial collapse,” Galau said. “The fortress understands that and has been trying to shift into a main dimension as a safety precaution. Of course, nothing works like it should on this old thing. It’s essentially banging its head against the wall and registering the damage as an outside attack. It’s like a snake eating its own tail.”

“That’s why our escape route is so dangerous?”

“Exactly. It’s impossible to stop it, I’ve tried. The launch sequence has been activated as an emergency and can’t be interrupted by any means.”

“So even if we stop this [Centurion Spear] of yours, we won’t be able to safely escape?” Zac concluded.

“I’m sorry, we didn’t think things would play out like this when we activated the weapon,” Galau said with a helpless smile. “We planned on activating the thing before sailing off into the sunset.”

“So what exactly is your plan?” Zac asked. “And how can we increase our odds of survival?”

“The [Centurion Spear] is what’s destroying the fortress, it’s also our best chance at survival. If activated successfully, it’ll tear a massive hole right through the dimensional storm, one large enough for the whole fortress to slip through. We plan to jump ship at that exact moment. There are escape pods in the next room.”

“Jumping out in the wake of such a powerful attack is incredibly dangerous,” Emily said. “Why not hide inside the tower a bit longer? This room should be the safest place when we fire the weapon.”

“Well, uh,” Galau coughed. “The tower doesn’t fire the [Centurion Spear]. The tower is the [Centurion Spear].”

“Wait, what?”

“We’re throwing the whole tower at the Kan’Tanu.” Average laughed. “So it won’t be safe for long. It’ll rapidly pick up speed until it hits a target or explodes. We need to leave before it’s too late, even if it means braving the spatial turbulence.”

“Can’t we use the escape pods now?” Zac asked, even if he knew the answer by looking at the screen.

“They’re also locked down as part of the tower’s futile launch protocol,” Galau said. “Besides, what good would going outside do? Space is spring-loaded to catapult us forward. The vessels will get ripped apart. I feel bad, but there’s no way to stop our plan and let you out. We’ve entered the final stage, and trying to disperse the accumulated energies will probably disintegrate the whole Mystic Realm.”

“I get it,” Zac said. “Might as well go for it and see if you can take out some cultists. How will you throw the tower at them? Even I have no idea where the Kan’Tanu bases and motherships are hiding. You’re just as likely to hit our own as our enemies.”

“This navigation room was the final missing piece,” Average explained. “We have records of the Kan’Tanu’s cursed aura, and Galau is installing a module that’ll train the spear on the strongest matching source within range. We originally hoped to blow up the Space Gate that way, or at least the base protecting it. Now that we’re outside the Million Gates Territory, we’ll probably have to settle for some of their frontline bases.”

“We had to take a risk forcing the door open when we noticed there had been a breach,” Galau said. “Luckily, it was just you. How did you tear a hole through the floor, by the way?”

“Not me. I killed a guy who turned out to be a sealbearer. The seal did the rest.”

“That’d do it,” Bubbur grunted. “We saw one of those things take out an entire building.”

“What kind of range are we talking about here?” Zac asked. “There should be a C-grade base and motherships in the region. There’s nothing like that in this solar system.”

“Solar system?” Galau said with a ruthless grin. “There’s no place in Zecia the [Centurion Spear] can’t reach.”

Zac shuddered, and he looked at the merchant with shock. The Limitless Empire was really not playing around when it came to war.

“Well, that’s if it was still in working order,” Galau added. “Now? Who knows? It might blow up before accomplishing anything, taking us with it. We still thought it was worth pursuing.”

“No, I’m all for it,” Zac said as a smile appeared on his face. “I’m just shocked at how much you’ve changed. Every little thing made you have a panic attack back then.”

“Ha! Don’t trust that disguise,” Bubbur guffawed. “Did you know this shifty bastard tricked you and your friend? He told us all about it the day we emptied the last of our drink.”

“What?”

“Why are you talking about unnecessary things,” Galau glared. “In fact, why are you just standing there? Don’t you think this guy can guard the breach? Go look at the pods to see if there’s anything else you can do.”

“Not much I can do about those things, though,” Bubbur said as he scratched his chin. “Up to the Heavens now, really.”

“How long—urgh,” Zac groaned as he fell to his knees.

Repeatedly using his bloodline during the final dash had come at a price. The hunger was overwhelming, forcing Zac to shut out everything to keep it in check. Only a few breaths later did his body calm down, and he unsteadily got back to his feet.

“Not sure how reliable this guy is,” Bubbur muttered, raising his hands in defeat when Emily and Galau glared at him. “I’m kidding. Repairs, right? I guess I can’t make things worse.”

Zac took a few deep breaths as he retracted his senses. They’d spread out to the resources on the floor below, and he almost opened another vortex. He’d managed to stop it, but it was still there, calling him.

Finding Galau and Average was a blessing, though one that complicated his situation. He’d envisioned himself pushing some big stop button and sending Emily off before beginning his breakthrough. Now, he was stuck waiting for Galau to install the last pieces of a Kan’Tanu-seeking tower bomb.

“What the hell were those energies? Never felt anything like it, and that’s after finding all kinds of odd things in here,” Average said with round eyes. “You’ll explode if you keep forcing it down. Why not just break through?”

“The process is extremely energy-hungry. There’s a high risk I’ll accidentally extract all energy-dense materials nearby.” Zac pointedly looked at Average’s stomach.

“Damn, you’re still doing crazy things,” Average muttered and took another step back.

“How much longer?” Zac asked again.

“Ten minutes, tops,” Galau said fearfully. “Can you⁠—”

“I’ll manage,” Zac grunted. “Is there anything we can do to help?”

“Help the others strengthen the shields on the escape pods,” Galau said without hesitation. “They don’t even need to be stable. We’re all Hegemons. It’s fine even if the ship blows up, so long as it takes us through the energy storm. Do you know anything about barriers or Cosmic Vessels?”

“Not even a little. I only know how to hit things with my axe,” Zac said, which awarded him a nod of approval from Average.

“Then how did you get this far?” Galau asked with a confused look.

“I found a Limitless Empire authority token,” Zac explained, fudging the truth since the true nature of the [Court Cycle Token] couldn’t be made public. Even if their cockeyed plan worked, they’d definitely be interrogated after leaving. “Emily might be able to help, though.”

“I have a few things in my ring that might work,” Emily said before walking over to Zac to whisper, “What about you? You’re not thinking of staying behind, right?”

“I—” Zac hesitated.

Thanks to the Tribulation Throne, he wasn’t strictly required to stay behind. A new source of treasure and energy had appeared on the home front, spreading around his Draugr half. The view from atop the monolith was drastically different after he came to, and not just because he suddenly found himself hundreds of meters higher up.

The monolith no longer stood in the city’s main square but atop the central dome of an enormous complex that stretched a few miles in every direction. Zac had missed its appearance because of the lightning. It didn’t seem like the building had risen from the ground, feeling more like it appeared from a spatial fold.

The whole city had undergone a tremendous change, where dozens of grand buildings untouched by the mark of time had joined the root-covered ruins. Despite that, there were no signs of buildings being destroyed or pushed aside to make room.

The buildings below appeared spiritual rather than military. Most of the subsidiary buildings were large temples, with a few possibly being the homes of nobility. Even the enormous citadel below should be a cathedral, though the line between clergy and nobility had to be blurry when the Emperor was considered both an earthly leader and a heavenly deity.

The transformation made Zac think of a paper fortune teller. His best guess was that the whole region was crisscrossed by spatial folds that had eluded their investigations. Activating the monolith had unraveled them all in one go, exposing their hidden fortunes. At least Zac assumed the activation had unraveled all folds. Who knew really? There might be even grander buildings waiting to be unsealed.

There wasn’t much point in doing so, though. The buildings that appeared were all protected by immense barriers reinforced by Imperial Faith. Zac wasn’t confident he’d be able to force his way inside even after reaching Peak Hegemony. Their appearance felt more like a liability, considering how the alliance reacted upon discovering the fortress.

More to the point, dozens of treasures emitting fate’s pull had appeared among the buildings while the ambient energy was rapidly rising. If it came to it, he could use the Ensolus Ruins as a main energy source for his breakthrough.

Zac was incredibly reluctant to do so, especially after learning of the [Centurion Spear]. Why ruin a huge opportunity he could collect when things had calmed down when he could use the tower treasures instead? It wasn’t like the stockpiled materials or hidden treasures were needed for Galau’s plan to work. Leaving them behind was like setting fire to a mountain of money.

Besides, what if the armies waited on the other side? He would be breaking through right in front of a bunch of Monarchs.

Better do it inside the tower if possible. Any lingering evidence would disappear when the [Centurion Spear] did. The question was, could he escape the tower after the weapon had activated, and was he confident he could control his breakthrough well enough not to ruin Galau’s plan? The answer to both was a resounding maybe.

“Don’t worry, I’ll figure something out,” Zac said. “For now, help⁠—”

His words were interrupted by a deep thump, and Zac whirled around with his axe at the ready. The sound came from the door in the distance. The soldiers guarding it were tense. One gave them a thumbs up.

“What the hell was that?” Zac said. “Are people trying to break in?”

“For the last couple of hours,” Galau said. “Usually not by force, though. They should know better. I’ve done my best to block their tampering, but I’m running out of tricks. We’ll have to pray the doors hold until I’m done. At that point, it doesn’t matter if they break inside. It’ll be impossible to stop or redirect the attack.”

“Is it the Technocrats? Are they after the [Centurion Spear]?”

“It might be them, but it’s not their main goal,” Average said. “We’ve followed their movements. First, they broke into a subsidiary control station for the Scouting Division. That’s how we noticed we had company. Actually, they arrived even before the others came falling out of spatial tears.”

“They targeted the scanners? They didn’t try to hijack the tower?”

“Weirdly enough, they only extracted a bunch of old logs then moved on,” Galau said. “They didn’t even try to access the main systems, as far as I can tell.”

“Are they in the project operations wing now?”

“Oh, you found out about that as well?” Galau exclaimed with surprise, briefly looking up from the confusing mesh within the console.

“Do you know the details?”

“I’m afraid not,” Average said. “We only found some bits and pieces over the years. This place is called the Sixth Centurion Lighthouse. There are supposedly seven more; who knows if they’re still around. All eight were involved in a secret weapons research project at the empire’s edge. They had to keep a rotation because the environment in the experiment’s dimension was extremely dangerous.

“We tried to extract their research before leaving. We’d be immortalized as Zecia’s heroes if we brought back that kind of firepower,” Average continued with frustration. “We lost three men before we were forced to give up. I don’t understand how those heretic bastards made it past the defenses so fast. That wing is like a fortress within a fortress.”

“I heard that the Technocrats were one of the main enemies of the Limitless Empire,” Zac said.

“No wonder,” Average spat. “No one knows you as well as your greatest enemy.”

Zac nodded before turning to Emily. “For now, see if you can help with patching up the ships. No matter how things shake up, we’ll need them in perfect condition.”

Emily nodded, and Average led her to the corridor the soldiers entered earlier. Zac was left alone with Galau, who furiously engraved new paths to hotwire an array disk into the navigation console. Zac stayed close to the doorway of the side room, where he could keep watch on the breach and the door that had just been attacked.

The minutes passed in silence. Zac was left alone to fight his personal war, a war he was rapidly losing. The Void was already moving on its own. He could feel its hidden tendrils spread through the tower, floor by floor, in search of sustenance. He’d become like a small tree with a root network the size of a city. He’d given up on all else, settling for keeping the vortices shut just a little longer.

Zac’s body was gradually exerting a stronger pull, and his mind twisted as his gaze stopped at the merchant. Galau had a treasure within his body, and who knew what kind of items he’d stockpiled during his years of stay. He was a walking pill that could push him toward⁠—

An excited exclamation thankfully interrupted that taboo line of thought.

“I’m done! It’s all set!”

Zac exhaled and got to his feet. He’d made it. Now, he just needed to get these people as far away from him as possible. Because like a tree, Zac knew he was stuck. The Void wouldn’t let go of the riches it discovered.

Like it or not, he’d have to break through inside a rocket hurled at the strongest cultists in Zecia.
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LIGHT AND DARKNESS


“This is the central console for the [Centurion Spear]. When I activate it, it’ll trigger all the protocols I’ve installed over the past day,” Galau said, looking at Zac nervously. “After that, it shouldn’t take more than half a minute before it’s launched.”

“If I stay longer?” Zac said, his voice hoarse from tension. “How long before it’ll reach its target?”

“Uh,” Galau hesitated. “I don’t know. Half an hour, maybe? It’ll continuously speed up after piercing through the dimensional storm, though. Why are you asking? The relative speed will rip you apart if you stay any longer than our window.”

“My situation is complicated,” Zac grunted. “Activate it and escape with the others. Don’t worry about me. I have my methods. I’ll see you on the outside. And don’t expose your identity as a sealbearer.”

Galau opened his mouth to argue, but something about Zac’s gaze made him sigh and nod in agreement. Instead, he took out a communicator. “Get ready, everyone! I’m activating the spear.”

‘I’m afraid I cannot let you do that, my friend.’

An intense scream of peril penetrated Zac’s hazy consciousness. Ingrained experience made Zac’s body move on instinct, dragging Galau to the side of the room just as a small golden sigil appeared on the main entrance. Then, there was only blinding white and a sense of immense majesty. Zac felt his back being lacerated, and millions of small blades pierced him as he shielded the merchant with his body. Thankfully, the miniature projectiles were made of energy and Dao, which reduced them to fuel before they could cause any damage to his insides.

The overwhelming light disappeared as quickly as it came, and Zac’s heart sank upon seeing the fallout. A good chunk of the console was gone, including the control crystal Galau was about to use. The console was dim and without energy, and it was impossible to say whether the situation could be salvaged. That wasn’t the only problem they faced. Zac grimly turned to the door, [Verun’s Bite] already in hand.

While the voice had come from a speaker inside the room, the attack came from the outside. Nothing remained of the two soldiers who had kept watch of the door. They’d been disintegrated by the sudden burst of light, leaving only a few scraps of their equipment behind. Worse, the attack had carved a small hole through the reinforced security door, a testament to its immense power.

The sizzling breach was no larger than a needlepoint, but that wasn’t any different from it being blown wide open for most cultivators. As expected, an unfamiliar figure appeared in a flash of light and curiously looked around the room before focusing on Zac and Galau.

He was human, though the man made Zac think of an angel with his golden locks, matching irises, and long flowing robes. His features were immaculate, and his expression was soft. There was even a golden halo of the Dao of Light behind him. Yet, Zac felt a fatal threat as he looked into the newcomer’s eyes.

This person was dangerous.

It wasn’t because he was clearly a high-ranking imperial or that his Middle D-grade aura greatly surpassed that of the Late D-grade deathsworn captains. There was darkness hidden within the light, an evil that would strike you down if you weren’t careful.

“To think I had to expend the blessing of my Royal Father to open a door. They’re in short supply, you know,” the imperial said with a helpless smile. “I suppose that’s a miscalculation on my part. I didn’t expect you natives to manipulate these systems with such speed and command.”

“Bastard!” Galau roared as he threw out an ancient array disk.

A flickering flood dragon with the power of stars poured out of the disk, drowning the command center in a lofty aura. It only got halfway to its target before a bracelet on the imperial’s arm morphed into a demonic creature.

Zac frowned at its appearance. It had a similar aura to the Qriz’Ul goblins of the Lost Plane, and definitely shared a common origin. Had this man found a place similar to the Ra’Lashar Kingdom? There wasn’t any time to glean anything else. The dragon was cleanly ripped apart before the creature returned to the imperial’s arm.

The battle was completely lopsided. The brief distraction was at least enough for Galau to flash to the damaged console’s side and infuse it with his will. Zac opted to guard Galau from ambush instead of attacking. Activating the weapon took priority. Thankfully, the imperial seemed content to watch. He maintained his smile while observing Galau’s actions, like he was following an amusing play.

Nothing happened.

Zac paled as he was well aware of the ramifications. Failure to initiate the final step meant the [Centurion Spear] wouldn’t activate properly, which meant the fortress would stay stuck in the crumbling subdimension. Energy would keep building until the weakest link broke, and the whole Mystic Realm would be wiped off the map. They were dead meat, even if this powerful stranger didn’t deal with them first.

He had to buy some time while Galau came up with a solution.

“Royal Father? You’re the prince of the Seventh Heaven?” Zac said as he positioned himself between the imperial and Galau.

“I’m Yselio Tobrial, and I’m indeed lucky enough to be a son of the Seventh Heaven.” The man smiled as his eyes left Galau. “You must be Zachary Atwood. I’m very happy the Heavens has blessed me with the opportunity to make your acquaintance. If not for your triumphant ascent, it would have been difficult to deal with the Sindris Clan. Ah, before I forget, I also have to thank you for teaching my dear cousins a small lesson in the Perennial Vastness.”

“Buddy, I have no idea what you’re talking about,” Zac grunted with an impassive face.

“Don’t worry,” Yselio laughed with a dismissive wave of his hand. “I’ve contained the news, though you should understand nothing is forever.”

“Let me guess, rumors might find their way back to the Seven Heavens if something happens to you?”

“Of course not. I never believed in making arrangements after one’s death.” Yselio stepped farther into the command center. “What do I care about the fallout after I die? And wouldn’t I look the fool in case my Royal Father brought me back if I’d given away all my secrets? Besides, the more value I hold, the greater my chances of resurrection.

“I’m more about planning for victory. That way, I’ll be the one to reap all the benefits when I succeed,” Yselio continued, and it suddenly felt like all the air had been sucked out of the room. “And I don’t need to rely on threats to seize this relic of a bygone era. I just need strength.”

Zac’s mind screamed of danger from the man’s mere presence, to the point his bloodline showed signs of retreating into his body. He unleashed the full weight of his killing intent, hoping it’d give Yselio pause. Unfortunately, there was not a ripple on his face as he moved closer.

“If you stop us, this whole place will blow up!”

“Not before I’ve achieved what I came for.” Yselio’s smile grew as his aura rose. “Normally, I’d be happy to let you accomplish your goals. The idea of igniting a fading beacon of that glorious era is quite romantic, and it can potentially create interesting ripples. Unfortunately, it would make my matters difficult. There are still answers I seek, so blowing it up won’t do.”

“That thing!” Galau suddenly urged in a frantic whisper, and Zac slammed the [Court Cycle Token] on an outstretched array disk without missing a beat.

“You—!” Yselio exclaimed, the congenial façade cracking when the console fully came alive. “Why do you have that thing!”

Zac ignored the princeling, his heart beating with hope and anxiety as he felt a huge energy pull. The broken console lit up, and its resurrection was a trigger that spread throughout the room. An intense quake almost threw Zac off his feet, and small bubbles of space and gravity began falling like slow-motion rain.

It had begun, but they weren’t out of the woods yet.

“Go! I’ll hold him off!” Zac roared as golden-white runes appeared across his skin.

Torrential amounts of Cosmic Energy poured through Zac’s pathways, rekindling his weakened body that had seen most of its spirituality sapped by the vortices in his cells. The effects of [Arcadian Crusade] wouldn’t last long with his bloodline eroding the patterns it added to his spiritual body. It proved enough to let him unleash a burst of empowered skills.

A primordial jungle took over the Command Center, and Zac pushed Galau into a tree that deposited him by the emergency exit with the others.

‘Leave without me!’ Zac urged Emily in a mental transmission. He’d noticed their presence just beyond the emergency door, ready to ambush Yselio. ‘I’ll see you on the outside.’

‘Be careful!’

A red-eyed Emily understood her presence would only hinder Zac against such a powerful enemy. She ushered the others into the hallway, leaving only Zac and Yselio in the large hall. Zac muttered a short prayer they’d escape safely as he shot forth in a furious blitz.

Zac wasn’t Yselio’s match despite his recent gains. He could already tell the prince’s Dao of Light had surpassed the level of Dao Branches, and that was only the tip of the iceberg. A careful approach to sound out the enemy would leave him at a helpless disadvantage, so Zac could only pursue a more dangerous path to victory. He’d go all out from the start, forcing an opportunity before Yselio could unleash his full power like Kator did at the end of their duel.

“Hold me off?” Yselio said, his eyes cold as ice as his halo exploded. “Are you worthy? Disrupting fate comes at a price, even for a Flamebearer. Return what you’ve squandered.”

The Command Center faded and was replaced by an imperial hall with two rows of tables facing each other. Farther behind, rows of celestial soldiers formed, their golden eyes already looking at Zac like he’d encroached on the Heavens. A great golden throne stood at the seat of honor, with Yselio standing before it.

An emperor and his court.

The celestial court swept the forest away without any struggle. The suppression was absolute, whether you looked at energy or Dao. In addition, the court was filled with immense amounts of Faith Energy, which gave the soldiers life and purpose. Gradually, outlines of magistrates and generals began forming by the empty tables. Their auras were shocking, like Yselio had conjured the great leaders of the Seventh Heaven.

The spores of [Primal Edict] similarly dissipated under the radiant splendor. No matter how much energy Zac pushed into the skill, it was all the same. He unleashed a furious barrage with [Evolutionary Edge] in an attempt to destabilize the domain. He couldn’t find any weakness to target, and destroying the soldiers only resulted in new ones forming from bursts of light.

Zac couldn’t even tell whether it was an illusion, a domain, or if a separate space had been formed. The approaching soldiers had passed through spots where consoles and array pillars should be, and he couldn’t see the falling gravity spheres from before. The only thing Zac was somewhat certain of was that they were still within the Command Center since he could still feel the Void Network spreading through the tower.

“You seem confused?” Yselio smiled. “It’s understandable. You shouldn’t have seen a true expression of Imperial Qi before, considering such abilities are banned inside the Perennial Vastness. Valsa must have mistaken her dynasty’s glory with personal strength and believed herself infallible even without the support of her subjects. The First Heaven has ruled unopposed for a long time, leaving them complacent.

“Our family is different. We are the Seventh, the very last. It’s almost a miracle we weren’t consumed by the others in those early days. We’re aware of our inadequacies, and we’ll never forget that we have slowly climbed to our current heights through our subjects’ grace. Emperor and Empire are one; the former cannot exist without the latter. I’d never set foot in a place where I couldn’t use the true power of the Imperial Qi.”

It was suspicious that Yselio was content talking despite the dangerous situation. Zac couldn’t figure out what he was up to. Suddenly, he felt something passing through his network of Void Tendrils, and his eyes widened in alarm. Yselio was also branching out, though he was targeting the nearby consoles rather than treasures.

The powerful domain left Zac helpless to stop their advance, but it couldn’t stop the Void. He roused his bloodline, sicking it on the invading streaks of light like a pack of bloodhounds. The Void was more than happy to oblige after being denied sustenance for so long, and tendrils of nothingness began consuming the threads that spread from the Tobrial prince.

“Hm?” Yselio muttered with a frown. “What⁠—”

Zac couldn’t let him investigate, and threw caution to the wind. An immense drain on his Cosmic Core let him simultaneously activate three D-grade talismans, one with Miasma, one with Divine Energy, and one unattuned. It was his most extravagant method to use his trinity core and the energy transmission was greatly accelerated by [Arcadian Crusade].

Thousands of madly spinning blades joined two shrouds of opposing Dao, which created an out of control storm that swept through Yselio’s domain. The paradox of his path was put on open display, destroying anything it touched. Golden soldiers were destroyed by the hundreds, and the radiant splendor of the court faded under the onslaught.

Zac didn’t care about exposing his ability to use Miasma. He couldn’t. He’d already been losing control, and using the Void to fight this way was like having a sword hanging over his head. Zac needed to finish the fight before his breakthrough started. They didn’t take long, but Zac would be completely helpless during that time. He’d be like a lamb to the slaughter before Yselio.

Three runes appeared above the empty throne, reading ‘Faith,’ ‘Strength,’ and ‘Unity.’ As far as Zac could tell, while they weren’t true edicts, they still radiated unquestionable might that greatly stabilized the court. Zac didn’t care that the domain held, nor that significantly tougher counterparts replaced the destroyed soldiers.

The talismans had paved the path and temporarily nullified the suppression of Yselio’s superior Dao. Zac’s surroundings were painted the color of his path, and he used the opportunity to the fullest. Destructive forces coursed through his body as he shot straight for his target, with multiple Skill Fractals activating at once.

The resummoned soldiers were temporarily stalled by a repeatedly resummoned jungle in an epic struggle between the wilds and civilization. Zac swung his axe, unleashing two churning clouds. One was death, the other was life, each bolstered by the lingering energy from the talismans and the dimension’s spatial decay. The unbridgeable boundary between Life and Death clove through the courtyard, rapidly picking up strength and speed as it swept toward its target.

The corrupted beast reappeared, seemingly intent on taking the empowered [Rapturous Divide] head-on. Zac feared it would succeed, considering its display against Galau’s array disk. A streak of white, gold, and red flashed right past the growing line of severance, and the creature was pushed out of the way when a second beast appeared with incredible speed.

It was Verun who had emerged in its spiritual form, radiating a bloodthirst that could shake the Heavens. The Tool Spirit didn’t have the towering size it showcased during its breakthrough, only reaching three meters over the ground to match its opponents. Still, it had condensed the energy and power of its immense form into a smaller size, turning Verun into a weapon of matchless ferocity.

The domain’s suppression couldn’t stop the primordial hyena, nor could the radiant lights. They only served as a foil to its anger, and Verun unleashed it all on the demonic beast. A furious and brutal exchange of bites and swipes wreaked havoc on the surroundings, with dozens of golden soldiers becoming collateral as Verun forced the creature away from its master.

Zac saw his opportunity, adding oil to the fire by activating another skill he’d been channeling. Demarcation from the front and judgment from above struck simultaneously like a beast’s maws snapping shut. Yselio’s face never faltered as a radiant barrier enclosed him. The ground heaved from the collision, kicking up a storm of tumultuous energies.

The barrier effortlessly withstood both [Arcadia’s Judgment] and [Rapturous Divide], leaving Yselio unruffled and unscathed. The second stage of the skill didn’t even activate, with the dais blocking the spikes from below. Still, the two skills flooded Yselio’s surroundings with a fog made from Zac’s Daos and Energies.

A blurry form burst through the chaos, his aura perfectly blending with the surroundings. It was Zac, his eyes steely with murderous intent as he flew right into the barrier. The shield held without a ripple, though only because Zac slipped right through it. He’d already released the breaks on his bloodline, and the Void freely coursed through his body, shifting him further out of phase with the Cosmos.

Vines launched with suicidal determination to bind their opponent for at least a fraction of a second. Zac’s heart bled upon sensing Vivi burning her very limited life force to assist. Still, he turned the anger into an unbending conviction as he flooded his companion with Divine Energy bolstered by his Eoz nodes running at overdrive.

Determination and sacrifice wouldn’t be enough. The gap between Vivi and their opponent was simply too great. However, she wasn’t working alone. Three bloody vines sprung out of thin air, their steely wood adding another layer of restriction to share the load. It was the empowered creepers of [Primal Edict], summoned with a mix of Cosmic and Void Energy to skip the incubation period.

Yselio seemed genuinely shocked that Zac had passed through his impermeable barrier to unleash a volley of instant attacks. It confirmed Zac’s theory that Yselio hadn’t discovered the nature of his bloodline, or at least that he wasn’t privy to the full picture. It was the difference between life and death since Zac’s whole plan hinged on timing and the element of surprise.

Void Energy flooded the surroundings as Zac activated [Void Zone]. Simultaneously, a golden laurel emitting an archaic aura appeared on his head as a golden luster different from the celestial court’s radiance suffused the area. [Empyrean Aegis] had been activated with Void Energy, adding another skill to the tally.

Zac hadn’t activated the defensive skill with protection in mind. It was all to deliver his most disruptive combination with [Void Zone]. Yselio grunted as his energy backlashed while the Heavens were shrouded by the Void. Zac’s right shoulder blade exploded at this exact moment, releasing streaks of utter nothingness that tore right through [Ossuary Bulwark].

The sudden eruption acted like a booster that pushed Zac forward as the refined mix of Oblivion Energy, Miasma, and Cosmic Energy poured into [Verun’s Bite]. A blade of condensed Annihilation formed, and it was as though time had stopped when it descended on Yselio’s forehead. Every scrap of Zac’s power and experience crystallized into a singular moment where he put everything on the line.

The princeling’s eyes were blank as Oblivion destroyed thought, fate, and future. Then, a greedy smile appeared on Yselio’s lips as light turned into darkness and good into evil.

“Alone through a strange sea of thought… The legacy of the Void!”
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OVERWHELMED


An ominous presence filled the court when light and darkness were inverted, and the three glowing runes above the throne seemed to have taken on an entirely different meaning. The dusk was pervasive and suffocating, leaving Zac stunned at the realization that Yselio possessed not one but two Earthly Daos from the Peak of Taiji.

The prince’s path appeared surprisingly similar to his own. Two opposing Daos from one peak, while Yselio used the Dao of Faith to give shape and context, instead of Zac’s Dao of Conflict. Of course, their cultivation ultimately was completely different. Light was not Life, and Darkness was not Death. They held entirely different truths, and Yselio’s path had nothing in common with Zac’s.

Yselio’s path reflected human nature, at least according to his personal worldview. Everything had two sides, and no one was purely good or evil. Perhaps it was his understanding of Imperial governance, where an Empire needed both glory and ruthless callousness to survive.

The revelation of the true scope of Yselio’s Daos was a huge blow, considering dealing with one Earthly Dao was hard enough. Fusing his Daos with his Dao Mold and elevating them with [Spiritual Void] would let them contend with Peak Branches, but the next step was an almost unbridgeable gap. Worse, Yselio had discerned Zac’s path just as Zac understood Yselio’s. The Void had remained hidden since all who faced it had died.

Warning sirens blared in the back of Zac’s mind from having his secrets laid bare, and Yselio’s cruel smile gave the impression of a spider having trapped its prey. What could he do? Zac was a released arrow. Every skill in his repertoire had been used to create this opening, and he’d crammed most of his Oblivion Energy into the Skill Fractal he’d named [Extinction Event]. Backing down only meant all that effort being wasted, and the initiative would be in Yselio’s hands.

He’d have to forge ahead, ensuring his sacrifice yielded some result.

Time paradoxically moved excruciatingly slow and shockingly fast as Zac’s mind ran in overdrive. His muscles and sinew groaned with complaint as he pushed his aligned constitution to unprecedented heights in an effort to hasten the Oblivion Blade’s final stretch on its journey. Zac could no longer see Yselio’s eyes because of the pervasive darkness—it felt like they were mocking him from the shadows.

A small backlash and a transferred notion of pain indicated the two sets of vines sealing Yselio’s limbs had simply disappeared. The darkness shifted, and the bones in Zac’s right arm creaked when his swing was abruptly stopped like it hit a solid wall. [Extinction Event] was already an experimental skill, and the collision made Zac lose 20% of its energy.

A billowing shockwave of Annihilation became a blight on the surroundings. Even the darkness was annihilated, giving Zac a better look at what’d happened. His ultimate strike had been blocked by Yselio’s sword. The weapon was utterly black except for a singular dot of unblemished light above the hilt.

It emitted no aura, more acting like his Void by consuming all around it. Still, it wasn’t hard to tell it was an unfathomable relic surpassing any of Zac’s Spirit Tools. How else could it block a strike made from so much Oblivion Energy, with the only price being its edge fading a bit? In fact, the sword acted like a black hole, rapidly draining the energy of his strike.

Yselio looked different, draped in a robe darker than the Abyss, while his face hinted at unspeakable evil. Still, there was a small hope of salvation hidden in the depths of those brutal eyes, like the speck of light on the inky sword.

A stalemate meant loss, and loss meant death. Luckily, [Extinction Event] wasn’t a physical manifestation. It was directed Annihilation unfettered by shape or form. The Oblivion Edge cleanly split in two, passing the sword by when it couldn’t destroy it. Yselio’s eyes widened slightly, but there was no panic.

Reality split in two as light joined darkness, where a white-robed Yselio swung a second blade, this one a radiant white. It unleashed a cascading wave of light that consumed [Extinction Event] and Zac alike. Zac held on as long as he could, no matter how futile it was. He was already focusing on a hidden spot within his body when he lost the connection to his skill.

Zac couldn’t see anything, even with his Soul Sense. Only the lack of Kill Energy confirmed his gambit had failed. Yselio proved too powerful, resisting Oblivion and Void alike. Zac had a few cards left, but none were as strong or reliable as those he’d already used. His only remedy now was to rely on Sendor’s protection while finishing his breakthrough. By that point, he might be able to turn the tables on the Imperial Prince, if the Void hadn’t already consumed him.

He acted decisively, but Yselio was even faster. Three arms and three swords fused into one that pierced toward Zac’s torso. The stab moved with the speed of light and contained the weight of an empire. [Void Zone] barely managed to dim the blade’s radiance as it skewered its nullification zone, and [Ossuary Bulwark] may as well have been made from brittle clay when faced with its tip.

A trinity of Dao and energy flooded Zac’s body before his danger sense had the chance to activate, and not even the Void could approach the invading force. Blinding light irradiated his Soul Aperture, and Zac’s Soul Cores began eroding under the unrelenting glow. It was like the light wanted to cleanse his whole aperture, leaving behind a blank slate. Cruel darkness buried his cells to stall the golden hurricanes within.

All the while, a towering majesty of Imperial Judgment overwhelmed his thoughts in an attempt to shatter his Dao Heart. The lightning-quick thrust simultaneously targeted the Soul, Body, and Heart, where a single weakness meant death. Zac would have instantly succumbed if not for his unusually holistic path.

Decades of hard work narrowly awarded him the resilience needed to endure while the vortices in his cells began consuming the three entrenched Daos. Zac desperately tried to disengage while refocusing on the Sendor’s seal, when a wave of despair almost gave the Imperial Judgment an opening upon realizing killing him wasn’t even Yselio’s goal. Three miniature seals had formed around Sendor’s hidden impartment, stopping Zac’s attempts to activate the lifesaving grace.

“Don’t be hasty,” Yselio’s voice carried through the blinding light. “Show me what else is hiding within your body.”

The Tobrial scion gave no quarter or respite, following his taunt with a deadly thrust aimed at Zac’s forehead. This time, he was only targeted by the white sword, which was bad enough. Zac parried, relying on instincts and Luck since his eyes couldn’t keep up. At that moment, a black blade pierced his back, wreaking havoc on his insides while injecting more hostile darkness.

It was the beginning of a desperate and confusing fight in the boundary between light and darkness, where just staying alive was asking more than Zac could give. He was fighting three Yselios at once, each possessing a Dao and power surpassing Zac’s. They were both real and mirages, resulting from the prince’s unbelievable speed and the Earthly Daos blocking Zac’s senses.

Yselio’s methods were furious, unforgiving, and unpredictable, where two swords occasionally fused into an empowered thrust before seamlessly separating again. Dozens of Dao-infested wounds racked up within a second, and Zac was constantly forced to retreat and accept injuries to avoid death.

Zac kept trying to contact Sendor’s seal, but the barrier was impregnable. It would take at least a few minutes to grind down the barrier, even with the Void’s assistance. Time Zac absolutely didn’t have. Activating skills with Cosmic Energy was out of the question with a well-timed estoc disrupting the energy rotation. It was the same technique Zac had used many times on his enemies, though Yselio relied on raw speed rather than technique.

Void Energy couldn’t be blocked, but what was the use? [Evolutionary Edge] was already running, powerless to turn the tides. His other skills were either on cooldown or unable to endure Yselio’s domain. Verun fought furiously to break free and help out The corrupted beast was a huge threat that could consume spirituality, explaining how it so effortlessly destroyed Galau’s Array Dragon.

Zac couldn’t keep backing down, even if he urgently needed a breather. The domain had drastically changed when the Dao of Darkness mixed with the Dao of Light. One moment, he saw the celestial court shrouded in darkness, defended by the imperial guards. The next, he stood in the middle of a twisted dungeon filled with blood-soaked inquisitors wielding macabre tools of torture.

Guards and inquisitors were bearing down on him, ready to push an already helpless situation to certain death. Zac would have to take another gamble before it was too late, this one even more dangerous.

One rune on the wooden handle of his axe already glowed with sanguine light, and the second one finally joined it after months of slumber. A roar from the ancient wilds shook Yselio’s domain. Blinding light flickered and dimmed, and suffocating darkness dispersed. Out of nowhere, hundreds of smaller beasts formed, like a pack answering their leader’s call to the hunt.

Soldiers and jailors were ripped to shreds, and Yselio’s assault temporarily halted as the princeling found himself drowned by a frenzied pack that only kept growing. The three forms fused into one true form as his movement became restricted by relentless carnage.

Five swipes became a dozen bites, which grew and morphed into an unfettered storm of violence when dozens of primordial hyenas fused into a force of nature. Even space buckled under the assault. Zac didn’t hold any hope [Primordial Call] could contain Yselio for long, let alone take him out. It was a testament to the prince’s power; even an ultimate skill with a month’s cooldown requiring the blood of a hundred D-grade opponents to recharge couldn’t change anything.

It was fine, so long as Zac got the small window needed to follow through on his plan. A large stone appeared in his hand, and a vortex formed as Zac almost blacked out from hunger. It was the [Stone of Celestial Void], the treasure Zac first saw in the Orom Exchange and later got from Iz Tayn. Zac was no longer holding back his breakthrough; he was kicking the doors wide open in hopes his bloodline would rip Yselio apart before he lost consciousness.

It was a desperate gambit, considering he couldn’t control the Void well enough to use the vortices in battle. Especially not against an opponent moving so fast, Zac’s eyes couldn’t keep up. Unfortunately, it was the only solution he had left. He was all out of cards, and the only remaining move was to flip the whole table.

Hopefully, it would at least give Yselio pause and make him back down. Every second wasted meant a new lease of life, where new variables could provide a path to survival. Twenty-eight seconds had passed since Galau activated the [Centurion Spear], though he’d only endured Yselio’s onslaught for five. The rest of the time was through Yselio’s stalling, which meant the [Centurion Spear] would fire any moment.

Hundreds of vortices opened as the tower’s ransacking officially began, dragging treasures and piles of materials into the beyond with redoubled effort after having been held back so long. Zac gave his tacit blessing, only demanding one thing: bring the Void to him. He exerted his will, picturing a vast vortex ripping the whole domain asunder.

Zac felt blood vessels in his eyes burst as he strained with every fiber of his being, and he almost cried with relief when a ten-meter-vortex popped up in the middle of [Primordial Call]. It instantaneously consumed all around it, leaving a pocket of nothingness like an [Annihilation Sphere] had gone off.

A streak of exhausted spirituality poured into [Verun’s Bite]. The Tool Spirit had already lost much of its spirit to the corrupted beast’s attacks, and activating [Primordial Call] had exhausted what it had left. Its opponent wasn’t much better off after having been pincered by Verun and its pack.

The situation had completely turned around, like it had many times before, thanks to Zac’s bloodline and Void’s inherently unpredictable nature.

Zac barely had time to register the lack of Kill Energy before an immense beam tore through the Void. It shattered the vortex, depositing a pile of items and Void Energy before bearing down on Zac with undodgeable speed.

Zac saw death’s approach and desperately tried to form another vortex. The Void resisted, like it understood it’d just been damaged by the approaching force. Then, a huge halo of vibrant Life flooded the court, its splendor even surpassing the Dao of Light. Within, a familiar yet foreign flower swayed.

It was Vivi, looking as young and vibrant as a sapling as she grew thousands of vines to form an impenetrable wall before him. Zac’s eyes briefly lit up before being clouded by despair. The beam was blocked, though not because of an opportune breakthrough. Verve was replaced by decay as Vivi’s true form expended her last mote of life force.

The vine flower shattered like a mirror, her husk unable to endure the remnant energies. Zac’s already frayed rationality almost snapped when he felt the mental connection break. Towering fury overwhelmed the hunger and took control of his bloodline. The Void had denied him when he needed it the most, so he would take from it what he needed, just like he took from the Heavens.

The surroundings shifted as the distance became Void, and Zac found himself before a startled Yselio who had just returned from the beyond. The prince reacted instantaneously, his thrusts passing through Zac without connecting with flesh. When the attack failed, Yselio decisively retreated, but the Void blocked his way. Zac stood behind him, before him, around him. His hands were vortices of cold retribution and connected to the one thing that best resonated with his mental state.

A deluge of murderous intent from an ancient era joined Zac’s own, mixing and fusing into hatred manifest. The ancient Autarch’s lingering will seemed to sense the target was a descendant of his enemy, and it stopped resisting Void’s pull. The combined killing intent poured into Yselio, its quantity and focus surpassing what Zac previously endured many times over.

Yselio’s eyes lit up like beacons, and writhing veins twisted his graceful features. He unleashed a bestial roar instilled with his full path, and the shockwave pushed Zac away. But Zac wasn’t ready to let go, and neither was the creature roused from his slumber by Vivi’s demise.

Haro was wide awake, and his rage burned so hot that the sun in Zac’s chest almost exploded. An immense pull on Dao and Mental Energy almost shattered Zac’s Evolutionary Soul Core. Zac gave no heed to cost or damage as he provided what Haro needed.

The Worldring on Zac’s finger wasn’t designed to endure a rampaging Heavenrender Vine or the drain from its blinding growth. A scream of intense danger forced Zac awake from his rage-addled state, and he hurriedly ripped off his left ring finger and threw it at Yselio while letting the shockwave carry him farther away. The Worldring had already twisted on itself because of the immense spatial energies pouring from its cracks.

The ring exploded, unleashing a tempestuous spatial storm that swept the incoming sword away. Zac didn’t see exactly what happened. One moment, there was only chaos. The next, a bowl-sized hole had been punched right through the chest of a delirious Yselio. The method escaped Zac’s senses, but the source was clear. The attack came from the blood-red bulb in the storm’s center that released such intense killing intent the air twisted around it.

It was Haro, having forced his way through the spatial seal in his desire to exact revenge. A full quarter of his body was withered, which was shocking considering how much life force a Peak-quality Plant King held. It was the price Haro paid to unleash an unstoppable attack the moment it appeared. Even then, Haro wasn’t satisfied. Vivi was still dead, while Yselio remained alive.

Zac could hear a primal scream as hundreds of vines lashed out at everything that moved. The sinister devils were grabbed and ripped apart by unyielding vines, their bloodless deaths only making Haro angrier. Even Zac had two vines shoot toward his chest like bullets, though they stopped at the last second to target something else.

The wounded corrupted beast became the first true casualty, its body reduced to meaty pulp. Yselio bore the brunt of Haro’s anger. Half the vines were lashing and ripping at the Tobrial prince. Unfortunately, even with his mind overwhelmed by corrosive killing intent, he became an impregnable wall through reflexive, lightning-quick swordplay.

Such movements should have worsened his already lethal wounds, if not for a necklace that shattered, releasing a storm of Imperial Qi. It felt like Yselio was being propped up by billions of citizens ready to share his burdens. Zac’s anger still burned red-hot, and he refused to let Yselio escape.

However, nothing happened when he tried to join Haro’s onslaught. He was locked in place, with the Void fully seizing his body. The same was true for his Draugr half, who had been gorging on Void Crystals and High-quality treasures the moment he decided to go for broke.

Yselio’s face was pallid. His long hair was in disarray, and his luxurious robes were drenched in blood from the terrifying wound in his chest. He leaked energy like a sieve because of a crack in his Cosmic Core, and his aura flickered precariously as ancient killing intent tore apart his soul piece by piece.

Yet his defensive swings grew increasingly refined, like he was gradually reclaiming control. Yselio soon emitted such a dangerous aura that even Haro snapped out of his mania and retreated. The blazing fury was still there, but the Heavenrender Vine was a natural predator. He understood he could only exact revenge if he survived.

“Flame… bearers…” Yselio slurred with a jarring voice as trails of blood and spittle ran down his mouth. “Dangerous… Indeed.”

Zac struggled to stay awake, his vision closing in. The tower was picked clean, and he could tell he had reached the quota. An exhausted smile appeared on Zac’s face as he thought of Emily and Ra’Klid. At least they were safe. He could feel the immense torrents coursing through the tower and the aura of a true dimension peeking through the cracks. The weapon had been activated successfully, and the whole base of the fortress should have been deposited outside.

The rest was up to the Heavens. Zac couldn’t move a finger and was forced to look on as Yselio ambled closer. His eyes shone like beacons from the depths of hell, and a twisted smile grew on his face as he lifted the terrifying sword to deliver a final blow.

A crack of a familiar origin silently opened behind Yselio. It had the same archaic air as skills imbued with Void Energy, except the breach was not made by Zac or his bloodline. Neither was it made from Void Energy. Four black blades emerged from Yselio’s chest before he could react, and a pulse of unidentifiable energy scattered the Imperial Qi keeping him safe.

The attacker was a young woman wielding a claw in one hand and something resembling a detonator in the other. Floating behind her were two exquisite drones that emitted the same aura as hers. A Technocrat, one far more powerful than the others he’d encountered.

“You—!” Yselio roared, the rest of his words growing indistinct as the final tethers of reality were severed.

The boundary between self and Void disappeared as Zac’s consciousness was dragged into the depths of his bloodline. Hundreds of vortices formed around him, forming an alien constellation. Yselio, held aloft by the claw on the newcomer’s hand, could no longer hold onto his domain. The celestial court shattered, and they returned to the Command Center.

Something landed by Zac’s side as the drones formed a sphere of blue sigils, enclosing the Technocrat and her prey. They were gone the next moment, teleporting through unknown means.

‘Hurry, hide!’ Zac urged with his last shred of consciousness, prompting the Heavenrender Vine to disappear into a spare Worldring on his hand.

Then, nothingness.
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RAINDROPS


The ship gently sailed atop the clouds that stretched across the horizon. Dusk was approaching, painting the horizon orange and pink. Hidden formations kept most of the wind at bay, and the only clear sign of their great velocity were the gaps in the clouds that occasionally flashed by. They provided a welcome change to the monotone view by showcasing a feral expanse untouched by human hands.

The Void Herald had called it the edge of the Thousand Beasts Ridge. It was a region full of opportunities, according to the other passengers. Immense Dragon Veins and blessed lands gave birth to endless treasures, and many had discovered ruins full of hidden knowledge and paths to hidden realms.

Despite the riches, few cultivators dared travel beyond the outer perimeter. Even Void Heralds feared the beasts who made the mountain ranges their domain. There were also plenty of death traps formed naturally by the Heavens. As such, a region surpassing the Blue Spring Sect’s domain by thousands of times remained unclaimed for millions of years.

Even the Hur’Vaz Empire, the home of their old sect, couldn’t be compared to the Thousand Beasts Ridge’s size. Eight factions bordered the region, each so vast their homeland wouldn’t be considered more than a remote province.

Karz had always been acutely aware of his humble origins, but he’d still underestimated how high the peaks could go. Reading the incomplete and mostly made-up missives back in the sect had left him ignorant of the fact that the Hur’Vaz Empire was just a small force on a satellite planet of a far-grander continent.

The only reason the Hur’Vaz Empire could claim themselves ruler of their little fiefdom was a tenuous connection to a real sect on the Grand Expanse Continent—the Serene Sea Sect they were currently headed for. It was the second-smallest of the factions bordering the Thousand Beasts Ridge, yet it represented a huge opportunity for himself and his ‘young master.’

Another gap in the clouds whizzed by. Karz barely spared it a glance, having long lost his interest in observing the wilderness. His heart had been moved by the stories during their first weeks of travel, and he’d half-expected to encounter something amazing during their journey.

How could there be unclaimed treasures on one of the public, regularly trafficked routes? The only break from the monotony was meeting the occasional vessel. Even that had grown boring. The vessels controlled by subsidiary factions kept a wide berth because of the overbearing sigil on the sides of their ship, and boarding the mercantile vessels usually left a sour taste in Karz’s mouth.

The greatest commotion came when they encountered a young woman standing on the clouds holding a spear. A Peak Void Herald, and such a young one, at that. There was apparently not a single one in the Serene Sea Sect, though there were rumors their elusive Sect Master might have reached that stage.

She must have come from an even loftier faction to wield such power at her age. The others believed she was out gaining experience. Luckily, her goal had been the ridge rather than their vessel. Their lofty guide hadn’t even dared breathe as he provided direction, bowing deeply enough to touch the ground until she was out of sight.

There was always a greater mountain. It was comforting, in a way, since it meant he could keep climbing without causing any waves.

“Hey, what do you think about the old man’s question?”

Karz turned over, finding Laondio sitting in his self-made chaos of messy notes and medicinal dregs. It was almost impressive how he managed to maintain the unkempt and dazed appearance of a scholar who had stayed too long within the archives during their journey.

“The greater purpose of cultivation?” Karz said as he began tidying up. “Who cares? Even if there is one, what does it have to do with me?”

“Junior Brother, you were a lot more likable when you pretended to be meek,” Laondio laughed. “Then again, you wouldn’t have accumulated the necessary resources without your feigned arrogance.”

It was true. Collecting alchemical dregs and garbage proved insufficient for his cultivation. As his affinities improved, they grew more discerning. Where would a rat born in a pile of refuse get their hands on expensive treasures? Completing Sect Tasks and trading with merit was just a way for the sect to secure cheap labor. You wouldn’t amount to much even if you continuously risked your life. The good things were kept in the hands of the silver spoons while the have-nots fought over the scraps.

Karz found it more effective to orchestrate a series of enmities with the young masters of the sect, manufacturing justification to seize treasures as compensation. It wasn’t hard. Cultivators were the same everywhere, be it the Blue Spring Sect or the Grand Expanse Continent. Arrogant, bored, and trapped by convention. It was no wonder most factions were stagnant.

Some fools sought trouble simply because of his origin or unflattering nickname. Others could be made to lose all reason with a smile and a few words directed at the right girl. Playing with fire had almost cost Karz his life more than once, but it allowed him to gather enough materials to pursue power through other venues.

“There’s nothing?” Laondio pressed.

“Not everyone is like you.” Karz shrugged. “What’s wrong with searching for power for power’s sake?”

“Power for power’s sake…” Laondio sighed as he looked up at the stars. “Raindrops falling through the desolate, unknowing of their origin. The status quo isn’t enough.”

Karz had no idea what his companion was talking about, and had long gotten used to the inscrutable comments and lofty ideals.

“You’ll figure something out,” Karz grunted as he got to his feet. “This won’t work, though.”

Karz was talking about the pile of notes he’d stacked and ordered. As always, he’d taken a peek to see if there was anything useful for his cultivation. This time, Laondio was researching a purification formation where you’d install a pillar in your backyard.

As for the medicinal dregs, they were already tucked away in his Cosmos Sack. They wouldn’t help much, just better than nothing. Besides, Laondio didn’t let propriety limit his experiments, and the Void Herald’s Inner World was seemingly bottomless when it came to Laondio’s needs. These scraps were much better than what he used back then.

“Oh? You’ve finally read the books I lent you?” Laondio said with interest.

“Just enough to not get myself killed around you,” Karz grunted. “This thing is much more effective than normal purification arrays, but that’s because it’s just pushing the taint away. Whoever dares put that thing in their courtyard would have their throats slit in the middle of the night. Unless it’s the Sect Master, I guess.”

Laondio looked taken aback at the conclusion. “Ah, you’re right. I got too caught up in the theory, forgetting to consider the application. Perhaps if I strengthened it to cover the whole sect.”

“That’ll start a war.” Karz laughed. “Even if it didn’t, wouldn’t you just surround your home with corruption, destroying your cultivation grounds and polluting the Earth? Maybe if you built one large enough to cover the Cosmos.”

“Maybe you’re onto something.” Laondio grinned.

“Whatever,” Karz said. “I’m going to cultivate.”

“Junior brother, I hope you one day can find a real answer. Even if it’s one in conflict with my vision,” Laondio said. “Until then, I’m happy to have you by my side.”

“What if I’m just using you for power’s sake?”

Laondio just laughed. “What if I’m just using you?”

Karz scoffed then emptied his glass and walked away. It was simple, really. If their ambitions ever put them against each other, they’d have to see who had the bigger fist. Of course, Karz refused to believe the Cosmos wasn’t big enough for the two of them. At least, he hoped it wasn’t. He’d rather go against a whole sect than that outwardly harmless scholar, and not because of sentimental reasons.

Laondio carried great secrets, secrets possibly surpassing his bloodline. Laondio maintained his lead no matter how much Karz improved his cultivation speed, despite spending most of his time on various projects. There was also that uncanny way that reality bent to Laondio’s will. Everything just worked out, like he was being swept forth by predestination.

Could a man really be that beloved by the Heavens?

Karz sometimes felt like he was living a dream, one where he wasn’t even the protagonist. It was Laondio, who repeatedly overturned convention without anyone asking how and why. How could he invent pill formulas that awed even the Serene Sea Sect with their ancient history? Why did his detractors disappear one after another? How could he see through almost any item, method, or technique?

It seemed as though only Karz noticed these discrepancies while the rest of the world went with the flow. And Laondio didn’t even appear to care about his bubble of immutability being exposed. If anything, he seemed happy to have a confidant, though it was a topic they never broached. Just like they never discussed why Karz’s Heavenly Root had improved by two grades between his admission to the Blue Spring Sect and their visit to the Hur’Vaz Academy.

The world was cold, and Laondio’s warm treatment sometimes made Karz feel like a pig being raised for the slaughter. Still, it was undeniable that Laondio had been instrumental in his rise. He would have died a few times over if not for Laondio helping from the shadows. And how many times had Laondio just so happened to mention he’d heard rumors of a promising treasure ground, or that he’d found some scribbles that invariably led Karz to treasures he needed to advance?

Even the rare opportunity to leave their homeworld for greater heights was largely thanks to Laondio. Karz’s official strength wasn’t enough to contend for a real slot when the Serene Emissary visited the Hur’Vaz Academy. The only way he’d gain the Void Herald’s attention was if he exposed some of his bloodline.

Karz knew he’d reached an impasse and had seriously considered taking the risk. Laondio effortlessly sidestepped the issue by passing a special trial, directly becoming the Sect Master’s direct disciple. From there, he’d appointed Karz as his sword attendant, allowing him to tag along to the Grand Expanse Continent.

The role didn’t come with any benefits, but what did that matter? He could make his own fortune so long as he had the right stage. The same held for Laondio’s intentions. The garbage piles atop the incineration platforms would always be part of Karz, reminding him that one couldn’t be picky where the food came from. What mattered was that it’d let you survive and fight another day.

It was a fool’s dream to hope for any semblance of control. Civilization and the rule of law were made from thin, brittle lacquer. The slightest shock to the system would turn gentlemen into beasts and sages into devils. He’d keep going, keep surviving, until the day he was the king of the jungle. At that point, he could consider matters like the ‘greater purpose of cultivation.’

Karz sealed his room before taking out the wooden gourd he’d bought for a pittance the other day. He wondered what the trader would think if he knew the old thing hid a natal seed bursting with Nature’s Dao. Though it had eluded even the Appraiser’s discerning gaze, nothing could escape the limitless hunger of his blood.

Green wisps were slowly extracted, each providing greater benefits than the circle of medicinal dregs he drew around himself. It took only two hours for his body to reach satiety. He’d ideally continue with a different element, if not for running woefully short of fuel despite his best efforts to supplement his reserves along the way. He occasionally struck gold, but few merchants would sell wares of unknown providence and value.

He turned his gaze inward, finding the nine sigils silently floating within the mysterious mist. Most were ethereal, barely casting a shadow. Only one stood out from the others, a five-colored rune resembling a lotus flower. It was the first sigil to form after he reached Golden Core, and the only to undergo an evolution in the thirty years since.

It wasn’t a coincidence. The Blue Spring Sect’s most famous arts were the Tidal Resurgence Mantra and the Steelstar Compendium. As such, most treasures that entered their gates contained the spirit of the Grand Materia. Adding the alchemical flames left inside wooden alchemical dregs, and you had four out of the five elements.

The only one that came close was Nature’s Sigil. Not because of the gourd. Because it was an inescapable part of medicinal herbs.

Karz observed the sigils a few minutes before summoning the strongest. A surge of searing heat spread through his body as patches of skin reddened. A ferocious aura joined the searing heat, and dark patterns resembling scales gave texture to the angry red. Karz glanced into a mirror.

The unique pattern on his forehead was a mix of the two sigils forming something beyond the sum of its parts. It was only one of a vast number of possible combinations, though the one he most often used when facing danger. Part of it was because the manuals he cultivated meshed well with his transformation. Most of it was a natural consequence of Nature and Grand Materia being the strongest sigils in his collection.

He could maintain this state for ten minutes if needed. Karz wasn’t planning on working on his control today. A third sigil was called, and white markings appeared upon the scale-like formations as the patterns grew more orderly. Karz’s body began to move toward a state of equilibrium where his will aligned with the Era.

The transformation only got halfway before disorder appeared among the scales. A bulbous growth appeared on his arm, and Karz quickly retracted his will from the runes. A small pop painted the nearby wall with blood and pus. Soon after, Karz’s skin was back to normal, and the rune on his forehead had retreated into his mind.

Karz shook his head and spread ointment on his wound before retrieving his worn-out notebook. He drew the final state of the rune with pinpoint precision, along with the resulting fault line on his arm. Finally, Karz jotted down his thoughts and new theories. Altogether, they only made up a few lines, far from the pages of insights he gleefully scribbled in the beginning.

Progress with his third integration was woefully slow.

There was no point in getting impatient. They’d reach their destination in a few months, where resources and knowledge overflowed. He’d absorb it all, taking him closer to his goal. He might even manage to form a few new seals, depending on what resources he could get his hands on.

During one of his lectures, the Void Herald had explained that the Heavens were split into Seventeen Kingdoms, and Karz suspected each sigil represented one. The Kingdom of Order stood at its center. And while it wasn’t necessarily the strongest, it acted as the lynchpin of the Heavens. That was why Karz staunchly tried to integrate the corresponding sigil into all his experiments, despite it being his least-condensed rune.

He could already see the road leading to the very end. The day he reached seventeen integrations to form the Ultimate Truth, he’d truly become limitless and break the shackles of mortality and fate. Until then, he was happy being just Karz, the humble sword attendant none would spare a second thought.

The experiment ended early, leaving him with most of the energy in his Heavenly Reservoir intact. His head throbbed after forcing the third integration, yet he still took out a bundle of cheap herbs. Karz drew upon the runes again, though this time only the rune of the Grand Materia. And instead of evolving his body, he poured meaning into the dry stalks.

The process was tedious and time-consuming but necessary for his goals. Thirty infusions could turn a worthless stalk into a five hundred-year-old herb, while one hundred infusions birthed a true millennial herb. He’d been forced to sell a few to the traveling merchants they encountered, and those blackhearted profiteers took advantage of their remote location to rob him blind.

Most were stowed away. They could be sold for at least ten times the price when they arrived and would set him up without relying on Laondio or anyone else. Ultimately, cultivation was a solitary path where you were locked in an eternal struggle against fate and the Heavens. You were bound to be disappointed if you put your trust in someone else.

Karz reached his limits, with his Heavenly Reservoir as dry as a desert. One millennial herb with a fiery aura and a five hundred-year stalk with a steely sheen was added to the pile. Karz got to his feet and took an unsteady step toward the crude gathering formation in the inner chamber. It would take a few days to recover and replenish his reserves.

It was the Heavenly Cycle, an equal exchange where he benefitted without adding to the innate sin of cultivation. The Heavens themselves were assisting him on his road to the peak. He sat down on the mat, hearing a few haunting notes from the deck above. Laondio had taken out his self-invented instrument again.

Karz enjoyed the unfamiliar melody for a few minutes as it resonated with something deeper.

“Why does it matter if the raindrop doesn’t know its origin?” Karz muttered as he sealed his ears. “What matters is whether it can grow into a boundless ocean.”
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TRUTH AND EMPIRE


“We survived?” Bubbur muttered with disbelief when the escape pod’s screams from having its hull twisted relented to a cautionary susurrus.

The vessel seemed just as surprised to have survived the journey through that chaos, and the atmosphere was suddenly sucked out of a breach. Emily quickly grabbed Galau and another soldier before the whole thing collapsed, and they were spat out into the boundless expanse of outer space.

She had seen which way the wind blew and had already put on her spacefaring kit. Two talismans activated, forming layered defensive shields that allowed them to be swept away on the spatial winds, adding more distance from the tower. The moment Emily thought it safe, she took out a pod of her own and dragged the two inside.

Wayward soldiers were picked up in quick order, Emily refusing to steer her skipper away from the tower. She was waiting, her attention fully on the screens displaying the outsides.

A two-hundred-meter-long stretch of ancient stone floated behind them—the upper section of the Sixth Centurion Lighthouse. Neither the rest of the tower or the huge scarred platform Zac described were anywhere to be seen. Neither were there any hints of Zac. Her heart was gripped with anxiety, wondering if something had gone wrong.

Thankfully, it was impossible to mistake the tower section for a piece of rubble separated from the rest of the structure. There were no hints of damage, apart from the severed section still reeking of ancient killing intent. Neither were there any signs of the spatial storm they’d narrowly passed through. Instead, the tower was surrounded by a spiral of gently flowing lights.

New motes of spatial splendor were continuously appearing from a radiant haze at the tower’s bottom end. Emily could barely discern a foreign sky and another section of the tower within the different dimension. The lights traveled along the structure to a similar gate on the other end, and it seemed as though the tower was being transformed before their very eyes.

“He won’t appear here,” Galau said with a somber expression. “The twisted space is unraveling, stretching space across millions of miles and multiple dimensions. Every second will take him further and further away.”

“Is that why we all had to cram into one pod?” Emily said, her frazzled emotions amplified by the memory of passing through the storm while packed like sardines.

“You saw the state of the third one.” Average shrugged. “Doubt it’d have survived.”

“That token he used…” Galau hesitated. “I saw markings of the Starfall Phalanx and that of my⁠—”

“Forget about that thing,” Emily snapped as she levied a murderous look on the group of castaways. “In fact, don’t mention anything about the seals on the outside until you’re back with your people. Probably not even then.”

“Why not? Just what are those things?” Average asked with a frown.

Emily shot a hesitant glance at the shimmering tower before taking a steadying breath. The situation had already reached this point. She couldn’t help Zac against that smooth-faced monster, but she could at least make sure these meatheads wouldn’t get him in trouble after he emerged. So, Emily briefly explained the situation with the trial and how it had impacted the war.

“You’re saying sealbearers have become a commodity, and the Peak Family wouldn’t be able to protect me even if they wanted,” Galau said. “Sounds like another prison is waiting outside. Or worse, we’ll become pawns used to reveal the trial’s hidden dangers.”

Emily pursed her lips as she looked at the crestfallen merchant. Or rather, Array Master, a skill Port Atwood sorely lacked without Kenzie around. Someone who could fix all the defective weapons she’d stockpiled, who could provide insights into her Axe Array. He didn’t even look half-bad.

And while the rest of these people looked a bit dumb, they all had incredibly stable auras and great survival instincts. They were even better than the talents they’d snagged in the Red Sector. Instead of worrying about things she couldn’t control, maybe she should do some recruiting.

“Hey, Shartermaster, which seal did you get?” Emily asked as she leaned closer with big eyes. “Do you need a place to stay?”

“I thought we weren’t supposed to talk about it?” Galau countered, his shifty eyes rife with distrust. “And what do you mean⁠—”

“Ah, little queen, I’m a sealbearer of the Tethered Court,” Bubbur interjected as he squeezed over. “Not bad, right? So how about⁠—”

“What? You’re a sealbearer?” Emily said with shock before her eyes thinned with suspicion. “Wait. You’re less than a hundred years old?”

“Only a kid just shy of ninety,” Bubbur grinned. “I don’t know? We just end up looking like this after entering the Muscle Brigade.”

“Were they just handing out seals to anyone in there?” Emily muttered while flicking an arc of lightning at the overly enthusiastic barbarian. “Come on, what about you, handsome?”

Galau rolled his eyes. “I guess Bubbur would rat me out anyway. I’m a Threadwinder of the Daedalian Court.”

“Daedalian?” Emily said, her eyes gleaming.

Could this be the answer to the riddle that had plagued Zac for over a decade? When he first got the quest to collect Outer Court Cycles, progress was already 4/6. At that time, the only known sealbearer by his side was Ogras, which left them incredibly confused.

As time passed, they solved parts of the mystery. She was obviously one of the four, having already gotten her first piece of the Radiant Court. But to this day, the numbers failed to add up. The cycle was complete while lacking a Threadwinder. Was it Galau all along?

“Why not go with them? We know you weren’t planning to return to the army, anyway. You’ve even mentioned hiding out with the boss on his System-shrouded planet,” Average grinned, further cementing Emily’s theory.

Someone would only be included in their cycle if they felt they belonged to their side. The only other Threadwinders Zac knew were his undead girlfriend and some guy in the Radiant Temple, and both were already spoken for by their respective factions.

“You too, Bubbur. I need to go back to my family, but there’s no reason you should become a pawn to the outsiders.”

“We can protect you.” Emily eagerly nodded at Galau. “Uh, you too, Bubbur.”

“Protect me? I haven’t forgotten why Zac came to the Tower of Eternity,” Galau said. “Or how many people he ended up offending instead of finding a backer for his newly integrated planet. And there’s no way such a troublemaker has kept a low profile while we were trapped. Can you even protect yourself?”

“We’re a young faction, but we’re doing alright.” Emily grinned as she took out a couple of identity tokens, including those of the Allbright Empire and the Dravorak Empire. “Things have changed since you guys met in the Tower of Eternity. Teacher is doing pretty well for himself these days. Our faction has diplomatic relationships with half the top factions of the sector.

“That old Redeemer guy hasn’t dared show his face for years, and the elders of the Heliophos Clan have already sent us a bunch of apology gifts. We’re rich as all hell, our armies are the best decked-out in the sector, and we have multiple people on the war contribution ladders.”

“How in the…” Galau muttered as he looked at the tokens with suspicion.

Bubbur wasn’t as hard a sale. “I’m willing!”

Emily nodded with satisfaction. Her pitch was already a well-oiled machine after years of practice. Unfortunately, her real target wasn’t as easily convinced.

“This smells like a sales trick. Is anything you said true? About you, about the seals.”

“It’s all true, you paranoid bastard,” Emily swore. “You’ll find out the truth as soon as you return, anyway. The bounties are public. You’re literally a walking commodity right now.”

“Then what are you guys relying on?” Galau countered. “Have you already sold yourself to the outsiders? Or do you have some valuable resources? Because there’s no way a little D-grade faction would garner much attention from the established factions, no matter how impressive your teacher is.”

Emily was surprised at how quickly Galau figured it out, which only made her want him more. Zac had raised a faction with fine warriors and standout elites. Still, she had to admit most people at the top were good at fighting and nothing else. Just look at their sealbearers. Zac’s meathead camp overwhelmingly outnumbered the ‘coalition for reason.’ Things had gotten so bad that her fellow Lightbringer, Carl Elrod, had a mental breakdown and began calling himself a janitor.

“A little bit of both. We have a working agreement with the Undead Empire, though we’re more like independent contractors. It was teacher who ended the eternal war and brought the Kavriel Province to Zecia’s side. Without his contribution, the war would have looked a lot different right now. Oh, teacher also happens to own the best Cosmic Vessel Shipyard in the sector. Our wares have proven pretty effective on the battlefield.”

“As expected of the man who summoned the Stele of Conflict…” Galau glanced at the soldiers around him. “It’s not impossible for me to join you. But first, I have a few demands.”

“What’s that?”

“I accumulated a lot of knowledge in there. Schematics, blueprints, weaponry. I need you to find a way to disseminate those methods. I don’t care about money. I just want the inventions I’ve carried for years to kill as many invaders as possible. My comrades gave up everything to get me and my knowledge this far. I want them to matter. I want their sacrifice to matter.”

A subdued silence filled the room as eight sets of eyes focused on Emily. She almost felt she could see the outlines of their fellow brigadiers standing behind them and the unbreakable determination in their eyes.

“I promise,” Emily solemnly said. “If we can make them, we’ll sell them at cost. If we can’t, we’ll find the right partners so that the blueprints won’t reach the Kan’Tanu.”

Any further discussion was interrupted by a beeping signal. Emily swore at the console and took out a change of clothes and forged identities for Bubbur and Galau.

“Remember! In case we don’t get killed in the next minute, you two are soldiers of the Acheron Company of the Atwood Empire!” Emily urged before glaring at the others. “And not a word from you guys!”

Emily gazed at the screen as a monstrous dreadnought, unlike any Cosmic Vessel she’d ever seen, tore through space, appearing just a few dozen miles from their position. It was impossible to tell whether it belonged to the Alliance, the Kan’Tanu, or outsiders. The only thing she knew for certain was that it was ancient and it held the power to take on a whole armada.

Escaping was out of the question. The earlier warning was a two-hit combo of space being sealed and a spatial breach. Thank God the tower had already shifted out of their dimension as it continued its activation. Neither did the others seem to recognize it. The Muscle Brigade mutely stared at the incoming vessel, their eyes as wide as saucers.

“Holy crap.”
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The cloaked men were unmoving like statues as Yrin Tobrial gazed at the Royal Orb in his hand. They were witnesses of the Seventh Edge, their role just to observe. For now. The cardinal stood by Yrin’s side, eyes half-closed as he sensed the changes in the Imperial Qi. Suddenly, his eyes shot open as pupils and sclera were replaced by radiant purple.

“There has been a shift in the order,” an ancient voice came from the young clergyman’s throat.

It was a necessary step, even if Yrin didn’t require any outside input to confirm the changes. He could feel how the clouds of Purple Qi darkened before being forcibly stabilized by the accumulated providence of the Tobrial Dynasty. Yrin briefly closed his eyes before turning to Ylvin A’Tobrial. The Monarch looked back with a complex gaze, understanding what must be done.

“Call him home,” Yrin said.

There was neither joy nor sorrow upon learning that his younger brother had failed. Not even the fact that his Imperial Qi had been forcibly dispersed, which could only mean regicide, created a ripple in his heart. It was part of the natural order and the cycle of any dynasty. Rulers came and went, becoming a link in an ever-growing chain. Hopefully, they would leave behind something greater than what they inherited. Even if not, that was just another hurdle to overcome.

Empires had their ebb and flow, and succession was a chance to turn fate around.

“Yes, Your Highness,” Ylvin said before activating the crucible.

A flood of Imperial Qi poured out of the Royal Orb and entered the ancient stele, and Yrin added a drop of his blood. A gate through time and space, connected through lineage, formed. A bedraggled figure surrounded by immensely fell air appeared before the crucible, and it took a moment for Yrin to connect the man with his mercurial brother.

Yrin thoughtfully looked at his brother’s wounds, trying to envision the battle that brought him to this state. It wasn’t easy. The large hole in his torso held lingering hints of plant-based lifeforce, while his Soul Aperture was flooded with ancient killing intent. Finally, there were multiple traces of Technocrat presence, including something drilled into his skull.

Ylvin growled with anger at the sight. He dispersed the sinister energies with a wave of his hands before reducing the Technocrat device to ash with a burst of light. It made Yselio’s eyes flicker open, and they soon focused on Yrin.

“Ah, so you’re the one they picked, brother,” Yselio wheezed as a bloody smile appeared on his face.

“You knew?” Yrin said before slightly shaking his head. “Of course you did.”

“Competition is the Heavenly Path, and this mission can’t be shouldered by me alone,” Yselio said as he tried to sit up, only to fail and fall back down.

His red eyes turned to the band of stars above like he was searching for secrets hidden within their constellation. Perhaps he simply didn’t have the heart to look at those present after being discarded by fate. A rough laugh more resembling a groan escaped Yselio’s throat, and small red bubbles formed around his mouth.

“You ousted one outside party and weakened two more. And despite your failure inside the fortress, we managed to seize four more seals on the outside,” Yrin calmly said. “I will report your achievements in hopes that our Royal Father will recover you when this chapter is concluded.”

“You always were a straight arrow.” Yselio smiled, his eyes unmoving. “I hope my small contribution has smoothened the road ahead.”

“Your wounds hold the taint of the Selvari,” Yrin said. “Are they responsible for your current state?”

“The Selvari? You could say that. The price of curiosity is steep,” Yselio muttered, his gaze growing distant as he finally turned back to Yrin. “My dear brother, between truth and Empire, what’s most important?”

Yselio’s cultivation was rapidly dispersing while the ancient killing intent consumed his soul. Despite that, a sense of unease shook the normally impermeable fortress of Yrin’s heart. Who better knew how dangerous Yselio was than his siblings?

“Empire is truth.”

A streak of unstoppable swordlight split Yselio in two. Dao of Technology and Killing Intent were crushed by imperial might, leaving only Yrin’s intent and Imperial Qi behind. Yrin sheathed his blade and lightly tapped the air to redirect the incoming attack.

“You heartless bastard, what are you doing?” Ylvin glowered. “Despite his failure, Yselio should have been given his rites.”

“The trajectory has changed, and I have my instructions,” Yrin said as he covered the bisected corpse. “My brother has always been capricious, and I couldn’t let him do anything that might harm our efforts.”

“I’m sure it has nothing to do with the opportunity,” Ylvin snorted as he pointedly looked at the glowing light pouring from Yselio’s wounds.

A moment later, a mysterious rune rose from his chest, prompting the Imperial Qi to form a swirl of fate and future.

“The Seventh Edge greets Lord Vindicator,” the observers intoned, and Yrin stepped forward.

The swirling Qi welcomed his approach, though Yrin frowned upon feeling a slight disturbance within. He wanted to destroy it and the seal before they could taint the dynasty’s providence. But he couldn’t. He’d been chosen, so he would bring the Ultom Courts back to the Seventh Heaven, destroying all obstacles in his path.

He touched the rune, and the world turned dark.

“So, how is it?” Ylvin asked when Yrin emerged from the dissipating haze. “I hear those things contain amazing truths for the fated.”

Yrin glanced at the empty husk bereft of soul and future and shook his head before turning to the sky.

“Truth…” he muttered, a small smile tugging at his lips.
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FOREIGN GODS


Zac’s consciousness loathed being pulled from the past to face the uncomfortable realities of the present. A powerful rocking rendered the resistance futile, and Zac was shocked wide awake. The confused state of overlapping lives was forced away by memories flooding back. Memories of the fight leading up to his breakthrough.

His body was still covered in wounds from Yselio’s onslaught and drained of energy, and that was nothing compared to the pain from the hollow sensation coming from [Link of Demeter]. Zac crammed a bunch of Soldier Pills into his mouth as he desperately channeled the skill, hoping he’d missed something in the heat of the moment. There was no response and no link to trigger.

Intense grief welled forth, one not solely of his own making. He followed the feeling to [Adaptive Symbiosis], where he found a chaotic consciousness. The Heavenrender Vine sensed his presence and extended a vine to wind around his left arm like he was looking for comfort. Haro suddenly recoiled like he’d been burned, and the flesh of his vine looked like it had suffered frostbite. There was something wrong with his body.

The breakthrough was already finished, but he was still drawing on large amounts of Void Energy. Zac followed the sensation to his Soul Aperture, where he found the illusory image of a familiar mountain. The Void Mountain was back in the form of a new ability, though it was so faded Zac could barely discern its outline.

Zac didn’t have time to fret over the matter while Haro was on the verge of losing control and entering a deviation. He roused his Void Heart to control the apparition, which prompted it to flicker out of existence. The drain stopped, allowing Zac to focus on the Heavenrender Vine.

“Hey, hey,” Zac whispered as he caressed the startled vine while sending soothing thoughts into [Adaptive Symbiosis]. “It’s okay. We’re okay.”

Haro’s spiraling emotions gradually eased, though his aura remained unstable after the sudden breakthrough and using lifeforce. Zac infused his consciousness into the Worldring to check his wounds, discovering a shocking scene that threw all thoughts out the window. There were dozens of large, withered vines and petals strewn about, and the Heavenrender Vine dragged one after another into its maw.

“You’re eating her!” Zac said, aghast and enraged. “She was your⁠—”

The words caught in his throat upon seeing a familiar flower growing on a newly formed vine. It was Vivi, or rather a flower from Vivi’s species. Zac scanned the vine, confirming there was no separate spirituality within. It was only a transplant. Vivi’s spirit had already dissipated from blocking Yselio’s strike, and the only thing that could return her was a Supremacy crossing the River of Time.

“You wanted to keep a piece of her?” Zac sighed. “Good.”

Zac was answered by a brutal killing intent that almost overwhelmed his defenses, and vines harder than steel wildly flailed about inside the Worldring. Haro couldn’t communicate with words. Zac could see a rough image of Yselio surrounded by a halo of hatred. The real person Haro wanted to consume.

“You’re right,” Zac said, his bloodthirst matching the Plant King’s.

One after another, these imperials targeted him, full of self-righteousness and greed. Now, Vivi had paid the ultimate price to keep him safe. It didn’t even matter that a large amount of Kill Energy confirmed Yselio’s fate after being dragged away. This grudge wasn’t over.

“That bastard is dead, but so what? They’ll keep coming, and I’m not finished either. We’ll have them all accompany Vivi in the afterlife.”

Zac’s words were resolute, a stark contrast to how shaken up he was over how close to death he’d just come. He thought he roughly understood what to expect after dealing with Valsa Planur and the deathsworn, but Yselio Tobrial was another league altogether. Yselio was almost unstoppable thanks to the Imperial Qi, and he had the personal strength to back it up. Zac had thrown everything except the kitchen sink at his enemy without landing a finishing blow, relying on his breakthrough and the tower to exhibit far greater lethality than he really possessed.

Yselio blocked Oblivion and forced his way out of the Void. Not even flooding him with enough killing intent to kill ten lesser men had stopped his advance. Sure, the onslaught left the princeling grievously wounded, but Zac would still be dead if not for the intervention of that masked Technocrat. Which begged another question.

Why would she help him, a stranger, after he’d killed a dozen of her men? According to Yselio, Zac’s actions had even let the imperials seize the advantage and ‘deal with the Sindris Clan.’ Even then, Zac was certain she’d moved to save him as much as to deal with Yselio. Was it because of the familiar archaic aura he’d felt from her? He’d always assumed it came from his Void Emperor bloodline. Could it be related to his Selvari Heritage instead?

Another shake forced Zac to table the matter, and he turned his attention to the surroundings. He was still in the control center, sitting at the bottom of a small crater. Surrounding him were pieces of broken bone, the last remnants of [Ossuary Bulwark]. Zac couldn’t sense any lingering spirituality within. The battle and his subsequent breakthrough had pushed the D-grade armor far beyond its limits. While painful, the loss was nothing compared to Vivi’s death.

Coincidentally or by design, dozens of copies of the armor had appeared on the Limited Exchange. Not being true War Regalia, they were quite affordable. Zac should have earned enough to replace it a few times over with his contribution in the Centurion Lighthouse.

The crater was nowhere the size of the bite he’d taken out of the Memorysteel Mountain during his bloodline awakening. Zac was still surprised he’d managed to whittle it down at all. He knew just how durable the reinforced Command Center was. It could be attributed to the transformation of his surroundings.

Thousands of gleaming spheres of spatial gravity looked like suspended raindrops. They were more stretched out than what Zac remembered, though that may have more to do with the tower than the spheres themselves. The Command Center had undergone a similar spatial expansion as the Technocrat Research Base, except it only expanded vertically.

The ceiling was three times higher than before, while the consoles had turned into trees. And it was still slowly expanding, which was a poignant reminder his time was limited. His breakthrough only seemed to have taken five minutes, far below Galau’s estimate of half an hour. That was just an educated guess, and every second he wasted would make his escape more dangerous.

Zac shot to his feet and was surprised to find an unfamiliar item hidden beneath his legs. It was a simple Cosmos Sack without a mark of damage. A hazy memory surfaced of the Technocrat throwing something in his direction just before he blacked out. It was amazing that it survived when the reinforced stone had not. The sack flew into a pocket as Zac leaped out of the crater; he had bigger fish to fry.

Unsurprisingly, Yselio hadn’t left any seal behind, even if Zac’s guts told him the prince was another Flamebearer. If it were true, the seal was now in the Technocrats’ hands. The missed opportunity didn’t bother him much. He could still get his final piece through the System’s quests, and part of him felt unworthy of claiming Yselio’s seal. Zac couldn’t call it a victory despite the outcome.

Zac ran toward the exit. Surprisingly, the pile of materials that had been spat out when Yselio destroyed the vortex remained. Zac threw them all into his Spatial Ring without missing a beat, then froze just as he was about to enter the emergency corridor.

The hesitation came from scanning the Technocrat’s Cosmos Sack to ensure he didn’t bring something dangerous onto the escape vessel. There were only two items inside: a hastily scribbled note with two sentences and an unfamiliar insignia with the same archaic aura. The emblem was curious since Zac didn’t recognize the design, but it was the note that stopped him in his tracks.

‘The Centurion Beacon is in the inner chamber. North, East, Southwest, Northwest, South, Southeast, West, Southwest, Center.’

Zac surveyed the large bridge. A hidden door had opened opposite the entrance. Its presence clashed with the schematics he’d seen in the Tribulation Throne. A reinforced wall should have been there, which kept the Command Center separate from the project operations.

He needed to make a decision. The shakes were growing worse, and more raindrops were appearing every moment. The incredibly durable materials could not fully isolate the raging energies gathered outside the tower. The escape pods were waiting on the other side of the corridor.

“Dammit!” Zac swore while pivoting, rushing toward the mysterious door.

Zac was playing with fire. The Technocrat had thrown out the one bait he couldn’t resist. He understood she might be using him to extract the beacon after she was forced to leave in a hurry. And so what? The beacon might be able to call forth a power surpassing even the Centurion Lighthouse. How could he possibly ignore it?

A circular room without doors waited on the other side, and Zac noted it wasn’t affected by the changes the tower was undergoing. There were no gravity spheres or signs of spatial distortion. Was the room hidden inside a folded space? It would explain how such a large chamber could appear between the two wings.

An ancient round table was placed in the room’s center, lovingly engraved with intricate patterns. Zac stowed it without giving it a second look, his eyes frenziedly scanning every nook and cranny in search of the real prize. The room was empty apart from the one piece of furniture. There were no other pathways, and his treasure sense may as well have been broken.

Had he misunderstood the note, or was it a ruse? Zac couldn’t wait much longer, so he took a last look around before heading back. That’s when his gaze stopped at an exquisite mosaic formerly hidden beneath the table. Zac’s mind throbbed from the complex motif. At the surface, it looked like a map of an ancient kingdom. It had one central region and was surrounded by eight subsidiary provinces.

The map was arranged with excruciating detail, to the point Zac could almost hear the rustle of trees and feel the weight of the mighty mountains. There were also hundreds of ancient beasts, grand buildings, and mighty warriors added as decoration, each lifelike enough that Zac wouldn’t be surprised if they leaped out of the marble.

The arrangement was solid rock and without any energy, but there was more at play. He’d have to be blind if he didn’t realize the map was only a façade hiding the schematic of an immensely complex array. He even felt like the arrangement exposed some profound truths of the Cosmos.

His first instinct was that the map depicted the Left Imperial Palace and its subsidiary courts. Zac’s eyes widened when he spotted his seal’s rune atop a provincial capital. From there, he discovered all nine outer courts fused with the surroundings throughout the province. His heart shuddered upon remembering Leyara’s words back in the Void Star, how the Limitless Empire raised Eight Pillars in the corners of reality.

Was this a map of the System?

“Directions,” Zac muttered.

He aligned himself with the mosaic before infusing a wisp of Mental Energy in the first provincial capital, following the order on the note. Blindly following a stranger’s instructions was risky, Zac just didn’t have a better solution. Since he only had one try, he might as well put his trust in that girl.

Nothing happened, so Zac took out the [Court Cycle Token] and repeated the process. The response was immediate. One after another, a province came alive, filling the room with scattered scenes hinting at ancient secrets.

With every added pillar, the illusions grew more incomplete, and Zac had to channel his Void Heart to keep going. Soon, only the mosaic was left dark, surrounded by a tapestry just as grand as what he’d seen inside the Tribulation Throne. Zac took a shuddering breath as he infused the Imperial Capital.

The room went dark as immense amounts of Faith Energy flooded the room. Zac inwardly panicked, then it all poured into the Imperial Capital, making it look like the whole Cosmos was fueling it with providence. A pillar of light shot from the mosaic, and Zac spotted two items floating within.

The first was a tome called [Foreign Gods], and the other a compass made from unknown metal. Zac urgently stowed them before the room ran out of faith and rushed back to where he came from. Just as he was about to leave the folded space, Zac threw out the Cosmos Sack with note and insignia still inside.

The emblem could be a way for the Technocrat to contact him, and her intentions could be good for all he knew. On the other hand, it could also be a tracker so they could snatch the goods from his hands. He needed the token to extract the beacon, which meant the Technocrat had been unable to get it herself. He couldn’t take that risk, so her gift would have to stay behind.

Zac made a beeline for the escape room and breathed out in relief upon seeing that his outburst hadn’t reached the escape vessels. Two remained, which meant the others had squeezed into just one. Not only that, it looked like Emily and Galau left him the best ship.

Zac swore at their stubbornness as he closed the hatch behind him. Emily, especially, should understand how hard he was to kill and have taken the vessel for herself. Of course, Zac would do the most of their generosity. The escape pod was shaped like a small shuttle and didn’t require any expertise to pilot. Emily even left a note beside a lever saying, ‘Pull me!’

So why didn’t it active?

Zac repeatedly pulled the lever with increasing force and frustration. Had the array broken? Did it realize the conditions outside were too dangerous to open the hatch? Zac urgently opened the pod’s hatch and threw out a fist-sized clump of metal. The chunk flew onto a manual override with the help of telekinesis, which brought about the apocalypse. A shaky gate opened, meant to let the vessel outside. Instead, a flood of chaotic energy poured into the room.

It crashed into the vessel, blowing its hatch wide open. The sudden shock almost threw Zac out the door. He grabbed a handle and pulled himself inside. The ship groaned under the strain, and Zac worried it would buckle before it could even be launched. Out of better options, Zac drew upon his bloodline.

An immense sphere of nothingness covered the whole ship, dousing it in silence. The gateway kept spewing more inside, but the brief respite was enough to pull the hatch shut and return to the pilot seat. He retracted [Void Zone], simultaneously activating a soldered-on booster that bore Emily’s mark. The ship shot forward like a rocket while Zac furiously cranked the lever like an old lawn mower.

The ancient console sputtered to life, and a gleaming barrier surrounded the ship just as it passed through the gate. A deadly yet beautiful storm waited on the other side. It resembled a hurricane formed by trillions of fireflies, except the motes of light contained shocking amounts of Spatial Energy.

The shielding proved woefully inadequate to fully isolate the intense spatial forces. Cracks spread across the hull and console, and bleeding gashes were forced on his body. Zac used what little energy he’d recovered by repeatedly activating defensive talismans. It helped, but not for long.

A piece of the hull was ripped away before Zac could activate another talisman, triggering an instant and total collapse of the escape pod. Zac found himself in the midst of the storm, and he’d have to rely on his bloodline to survive. His energy was almost tapped, though he could feel an ocean’s worth of Void Energy hiding in the depths.

The nullification sphere spread out, and thousands of fireflies suffocated. It confirmed [Void Zone’s] range had increased to almost twenty meters and was noticeably stronger. The spatial forces were too powerful, and spatial fractures opened new wounds across Zac’s body.

The expenditure was terrifying, and Zac feared he’d run out of juice before he made it through. He contracted the sphere to no avail. It didn’t help, at least not in the way he intended. The expenditure remained the same, and Zac noticed the nullification grew more overbearing the smaller the sphere became.

His lack of control only allowed him to decrease its size to five meters, enough to lessen the pressure to figure out his next step. He wildly looked around for a path out until he sensed something familiar from his ring. It was Emily’s rescue beacon going off again.

She’d made it through and was probably trying to help him like when he’d entered the tower. Zac tore through the storm using Void Energy and [Skystriker], enduring the accumulating wounds across his body. Just when he thought he’d reached his limits, the pain dwindled.

The deadly beauty of the spatial storm had been replaced by oppressive darkness. Zac almost cried with relief upon seeing the comforting emptiness of outer space. He kept going, heedlessly expending his dwindling stock of Void Energy.

While putting more distance between himself and the tower, Zac glanced back at where he came from. The tower was nowhere to be seen. He found himself looking at an ethereal streak of light that shifted in and out of existence. Or rather, in and out between dimensions like a spatial needle pushing through the fabric of reality.

The beam was already longer than the circumference of New Earth, yet it kept expanding at a breakneck pace. Then, Zac’s heart shuddered, and he urgently activated an escape talisman despite the spatial turbulence. It only held for a second before the teleportation failed. Zac would have been turned into meat cubes by the spatial collapse if he hadn’t anticipated the situation and reactivated [Void Zone] at the last moment.

The spatial flux he appeared from was crushed by the Void when he reemerged a dozen miles away from his original position. Even then, his body was almost twisted in a knot when the pillar of light released a powerful pulse and disappeared. The [Centurion Spear] had entered the next stage of its journey, which would hopefully end in the middle of a Kan’Tanu base.

“Godspeed, you broken piece of junk,” Zac muttered as he took out a rescue barge with shaky hands.

He was out. Now, he just needed to get back without being caught by cultists, outsiders, Technocrats, or any other opportunists who wouldn’t mind taking him out for his fortune.

Easy enough, right?


24

VOID MOUNTAIN


The raft’s atmospheric array kept the cosmic chill at bay. Zac waited with activating its floodlights or rescue beacons. He was wrung dry, experiencing a bone-deep exhaustion as he slumped onto the floor. It was hard to believe less than six hours had passed since he left the bulk of the Acheron Company at the Wolf Teeth Camp. It felt like an eternity, considering how much he’d experienced.

The boundless expanse stretching around him was a comforting blanket shielding him from all the world’s troubles. No matter where he turned, he only found darkness. It didn’t look like he was inside a solar system or even close to one. He was truly in a cosmic no-man’s-land with boundless nothingness stretching forever in every direction. The convenience of teleportation made it easy to forget just how empty the Multiverse was and the kind of distances involved.

Zac took out his old companion and placed it in his lap, tracing the minute cracks left from channeling Oblivion. A tired spiritual nudge answered the touch. Verun was even more drained than he after fighting the corrupted beast and activating [Primal Call]. Feeling his presence was a comfort after losing Vivi, and he took out a vat full of high-quality blood to help Verun replenish some of its energy.

Similarly, Zac transported a pile of Longevity Treasures and Beast King carcasses to Haro’s Worldring. The plant had lost a good chunk of longevity, but the Heavenrender Vine was a tyrant among Plant Kings. While the loss couldn’t be fully recovered, Haro should be able to gain back part of what he lost.

Finally, he dealt with his own state, using the remaining Kill Energy to channel [Surging Rebirth]. Zac was always reluctant to use such a hard-earned resource on recovery after the battle was over, especially when his bloodline had already stolen most of it to fuel the breakthrough. There weren’t many options, though. He was still racing against the clock.

Zac hadn’t forgotten about his predicament, even if he wasn’t worried about being stranded in the middle of nowhere. Outer space couldn’t harm him now that he was a Hegemon, and he had the Yphelion stowed away in his Spatial Ring. Besides, his escape bangle had long since recovered, and he could erect one of his Teleportation Array Platforms as soon as the spatial turbulence calmed down.

He was more worried about Emily and the others. She was out there waiting for him, uncertain whether he was even alive. There were no signs of her vessel or the rest of the fortress. Zac expected as much. Her rescue beacon was still going off, remaining very faint even after he’d passed the spatial turbulence. She should be in the same dimension, though very far away.

Emily carried a Starflash Vessel, which took two days to unfold. That was more than enough time to be discovered by hostiles, especially if the Technocrats and Imperials with their superior equipment lingered in the area. In fact, Emily had put herself in great danger by activating the beacon.

They were coded, but Zac wouldn’t dare guarantee the signals couldn’t be traced. For that reason, he didn’t activate his own beacons, and was hesitant to follow the signal. Emily understood the dangers just as well as he, so there was a high likelihood she’d deployed the beacon before moving far away. If he went, there was a high risk of encountering enemies instead of friends.

He did have a communicator strong enough to cross dimensional layers to contact someone in the immediate vicinity. Using carried the same risks. Zac was wracked with indecision, intensely regretting his Void-addled brain made him forget to work out a solution beforehand.

A deep vibration from his Spatial Ring put the matter to its edge. Emily was trying to contact him. Zac was far from combat-ready but gritted his teeth and took out the bulky communicator. He couldn’t bear ignoring Emily’s call. Zac activated the array, and words poured from the other side.

“You’re okay! Thank the seven stars!” a relieved voice said on the other side. “We saw the spear activate, and I was afraid you were still on it.”

“Don’t worry. I’m aces,” Zac said, a frown marring his face.

It was a weight off his shoulders confirming Emily made it through the spatial storm, except ‘seven stars’ was code. It meant she wasn’t alone. Worse, seven stars instead of six meant outsiders were involved. Of course, she wouldn’t have used code if she trusted these people.

“How are things on your end?”

“Your friends are safe,” a robust, unfamiliar voice answered. “I happened to be nearby and picked them up.”

Zac decisively cut the connection and sealed the communicator in an isolation container. The situation wasn’t good. He’d essentially been given proof of life before this stranger took over the call. Zac was taking a gamble by simply cutting the connection and needed to stall.

He wasn’t in any state to deal with someone who could capture Emily’s whole group. If he went in blindly, he’d only end up captured along with his companions. This way, he’d buy some time in case she was captured by hostiles, time he could use to figure out a counter-attack. And if the man was friendly, what did his small faux pas matter?

At least Emily knew he was fine and currently undiscovered, and she should understand why he acted as he did. Now, he needed to save himself. Sealing the communicator wasn’t enough if the enemy was prepared to track the energy transmission. Zac took out a talisman and looked at it with hesitation. He gritted his teeth and flew off the raft, heading toward a dense patch of lingering Spatial Energy.

A huge explosion tore the raft apart just as he activated the talisman. Tearing pain assaulted him as space buckled like it was forming a deep ditch. A deafening pop nearly burst Zac’s eardrums, and deadly terror almost made Zac pass out. He desperately flashed away before a pillar of monstrously condensed Spatial Energy burst from the spatial tear he’d formed.

Zac looked at the scene with wide eyes. The accumulated Spatial Energy he’d passed during his escape was only a drop in the ocean compared to what the tower deposited in the void between dimensions. Passing was impossible, and using his portable teleporters was tantamount to suicide. Even using [Flashfire Flourish] was out of the question since it passed through dimensions.

He was stuck.

Zac’s heart beat with anxiety as he grappled with another solution. He’d hoped to shift dimensions and teleport away, reactivating the communicator when the Yphelion was up and running and he’d called for backup. That plan was now impossible.

Judging by the rescue beacon’s distance, he had an hour or two. If the one who’d captured Emily owned a top-tier vessel, that number might be less than ten minutes. Out of better options, Zac’s Draugr half sent out a large number of commands. Once again, he needed to call on his network, hoping someone was nearby.

His human half focused on recovery, desperately absorbing energy from three types of crystals. He needed to be somewhat combat-ready before Emily’s captors showed up. As a small grace, [Void Heart] had recovered during the breakthrough and began gleefully feasting on Beast Cores at an unprecedented pace.

While his drained Cosmic Core was replenished, Zac opened his Status Screen to better understand his gains. There wasn’t much one could do when faced with absolute power, but his bloodline had made the impossible possible more than once. Perhaps his breakthrough held the key to saving Emily and the others.

There was nothing new on his Status Screen, confirming his evolution hadn’t provided attribute points or titles. Zac wasn’t overly surprised, considering it was the same during his previous evolutions. While it would have been nice to gain another small boost, raw attributes weren’t what he lacked right now.

Yselio had dominated him during their battle despite having lower attributes overall. Only his Dexterity surpassed Zac’s, though probably not as much as the gap indicated. It was Zac’s Daos and unique advantages that were falling behind the competition. The former was a thorny issue without clear solutions. Evolving his bloodline had hopefully helped with the latter.

There was one piece of good news beyond the bloodline. The tally at the bottom indicated he’d gained just over 390,000 Merit since appearing on the battlefront, most of it over the past couple of hours. It was almost as much as he’d accrued over the past six months of constant fighting. It wasn’t that the battlefront was that lucrative, though he’d gained more from a couple days of fighting than he usually did over a month.

The real windfall came from running into three sealbearers. The Kan’Tanu Curse Master and the imperial deathsworn were both sealbearers of the Starfall Court, with a bounty of 50,000 Merit on their heads. The reward came from his Flamebearer of Zecia designation, and he had already confirmed he got the full bonus even if he didn’t land the finishing blow.

The two Starfall seals had been more than enough to finish the quest.

That was just the beginning.

[Flamebearer of Zecia (Campaign, Inheritance (2/?)): Accumulate 500,000 Merit through Fated Flamebearer Campaign Missions within your faction. Conquer one Middle D-grade end node. Reward: Lesser Enlightenment. (763,389/500,000) (1/1)]

He’d overshot the target by over 250,000 Merit, which confirmed Yselio was truly a Flamebearer of Ultom. The ‘Lesser Enlightenment’ reward held a fatal attraction to Zac after having been beaten black and blue. Unfortunately, he needed to turn the quest in at the Merit Exchange. Besides, using it in his current state would be a waste.

Zac opened his Bloodline Screen to investigate the more pressing matter.

Bloodline: [D – Corrupted] Void Emperor, [D] Children of Draug - Eoz

Talent: Force of the Void – 31%, Void Zone, Void Mountain

Bloodline Nodes: [D]Void Heart, [D] Spiritual Void, [D] Purity of the Void

Nodes: [D] Adamance of Eoz, [D] Conviction of Eoz, [D] Immutability of Eoz, [D] Alpha Link, [D] Omega Link

Constitution: [Life] Void Vajra Sublimation (Third Layer): Base Attributes +50. Vitality +500. Endurance +250. Base Attributes +5% Vitality +5%. Effect of Vitality +10%.

Everything looked roughly as he’d expected. His bloodline was still corrupted, though Zac increasingly felt his situation was a variation rather than corruption. The name of his new talent was [Void Mountain], and he already had a vague idea of what it would do after recalling how Haro reacted to his touch.

His old talents had improved, too. He’d already field-tested [Void Zone], confirming it now sported a radius of fifteen meters; a huge difference from the old nullification sphere, which only had a radius equal to his height. The benefits weren’t that noticeable when traversing dangerous regions like the spatial storm or the Twilight Chasm, where he got the talent.

It didn’t help him much if he could weaken the environment farther away. The real benefit would be seen in combat, since the biggest headache to using [Void Zone] in battle was to get in such proximity. He’d even used tricks like increasing his stature with [Vanguard of Undeath] to solve the problem. Upgrading his bloodline had largely solved that issue.

The nullification was only twice as strong as before. Zac had already figured out the mechanics when escaping the tower. The more he contracted the sphere, the stronger it got. Middle Hegemons would find it incredibly difficult to counter the effects if he shrank it to his current minimum of five meters.

Who knew how strong it would be when he could shrink it to melee range? Even Peak Hegemons might have to be careful. The downside was the same as most D-grade abilities. It cost more than twenty times as much Void Energy to run after evolving.

Thankfully, [Force of the Void] had taken a significant leap forward after gorging itself on the tower’s treasures. Zac couldn’t find anything else new with the Bloodline Talent. Perhaps it didn’t need any.

All his Void Nodes evolved in step with his bloodline, which was a welcome surprise. The same had happened when awakening his Eoz bloodline, which wasn’t the standard, not even among Draugr.

[Void Heart] was already displaying what it could do. Like [Force of the Void], it didn’t exhibit any new abilities. It was a straightforward upgrade to better meet the energy demands of the D-grade. The refinement speed had been accelerated more than thirty times, and it could refine far more energy with each round. Zac also suspected it’d be capable of refining higher-grade energies, perhaps even the ancient killing intent.

His second node, [Purity of the Void], had seen a more interesting upgrade. Zac could tell its efficiency hadn’t improved nearly as much as [Void Heart]. Instead, he found a mysterious space when focusing on the Hidden Node. Zac thoughtfully inspected the subspace a few seconds before his Draugr body took out an F-grade herb.

It looked like the stalk melted into his palm when he activated [Purity of the Void]. In reality, the stalk had been transported to the new subspace. Zac could still exert some control on the herb, and moving it around let him confirm the subspace was a sphere no more than half a meter across. It didn’t seem to accomplish much of anything except slowly withering the herb.

Zac had an idea, and he took out a Death-attuned Healing Pill. It slipped into the subspace and promptly disappeared. Only this time, it appeared in the hand of his human body. Zac’s eyes gleamed excitedly, and he tried the same thing with a few other items. The transfer worked flawlessly each time, and it barely cost any Void Energy.

Low-grade items saw some erosion, similar to what you’d see inside the Void of Space. Higher-grade items weren’t damaged in the slightest from such short exposure to Void Energy. He only ran into trouble when trying to send over a whole Spatial Ring. The subspace followed the standard rules of space-within-space.

Zac hesitated a few seconds before transferring the [Court Cycle Token], the Centurion Beacon, the [Foreign Gods] tome, and a few other treasures to his Draugr half. When he reached the dusty book, there was a noticeable change. Zac felt an immense pull on his Void Energy, prompting steam to rise from the pages.

The smoke gave off an eerie, alien aura. An aura that, once again, was familiar to Zac. The aura of the Lost Plane. A theory formed regarding the Centurion Lighthouse project. The fortress was a subsidiary of Starfall Court, which guarded the Left Imperial Palace and the Ultom Courts. The so-called Lost Plane was something like the leakage of dead Dao from the Eternal Heritage, so it should have existed during the Limitless Empire’s time.

Were the Foreign Gods, or the ‘Gods in the cracks’ as the deranged chef puppet called them, actually powerful corrupted beings like the Qriz’Ul?

After ten seconds, the book stopped releasing smoke, and Zac took it out back in the Ensolus Ruins. As expected, the subspace’s purpose wasn’t really to transfer items. It was a convenient side effect of the quantum state the Kayar-Elu had introduced to his bloodline. The Hidden Node’s real purpose was the same as before.

The subspace was a Purification Chamber that allowed Zac to cleanse items, removing various forms of tainted or hostile energy—just like how the Hidden Node worked on his body. The book probably contained some corruption from the Foreign Gods. Perhaps the knowledge within was so taboo it had naturally formed.

It was a warning to tread carefully in the future. In the short run, the subspace provided a welcome two-for-one bonus. Shifting items between his bodies was just as useful as the purification. The only downsides were the limited space and its inability to deal with Spatial Items.

Zac’s mind still raced with the possibilities. Hiding away important treasures was only one. He could also use the ability to smuggle items into environments where he wasn’t allowed or unwilling to bring his Spatial Rings. He could provide his other half talismans and crystals if he found himself with his back against the wall.

With the first two Hidden Nodes providing more than he could’ve hoped for, Zac eagerly turned his attention to the final node in his Soul Aperture. However, he didn’t find anything new with [Spiritual Void]. Had it simply evolved to the point where it could store higher-grade Daos? Zac could tell that wasn’t the case. The impression it gave him wasn’t the same as before, in contrast to [Void Heart]. He was unable to figure out what changed, so he gave up and inspected [Void Mountain].

The illusory mountain’s reappearance created a weak resonance from [Spiritual Void], though nothing happened beyond that. Could this be the key to reclaiming his lost ability, generating the Voids of Life and Death? Right now, the answer was no, but Zac remained hopeful. There wouldn’t be a resonance without reason. Maybe his Daos were too weak.

More likely, the problem lay with the new sigil.

Karz’s Dao Sigils had multiple features, including the ability to evolve as he absorbed Dao. Zac’s sigil wasn’t strong enough to stay in his Soul Aperture permanently like his Dao Apparitions, so it might not be able to showcase its full use yet.

Zac could already feel a looming presence closing in on his position, so he urgently began investigating what benefits [Void Mountain] could bring in a fight.

He channeled the talent, remembering the state he woke up in. A ferocious Void Energy surged from the mountain, and Zac directed it into the stalk from before. Its color rapidly faded until the stalk shattered like it was made from coal.

[Void Mountain] didn’t just suppress energy and Dao like [Void Zone]. It extinguished it. Zac’s eyes flickered in thought. If he figured out how to imbue his skills, then [Void Mountain] could add a unique corrosive effect to his abilities.

Cutting through enemy skills without losing energy, turning expensive defenses into scrap. Zac grinned at the thought of encountering Kator again. How would the Reaver react if his prized War Bones turned into brittle plaster? Most importantly, the ability could prove instrumental in a potential prison break.

The discovery was exactly the kind of powerups he needed right now, so Zac kept searching. Karz had used his sigils two ways, and Zac held great hope for the other. He’d seen what kind of impact fusing with the Void had in battle. He had passed right through barriers while breaking through. What if using the sigil on himself gave him that ability?

A great pressure forced Zac to retract his bloodline. Moments later, space shattered, and a monstrous battleship forced its way through a storm of spatial turbulence. Zac solemnly looked up at the ancient construction, unable to trace its origin.

He would find out sooner rather than later.
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The large chamber resembled a throne room like Yselio’s celestial court more than anything you’d expect to see in a Cosmic Vessel. It was wrought from stone, with massive twenty-meter pillars hanging identical banners. Elite soldiers in exquisite gear lined the walls, seemingly blind to the tense atmosphere in the room. Instead of a throne, Zac stood before a large, multilayered dais surrounded by dozens of attendants and officials.

It had only been a few minutes since the enormous warship appeared before Zac. It sealed space before pulling him into a hatch where a dozen Late Hegemons waited. Zac had been ready to fight for his life, when the familiar sigil emblazoned on their surcoats made Zac stay his hand. They were members of the Dravorak Imperial Guard.

Seeing that it wasn’t the Imperials of the Seven Heavens or some other outsider faction was great news. Not that Zac was out of the woods. The Dravorak Empire’s stance was unclear, and they were currently in a remote corner of space. It wasn’t unthinkable they’d target him, even without considering their connection with the Havarok Dynasty.

Yrial’s hardships were ample proof you couldn’t trust the benevolence of orthodox factions. Forces similar to the Dravorak Empire had hunted Yrial for centuries because of lesser treasures than those in Zac’s hand. He hadn’t been able to glean anything from the guards on their way over. They almost acted like automatons, ignoring his questions with expressionless faces.

Even now, Zac didn’t know what to make of the situation, though it was a relief to find Emily and the others seated to the side. They were in good condition with a feast set up before them. Zac noted with interest that both Galau and Bubbur had changed their clothes to the gear used in the Acheron Company. He understood Emily’s intentions, and they were in line with his ideas.

In a perfect world, he would have swooped up all of the castaways. Zac knew it was impossible. The Muscle Brigade already had a place to call home, and just getting Bubbur was a surprise. Besides, they needed to get off the ship before he could worry about recruitment.

Despite their precarious situation, the burly soldiers had clearly not held back on the hospitality. A boozy haze surrounded the grizzly soldiers, and some of the officials standing around the raised platforms had disgusted looks on their faces when glancing their way. Right now, none of the soldiers were drinking, and their eyes were clear as they observed the standoff.

It was obvious the officials were split into two camps, where a clear majority looked at him with animosity. Zac didn’t care about their hostile gazes, even if most had cultivations surpassing his. What mattered was the attitude of the man sitting in the seat of honor.

The central position was occupied by a stalwart middle-aged man with a strong military aura. Prostez Dravorak, or the Everfast Monarch as he was more commonly known. He wore an unadorned uniform, though Zac could tell all his accessories were incredibly valuable Spirit Tools.

A sheathed sword lay by his side, and Zac could feel the dense, bloody aura even through the isolating scabbard. The extraordinary amount of carnage [Verun’s Bite] had seen was nothing compared to how many lives the Everfast Monarch’s weapon had reaped.

The Field Marshall of the Twenty-sixth lived up to his name, and his attitude was inscrutable. He was unmoving as a statue with his eyes closed like he’d shut out the world. It almost felt like he was unwilling to get involved with the situation before him.

Technically, Prostez Dravorak was the ultimate authority on this section of the frontlines, and of course the situation wasn’t quite that simple. If nothing else, there was no way the Everfast Monarch was the real owner of the vessel they were aboard. It was one of the few C-grade Vessels in Zecia, and its quality almost seemed to match those of his own.

Certainly, its ancient air meant it might have been a lucky discovery inside some remnant, but it wouldn’t be Prostez’s turn to get such a ship. He was strong enough to surpass most of Zecia’s faction leaders, but at least four Monarchs within the Dravorak Empire were stronger than he.

It was more likely the ship belonged to someone else. Zac’s gaze shifted to the other person on the central dais, a woman whose features were obscured by a muslin veil. She was demurely sitting a few meters from the Everfast Monarch; her eyes also closed in meditation. Her role, strength, and status were unclear. Zac only knew she was unlikely to be the Monarch’s Dao Companion, as the noblewomen of the Dravorak Empire rarely dressed in clothing that made Zac think of the Void Star’s nuns.

The Dravorak Empire was a faction with a strong martial tradition, one which covered all its citizens. A talented general like the Everfast Monarch would at least be matched with a Peak D-grade Marshall with impressive military feats. She’d be wearing the army uniform of the Dravorak Royal Guard or some similar designation, and her position on the dais would be based on her personal rank and contributions.

This woman felt more like a servant, though no servant would be allowed to sit in such an esteemed position. Not to mention, Zac sensed an intangible pressure from her, despite her not releasing even a speck of aura or energy. Most likely, she was another Monarch, possibly one stronger than the Everfast Monarch himself.

A reasonable explanation was that she was the guardian of the trio of Havarok noblemen sitting on the dais’ third layer. All were Hegemons with the tell-tale purple irises common in the Havarok Empire. Zac’s eyes were involuntarily drawn to a familiar face on the right. It was Ykrodas Havarok, the princeling Zac briefly cooperated with inside the Twilight Ocean. He looked back at Zac with a complex expression, and for good reason.

The last time they saw each other, Zac had been channeling the full power of his Remnants, and he’d killed Uona Noz’Valadir by forming a Glimpse of Chaos. Such an encounter would leave a shadow on anyone’s heart. The Twilight Ascent also led to disastrous losses for the Havarok Empire because of the Umbri’Zi Clan’s scheme. A scheme Zac had no part in yet ended up taking part of the blame for.

Their leader was likely a Peak Middle Hegemon, and his features shared many similarities with Ykrodas. He gave off a very different air, wearing a mask of haughty indifference Zac had seen on people like Valsa. He had grounds to be arrogant, boasting a stronger aura than any Zecian Middle D-grade Cultivator or Kan’Tanu Remoulded Zac had encountered. Most likely, only the Reincarnators of the Seven Kan’Tanu Chapters could match up to him.

However, Zac could tell he was a significant step below Middle D-grade cultivators like Yselio or Kator. He was strong by frontier standards, but not enough to make a name for himself in the Multiverse Heartlands.

Most of the officials on the ground gravitated toward the three youths, which was expected. The Dravorak Empire was a subordinate faction in a similar situation as the Undead Empire’s Kavriel Province, except their connection to their overlords was even more tenuous. The Havarok Dynasty couldn’t be bothered with their distant branch at all. That was, until they suddenly became useful.

A quarter of the attendants were gathered around the platform on the opposite side of the Everfast Monarch. On top of it sat four valiant soldiers, all solidly in Peak D-grade. Zac had no trouble recognizing the strangers. They were the strongest generals under the Everfast Monarch and his right-hand men.

Their leader’s aura even emitted a heavy pressure that reminded Zac of his spar with Pavina. The weight of a world. In other words, he had already taken the first step toward Monarchy by opening a proto-space within his Cosmic Core.

Opening a proto-space wasn’t the only path to the C-grade. One could even say it wasn’t the right one, since it limited the Inner World’s size and potential. Furthermore, taking that step was irreversible. If this general failed to open an Inner World within a thousand years or so, the proto-space would collapse, destroying the Cosmic Core and taking his life.

Despite the obvious downsides, almost all Monarchs on the frontier used this method instead of the orthodox paths. It split the breakthrough into two steps with a consolidation period between them, which drastically lowered the difficulty. And if you survived opening the proto-space, you’d enjoy a millennia of Half-step power.

For all Zac knew, the general might have had zero confidence in breaking through to Monarchy yet chose to initiate the process to gain a burst of power. Unfortunately, this had become a far too common occurrence since the Kan’Tanu attacked. Only a vanishingly small number of Zecian Peak Hegemons would normally consider Monarchy.

The heritages, environment, and opportunities on the frontier could only support a very limited number of Monarchs. In contrast, reaching Peak Hegemony was enough to live a life of abundance and luxury for tens of thousands of years. Why take the risk when failure was certain and failure meant death?

The war changed everything. Death was suddenly waiting around every corner, and the Limited Exchange provided access to treasures that would never appear in Zecia. A large number of Hegemons chose to take the gamble. If they survived, they could rely on their proto-spaces to drastically speed up their merit accumulation. Perhaps they could even cross that hurdle they hadn’t dared dream of before.

Reality was cruel. The Alliance had lost hundreds of Peak Hegemons for every Half-step Monarch they gained. Among those who crossed the threshold, only a handful would succeed in taking the next step before their time was up. The trade absolutely wasn’t worth it from Zecia’s perspective. Hundreds of Peak Hegemons were far more useful than one Half-step Monarch.

Among the four generals, only one appeared hostile toward him. The others were either smiling or neutral. They had probably heard of his accomplishments and were unwilling to hand him over to the Havarok princelings. Were their opinions enough change anything?

This situation was exactly what Zac had worried about and why he wanted to move the Acheron Company from the Twenty-sixth to the Thirty-seventh Field Army. Zac’s gaze returned to the two atop the central square. Curiously enough, the veiled woman sat closer to the friendly camp, though she seemed removed from either clique.

The silence was oppressive. Zac didn’t speak up, either. He was waiting to see the attitude of those in the middle. Finally, one of the generals shook his head with a wry smile. He looked quite unassuming and humble, with an intelligent gleam in his eyes. Going by Tussar’s descriptions, he should be Warlin, one of the main strategists of the Twenty-sixth.

“We’re happy to see you’re safe and sound, Lord Atwood.” Warlin smiled. “The Marshall was quite worried when the connection broke and we failed to reconnect.”

“Must have been the work of the tower,” Zac said with a neutral expression. “The spatial turbulence is quite strong.”

“So it is.” The strategist nodded, not bothering to call him out on his lie. “The young heroes here just finished their report.”

“Destruction of a valuable relic. Dereliction of duty. Treason,” the man next to Ykrodas said.

Zac threw the man a lazy look, somewhat certain of his identity. It should be Ardos Havarok, who once held the eighth spot on the Early D-grade ladder. He was pushed down to the tail of the top ten when Zac registered with his two identities. Since then, he’d kept losing positions and was now in the 23rd spot. Judging by the hatred in his eyes, it almost felt like he blamed Zac for his fall from grace.

“This is one creative bastard, turning white into black,” Bubbur muttered, completely indifferent to the murderous looks from the Havarok Camp’s officials.

“More like brain damaged,” Emily added.

A smile tugged at Zac’s lips. The two weren’t oblivious to the situation they were in. They had intentionally thrown a rock into the calm lake to show Zac the ripples, and it confirmed Zac’s suspicions. The Havarok Dynasty were supposed to be the superiors of the Dravorak Empire and had the numbers on their side. Despite that, these scions were clearly restrained.

Ardos looked ready to unleash a massacre but suddenly stopped and looked away.

“We did the best of a bad situation,” Zac said. “It’s a shame you guys weren’t around to help us. Might have ended differently then.”

“Indeed. While it’s regrettable that the fortress couldn’t be brought under the Alliance’s control, you all performed valiantly. Even if the [Centurion Spear] fails to achieve its goals, it’ll be impossible for our enemies to turn the weapon against us,” the strategist said.

“You’re the guy who sells those ships?” another general interjected. He was human yet bigger than Billy, looking like he’d fit right in with the Muscle Brigade. It was Tusko, the ‘Twenty-sixth’s Iron Wall.’ With Warlin, he was one of the two generals who appeared friendly. “The ones with the dynamic energy weapons.”

“That’s me,” Zac said.

“Those little skippers are amazing. You have any more?” Tusko said, leaning forward with anticipation.

“Unfortunately, no.”

The general sighed with disappointment, and a few hostile officials began muttering about greed and insubordination. A blue screen made them choke on their complaints.

“But as you can see, I’m pretty close to upgrading the Shipyard to Middle D-grade. It will increase my production capacity, so I might have another answer for you in a couple of months.”

The screen was the [Mercantile Empire] quest with some details obfuscated for privacy. His quest progress was clearly visible at 1,858/2,000 and 3793/4000. Zac was right at the finish line, though he also needed to upgrade the Atwood Empire to a Middle D-grade faction.

“Shipyard upgrade?” Tusko roared as he shot to his feet, his eyes veritably burning. “Does that mean you’ll sell Middle D-grade Cosmic Vessels? Will they be of equal quality? Can they take on Late D-grade destroyers?”

“Yes,” Zac succinctly said.

It was one word that held great conviction. Tusko drew a sharp breath and tugged at the strategist’s sleeve. The hostile officials looked apprehensive, while the Havarok princes frowned with displeasure. More importantly, it was enough for the Everfast Monarch to finally open his eyes.

That was exactly why Zac shared the shipyard quest. Time was too short to get any response to his calls for aid. And even if they answered, what could the other factions do now that he was ‘a guest’ of the Dravorak Empire? That meant his shipyard was his greatest lifeline, and its upcoming upgrade could be the key to bringing a conflicted Everfast Monarch into his camp.

“Troubled times create capable leaders,” the Everfast Monarch said, his voice a perfect match to the one from the communicator. “Your contribution to the cause is great.”

“I’m embarrassed to hear such praise from the Everfast Monarch,” Zac said with a bow, inwardly celebrating the stormy expressions on the Havarok dais.

“There’s no need to address me in such a cumbersome manner. Just call me Prostez,” the man said. “The others told us you stayed behind to secure the activation. Can you tell us what happened?”

Zac hesitated, not knowing what these people already knew. He wanted to glance at Emily for some cues, except it was suddenly as though he couldn’t see anything but the dais. Prostez or someone else was using an ability to prevent him from corroborating with the others.

“There’s not much to say. A powerful outsider broke into the Command Center as we were wrapping up. I had the others go ahead while I tried to hold him back. Things worked out, but I blacked out for a couple of minutes. After that, I barely managed to escape with my life intact.”

“What happened with the outsider?” Prostez asked.

“He should be dead.”

“You killed an Imperial Prince from the Heartlands!” Ardos Havarok sneered, his face a mix of suspicion and victory. “How dare you stand here after betraying our race!”

“Betrayed my race?” Zac scoffed, though he was inwardly worried.

So they’d already figured out Yselio’s real identity. Zac didn’t think anyone from the Muscle Brigade had willingly ratted him out. Hiding secrets in front of such a powerful group of cultivators was also easier said than done. Zac had already entered his Void State, so he didn’t give anything away with a careless word or expression, but that didn’t guarantee anything.

“Humans are everywhere,” Zac said. “Most of those cultist bastards are humans, too. Are you saying they’re our allies?”

“Humans are everywhere because of the hard work and protection from humanity’s leaders, like the Seven Imperial Heavens. How dare you conflate them with unorthodox heretics!” Ardos retorted. “Then again, I guess we shouldn’t be surprised at your lack of fidelity. After all, can a miscreation like you even be considered human? You’re more comfortable among the other unholy things, aren’t you, Arcaz Umbri’Zi?”

Zac inwardly groaned when he saw the expressions of the other Havarok scions. Ykrodas still looked conflicted, with a hint of annoyance, and their leader had no change in expression. He was clearly the one fanning on Ardos from the shadows. Zac had been uncertain of the Havarok’s stance since they’d completely ignored him since they appeared in Zecia.

He was painfully aware now.
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THE PULL OF DESTINY


Zac’s situation, or rather his public explanation for his split, had already spread outside Earth. The more he accomplished, the harder the established factions worked to install spies among his ranks. No matter how hard Julia worked to root out traitors, it was impossible to catch them all.

Besides, even if he hadn’t explained the circumstances to the leaders of Port Atwood, there were simply too many breadcrumbs for the Havarok Empire not to connect the dots. The Havaroks would have launched an investigation after seeing Arcaz Umbri’Zi appear on the ladder, especially since his affiliation was listed as the Atwood Empire rather than the Kavriel Province.

The factions that gained an incursion on Earth had already made a fortune selling information on Zac and the Atwood Empire. Half of them had been routed by him in his Draugr form long before the planet became Death-attuned. He and Catheya were also seen together in the Tower of Eternity, where she’d helped him by killing a large number of Tsarun scions.

The Havarok Empire had even more to go by than the natives since they knew about his actions in the Twilight Ocean. He’d met Ykrodas in his undead form, and there should be multiple records of his human side.

“Arcaz is Arcaz and I am me,” Zac said. “And I’d say I’m more human than some outsider who teams up with the Kan’Tanu to harm Zecia. I did what I had to do to protect our sector.”

“You dare speak of protecting your sector? Killing one of their heirs will bring a calamity to this whole region. Can you bear that responsibility?” the Havarok scion retorted.

“I never said I killed him. I said he’s dead,” Zac said with a lazy expression. “A powerful Technocrat showed up shortly after the others left. She was the one who took him out.”

“You worked together with those Heaven-cursed heretics to kill someone from an Imperial Clan?” Ardos Havarok sneered.

“We didn’t work together. The Technocrats just popped up and started fighting with the Imperial. We saw similar battles on the way to the control center. Why should I stop them? My goal was to prevent anyone from accessing the controls until the weapon couldn’t be stopped.” Zac shrugged.

It was difficult to explain how he’d resisted someone like Yselio Tobrial without exposing his secrets. Luckily, the mysterious Technocrat had given him the perfect excuse that would alleviate some of the pressure on him. By choosing his words carefully, he could paint a picture of himself as an innocent bystander in a struggle between the Seventh Heaven and the Sindris Clan, and he wouldn’t even be lying.

“If anything, the Imperials were the ones who worked together with the Technocrats until they had a falling out,” Zac added.

“The Imperials and Technocrats working together?” the Havarok youth sneered. “You should have devised a better excuse to cover your crimes.”

“Is that so?” Zac smiled as he glanced in the strategist’s direction. “You should already have some preliminary findings, right?”

“Young master, I fear what he says is true,” Warlin, the Chief Strategist, said with a helpless look.

The general clearly didn’t relish being dragged into this mess, but Zac wouldn’t get anywhere by relying on his word alone. He was obviously not an impartial witness, and the Havaroks had it out for him. Zac was more curious whether there was any connection between the Imperial Clans and the Havaroks. The Havarok Dynasty hadn’t joined the struggle for the Left Imperial Palace of their own volition, yet Zac still hadn’t uncovered the party behind them.

Things would get thorny if they belonged to the same camp. Hopefully, the annoying princeling was only using the situation to their advantage to get at Zac. Otherwise, an imperial fleet could very well be on its way already.

“You arrived in such a hurry we didn’t have the chance to explain the whole situation,” Warlin explained. “The Heretics infiltrated our command center with the help of deathsworn soldiers of the Seven Heavens already embedded in our ranks. In return, the Technocrats manipulated our orders to send potential sealbearers into deathtraps.”

As expected, Zac wasn’t the only target. He wouldn’t be surprised if several rankers had disappeared when the ladders updated in a few hours. He’d only survived by the skin of his teeth by taking a huge risk. How could a normal sealbearer survive an ambush arranged by such powerful parties?

“Why did they have a falling out at such a critical moment?” Prostez asked.

“It’s possible both sides planned on seizing all the fruits of their cooperation from the beginning,” Zac offered, nodding at Ardos. “Like he said, it was an unusual alliance, bound to fail sooner or later.”

“Is that it?” the Everfast Monarch asked with a neutral expression.

It was technically within reason the Imperials and Technocrats would betray each other for no other reason than they saw an opportunity to deal a blow to an old enemy. The ancient grudge between the Limitless Empire and the Selvari shaped the world to this day. Only, why would those people rush to the top of the tower when all the sealbearers were either at the outer fort or fighting on the outside?

Zac was yet unclear whether Yselio was involved in dragging the fortress to the frontlines as part of his plot. He could just have been waiting for fate to gather before making his move. One thing was for certain. Those two would never be willing to jeopardize their main mission over a crumbling C-grade fortress. For them, the Sixth Centurion Lighthouse didn’t matter. The only thing they cared about was Ultom and the Left Imperial Palace.

The Everfast Monarch and the others could figure out that much, so Zac knew he had to give them something.

“They were fighting over information on a weapons research project,” Zac said.

Truthfully, even such a prize seemed worthless compared to harvesting more seals. Most likely, it was only upon realizing the Sixth Centurion Lighthouse’s secret project was related to the Lost Plane that Yselio and the Sindris Clan turned against each other. For all they knew, it might be a back door leading straight into Ultom. If that were the case, its value would greatly exceed any number of seals.

“What kind of weapon?” the Everfast Monarch asked with a somber expression. “Who seized it?”

“I’m not sure what kind of weapon,” Zac said, only half-lying. He was still really just guessing at this point. “And I’m not sure either side got it. The Imperial said he was still looking for something when he intercepted us. Our activation of the [Centurion Spear] might have interrupted their plans and forced them to hurry to the Command Center.”

“Sounds like you were the last man off the ship,” Ardos said with a ruthless smile. “And according to my cousin here, they found a castle picked clean and a Realm Spirit gone berserk when the Twilight Ocean collapsed. Someone had absconded with the trove while the rest suffered. History often repeats itself, does it not?”

“Me? You think I got the weapon?” Zac said with a raised brow. “I wish.”

“And we should just take your word for it?”

“He’s right,” one of the generals who had been silent until now said. It was the one who seemed more aligned with the Havarok scions. “A weapon that can move even the hearts of such powerful factions is a critical matter. It can change the course of the whole war. Your word alone is not enough. Better we commit a small taboo by searching your belongings than letting a critical strategic resource slip through our fingers.”

Zac frowned in anger while inwardly celebrating his obscene Luck. [Purity of the Void]’s upgrade was a huge lucky break, and he’d already moved any sensitive items to his other body. These people could look all they wanted. They wouldn’t find a thing.

“I’m sorry, young friend. We’ll have to impose on you,” Prostez said, nodding at Tusko and the hostile general. “Both of you. Only scan.”

Zac felt a pulse spread through his body while all his backup Spatial Rings flew out of his bags. Someone had scanned him for Spatial Skills like those most Merchants owned. Zac didn’t resist. The Void had already retreated to the depths of his body, and even most Autarchs would fail to uncover any of his secrets.

The two generals appeared before him the next moment, going through his rings one by one. One looked increasingly displeased, while the other appeared about ready to defect and join his camp.

“There’s nothing,” the first general said and flew back to his seat.

“Holy hell,” Tusko exclaimed, his eyes as wide as saucers as he turned to Zac. “How?”

“The Cosmic Vessel business is pretty lucrative.” Zac smiled.

He’d already transported all resources critical for his breakthroughs and half of the top-tier treasures he’d gathered at the end. What was left was far less impressive, though still enough to make most Peak Hegemons go green with envy.

“I bet it is,” Tusko muttered as he returned to his seat.

“There is still one suspicious spatial treasure on his hand, and you barely checked it!” Ardros said. “It reeks of energy.”

“Young master, it’s a Worldring housing a Plant King,” the general said. “There are no items inside.”

“It might be hiding the weapon inside,” Ardos said, turning to Zac. “Take it out and cut it open.”

“You want to cut open my companion?” Zac said with a chilly smile as he held up the Worldring. “Why don’t you do it yourself, mister twenty-three?”

Ardos’ eyes thinned into slits, and he rushed down the dais with a growl, his hands suddenly covered in cracks that spread into the surroundings. Haro had already stirred from the murderous intent in Zac’s heart, and boundless wrath flooded Zac’s mind as Haro realized they were under attack.

Zac had no intention of calming Haro. Instead, he unlocked the spatial seal, and a storm of deadly vines covered in serrated thorns burst forth. Not stooping to the level of others was a virtue, but some would just keep taking and taking until nothing was left.

Ardos fought with far greater ferocity than any of the werewolves he’d encountered inside the Mystic Realm, his hands turning into primal claws infused with the Daos of Nature and Earth. They bit into the slithering vines, but Haro’s appendages were more durable than the roots of ancient oak. Still, more and more vines fell onto the ground as Ardos forced his way over. The problem was that Haro was lashing out, guided by blind rage.

As despicable as Adros was, he was ultimately an elite warrior of a B-grade faction. Such a crude fighting style couldn’t threaten him.

‘Follow me!’ Zac urged in his mind, showing the way to the Evolutionary Stance through their shared Dao.

The Heavenrender Vine began listening to his calls after briefly resisting. The reluctance disappeared when a surprise turnaround drew a line of blood on the princeling’s forearm. Zac could feel Haro’s desire for power, pleading with Zac to show him the way of unleashing carnage on their enemies.

Zac was happy to oblige, when a pang of danger warned him things were about to take a turn for the worse. A frown had appeared on the Havarok leader’s face. One of their elite soldiers had been wounded by a young and inexperienced Early Plant King in front of a large audience. Even if Ardos wasn’t using any skills or equipment, it was a huge blow to their prestige.

Rekodes Havarok, the ninth-place holder on the Middle D-grade ladder, was about to enter the fray.

Things had already reached a point of no return, so Zac could only keep going. He stepped into the writhing storm of vines with incredible speed, seemingly fusing with the Heavenrender Vine through perfectly synced movements. A burst of energy surged around Ardos, only for his plan to be thwarted by a punch that would have thrown the princeling across the room if not for Haro.

The semi-conscious princeling was dragged back with such force his arm was ripped off. Zac didn’t care about the bloody scene as he grasped his neck with enough force to hear bones creak and groan, turning him into a human shield against Rekodes, who had finally stood up with a spear already in his hand.

“You piece of trash, you want to cut open my companion?” Zac growled as he levied [Verun’s Bite] against Adros’ midriff. “How about I cut you and your cousins open instead? If the Havarok Empire has a problem with it, they’re welcome to ask the Undead Empire or the Tayn Family for compensation.”

A clamor erupted around the dias, calling for Zac’s immediate execution. The commotion was immediately quashed by immense pressure.

“Enough. This matter is over. If you enter a fight, you better be prepared to lose. Your name and background will not protect you on the battlefield,” Prostez said with an unmistakable glint of appreciation in his eyes. “That’s a fine specimen.”

“Thank you,” Zac said as he hurled his captive at the Havarok platform like he was a sack of potatoes.

He didn’t like using Iz’s name for protection. Given his situation wasn’t great, it might have made the Everfast Monarch step in and deal with the matter.

“Such nonsense,” the Everfast Monarch sighed. “How could my generals fail to sense the weapon if it were inside the Worldring?”

“The matter of the fortress and its presumed weapon can be put aside, but this man cannot be spared. He’s an enemy of the empire,” Rekodes interjected.

“Let’s not pretend this is about some distant war,” Zac snorted, looking at the prince with a mocking smile. “That’s right. I’m a sealbearer. You’re welcome to test whether my fate or yours is stronger.”

Sharp killing intent gleamed in Rekodes’ eyes, and the banners in the large hall fluttered from a growing wind.

“As I said, this matter is over.”

The words contained unbending determination that pushed down on the room like a thunderstorm.

“Zachary Atwood has contributed greatly to the war effort this time. First, he sent a warning of the Technocrat infiltration, saving the lives of innumerable soldiers. Secondly, he was instrumental in the battle for the fortress. An unthinkable calamity could have struck our frontlines if not for his efforts. Not to mention the vessels his empire is supplying the frontlines. How could the Alliance show its face if we turned our backs on such a hero? Who’d be willing to contribute?”

“Lord Dravorak, this is a matter of the upper dynasty,” Rekodes said. “Lord Refus tasked you with assisting us in this endeavor. Are you rebelling?”

“Rebelling?” Everfast repeated with an icy voice while his four generals looked at the Havarok youths with undisguised killing intent. Not even the general who leaned toward the Havarok’s camp was any different.

“It’s true. You have your pursuits, and the Dravorak Empire is a subject of the Havarok Dynasty.” Everfast nodded, a biting chill in his eyes. “But so what? Is Lord Refus here? Even if he were, would he dare break the seal on his power to ignore my orders?”

“You—”

“This is just a game for you little brats. An opportunity,” the Everfast Monarch pressed on, his momentum growing increasingly overbearing. “You avoided the battlefield while our men bled, only teleporting over upon hearing potential sealbearers were dropping from the sky.

“Do you think I’d let you touch Zecia’s heroes just so you can reap some benefits without exerting any effort, in blatant violation of your agreement, at that? Audacious! How could I face my ancestors if I sold my honor like that? How could I face my martyred soldiers! Speak of this again, and I’ll break your limbs and throw you onto the frontlines.”

“I hope Lord Dravorak won’t regret this decision in the future,” Rekodes slowly said as he led his men out of the hall.

“This trial… It’s hard to say whether it’s a blessing or a curse for Zecia,” Everfast said with a shake of his head as he watched more than half the officials scurry after the trio. He turned back to Zac. “I apologize for our unseemly behavior. Even with our recent victory, disaster looms just beyond the horizon. We depend on outside assistance, even if their goals are not aligned with ours.”

“I understand,” Zac said.

It was impossible to say whether Prostez’s intervention was because of his namedropping or whether he felt bad. Still, the Monarch had undeniably stuck his neck out for him.

“Is there anything else you can tell us about the weapon or our new enemies?” Field Marshall Prostez asked.

Zac thought for a moment before throwing out a piece of intelligence, “The Imperial called the Technocrats the Sindris Clan. From how he talked, it sounded like he’d defeated them before intercepting us. I’m not sure if that’s of any use?”

“Sindris? It’s not a name I’m familiar with,” Everfast muttered. Zac noted someone else recognized it.

The veiled woman, who hadn’t so much as opened her eyes during the previous commotion, stirred upon hearing the name. Zac felt two piercing eyes stare at him, and it was as if they could see through his past and future.

Oddly enough, no one else noticed her reaction. Come to think of it, it was almost as though she didn’t exist. Not a single one had glanced in her direction since Zac arrived, from Prostez to the dozens of attendants standing at attention. What was going on? Zac quickly averted his gaze, fearful making eye contact would result in a disaster.

It was too late.

“I will forward this information to the Alliance. There might be recordings of these heretics somewhere,” Prostez said. Zac could barely hear him.

It was like the timeline had split, where Zac had one foot in each reality. In one, the generals continued discussing the Sindris clan as though nothing had changed. In the other, time stopped except for him and the veiled woman. He found himself unable to move as she stood up and walked over, her steps sounding like the ticks of a clock.

“History repeats itself,” she said. “How will you respond to the pull of destiny, young Void Emperor? Will you fight back? Or will you swim with the current? What will your heart tell you when you gaze upon the Terminus?”

“You’re from the Vigil,” Zac squeezed through a locked jaw, having confirmed her appearance wasn’t just a passing resemblance to the Void Gate. “Aren’t you people supposed to stay on the sidelines?”

“Oh?” the woman said as she looked at Zac with an inscrutable gaze. “You are right, for the most part. We are flawed, and there is no such thing as a truly neutral observer. Look at our local chapter, participating in a war whose fate has been entwined with the Era’s direction. Alas, I am just here to observe.”

“Observe me?”

“In a sense. I’m here to witness the shift,” the woman said before her gaze grew distant. “It has begun.”
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THE SHIFT


The rustling fields of Relver Serenity Grass stretched across the horizon in every direction. Only the cubic processing plants equally spaced along the enormous farming platform provided a break in the liminal nightmare. Floating barges were constantly funneling recently harvested crops to be processed or bringing back the refined dust.

Perhaps it would have been better to lose grip of reality. What dignity was there in crawling around in the mud, removing the flower buds that would compete for nourishment and slow the accelerated growth? All while having his energy sapped by the demonic plants and the Feeder Curse in his chest.

The only thing that kept Nolan going was the notion of funneling the indignity and rage into acts of sabotage. To go out in a blaze of glory, wreaking as much havoc as he could. He’d only have one shot before the Heart Curse triggered and ripped him apart. He needed to make it count.

Although, it was getting harder to ignore the whispers of defeat in the back of his head. Four weeks of this hellish existence, and he hadn’t seen the shadow of an opportunity. And even if he managed to blow up the whole platform, what did it matter? There were dozens just like it surrounding the Worldfort.

The serenity grass was a necessary resource that helped manage the Heart Demons of these netherblasted cultists. It was woefully easy to cultivate, just requiring space and sacrifices to grow like weeds.

“Hurry up, you bastards, or we’ll pick the next batch of bloodbags from your cohort!” a gruff voice echoed through Nolan’s quadrant.

Maybe he should settle for taking out that cruel bastard. It wouldn’t change anything, but Nolan felt he could meet his ancestors with a smile as long as Entu joined him in the afterlife. He’d have to endure a bit longer. His semi-awakened bloodline hadn’t fully recovered its hidden energy stockpile after that final battle.

Nolan would normally keep his head down and continue working, as the slavedrivers used any excuse to torment the captives. It was the only available pastime for these pathetic little tyrants deemed too incompetent to handle anything but oversee Relver fields and sealed slaves. Just a few more days.

Today, Nolan broke the unspoken rule among captives. He raised his head above the stalks to look at the sky. A radiant light showered the purple fields in a refreshing white splendor. Nolan vaguely sensed that work had practically stopped with thousands of slaves straightening hunched backs. All eyes were on the white streak piercing the Cosmos with unfathomable speed.

An immense aura erupted from the Worldfort as a gate the size of a continent formed in its exosphere. It dispersed like a shadow exposed to light as the blinding spear approached. In the blink of an eye, the celestial streak had gone from a distant dot of overwhelming radiance to a line of utmost white that split Nolan’s vision in two.

It struck the Worldfort’s central tower and emerged on the planet’s other end. It was as if time had stopped, and Nolan’s thoughts ground to a halt as he looked at the impaled world. Then, the world shattered, releasing a tidal wave of glorious light.

The wave looked like a swarm of trillions of fireflies, and they moved even faster than the rubble left from the ruined world. The remainders of the Worldfort were consumed first, and then the moons and defensive satellites that could repel a Monarch’s assault. The armada tried to escape. Any attempt to break through the dimensional barrier created tears from which more fireflies emerged.

The wave looked gentle at this distance, though Nolan understood it moved with shocking speed. Nolan’s eyes shifted, spotting Entu staring at the sky with horror. A smile spread across Nolan’s face as he hunched over, and painful lessons allowed him to creep closer unseen without causing so much as a ripple on the serenity grass.

“You—!”

Entu didn’t get any further before a bloody hand burst through his chest, covered in pieces of his shredded heart. An unbearable agony assaulted Nolan, and he tasted metal as blood filled his mouth. He pressed on, his other hand forming a large circle. His fingers were filled with the crumbling pieces of his soul, becoming the blade that severed Entu’s limbs.

Nolan and the crippled cultist fell over at the same time, one forward and one back. Both sported huge holes in their chests, and neither were long for this world. The only difference was that the last thing Entu would see was dirty soil and darkness while Nolan looked up at the approaching ocean of stars.

It was the most beautiful thing he’d ever seen.
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“What shift?” Zac asked, realizing too late the veiled woman had disappeared when he followed her gaze.

The feeling of the timeline being split disappeared soon after. Even now, there was no hint on the Everfast Monarch’s face that he’d noticed anything. Was the Vigil observer that strong? Could they hold such a special position that the System didn’t hinder their movements, allowing even Autarchs to pass through the seal?

More shocking was that she called him Void Emperor. Until now, only Sendor had figured out that identity, and that was only after performing a thorough scan. This nun had seen through his secret while he was actively trying to hide his tracks. Zac felt even more exposed and was relieved to see her gone, even if his mind was plagued with new questions.

Zac put the matter aside as Warlin suddenly shot to his feet, his expression wide with shock. He wasn’t the only one; even the Everfast Monarch’s impassive façade had cracked.

“It worked!” the strategist shouted.

“Is it the spear?” Average asked with a shaky voice, his eyes red. “Did it work?”

“It worked, it worked!” Warlin laughed. “We just received a report from our sentries keeping watch on the Kan’Tanu’s Warfort. They saw a streak of light passing through the planet. The next moment, an earth-shattering explosion destroyed half the solar system. The base, the armada. It’s all gone! They don’t believe even the residing Monarchs survived!”

Zac mutely looked at the general. He’d caught a glimpse of the [Centurion Spear], but even he couldn’t believe it held such immense power. A Worldfort wasn’t some random base. The Kan’Tanu had only erected ten inside Zecia and a few more in the Million Gates Territory, with each directing the war against four to six Alliance Field Armies. Losing one had to be the Kan’Tanu’s biggest setback since the war started, and it wasn’t even close.

If Zac was shocked, it was nothing compared to the officials gathered in the room. It looked like they’d been struck by lightning. Some turned to Warlin like they couldn’t believe what they’d just heard. Others looked at Zac like he was a reincarnation of a war god. Some officials who’d previously been overtly hostile looked at him like he was their firstborn son. Even the staunch soldiers standing guard along the walls broke discipline and muted whispers spread through the halls.

“We did it,” Average whispered as he slumped back on the chair. “We actually did it.”

“Wait, did you say pass through?” Emily interjected. “It’s still going?”

“It looks that way,” Warlin grinned.

“This is an immense, unprecedented contribution,” the Everfast Monarch said. “As I said, the Alliance will not fail its heroes. We will deliver the reward you deserve as soon as possible. The Twenty-sixth will always remember your service. Any outsider will have to go through us if they wish you harm, even if it’s the Havarok Dynasty.”

“Thank you,” Zac said with a bow. “I haven’t decided on my next step. Right now, I’m more worried about my people scattered across the battlefield.”

“Your people are safe,” Warlin said. The strategist already had hundreds of communication tokens floating around him. He was undoubtedly sending out new sets of orders because of the news. “In fact, an event took place shortly after you entered the fortress, one we’d hope you could shed light on.”

“What’s that?”

“An ancient treasure shaped like a bell appeared.”

“Again?” Zac exclaimed, feeling like someone had splashed him with freezing water. “How’s our losses?”

“Among our people? Almost zero. However, not a single Kan’Tanu survived.”

“How’s that possible?”

“That’s what we’d like to know,” Warlin said. “We received a high-priority report from a subordinate called Elena Dossin. She reported a series of suspicious circumstances, from the appearance of an ancient bell to you being betrayed by extremely powerful cultivators. Finally, that bell reappeared just moments after you disappeared. Then an undead captain from your ranks flew to the sky and entered the bell. We believe her name is Vilari Blackwood.”

“What!”

“The bell flew to the Kan’Tanu’s side after a few seconds, and they all ripped their hearts out of their chests. After that, the bell disappeared.”

“What about Vilari? Did she return?”

“She did not.”

“Is this a weapon of yours, or one that has been borrowed from your allies?” the Everfast Monarch asked. “Don’t misunderstand; we have no intentions of taking it from you. Its power is immense, and we hope to invite you for certain covert missions in the future.”

Zac barely heard Prostez’s words, his mind abuzz from the news. The ancient bell and its evil aura were still fresh in his mind. To hear that Vilari entered it was beyond horrifying. Zac opened his Quest Screen, breathing out in relief when his [One by Nine] quest remained listed as complete. Vilari was his only sealbearer of the Anima Court, which hopefully meant she was alive.

“It’s not mine,” Zac said as he closed the screen. “The only thing I know was that Vilari felt it resembled an inheritance she’d stumbled onto. Except, the bell had been corrupted by an evil entity. Can I ask, has there been any news of it since?”

“No,” Prostez said. “The spear has made it difficult to communicate in this region. Many matters will remain unclear until the turbulence has eased.”

Zac took a steadying breath before shifting the topic, “I have another companion inside the fortress base. Has there been any news of it?”

“It’s been located, and we’re heading there now,” Warlin assured.

“I have to leave you now. The others will fill in the gaps,” the Everfast Monarch said, giving Zac a last look as his body faded. “Stay or transfer; I will support your decision.”

Zac and the others bowed, and Prostez Dravorak was gone the next moment. The generals kept asking questions for another ten minutes, and Zac answered the best he could without exposing any sensitive secrets. On a few occasions, Average was asked to clarify. No one questioned Galau or Bubbur’s affiliation, though that could just be Everfast Monarch and the others looking the other way.

Suddenly, the Half-step Monarch opened his eyes and disappeared. From the moment Zac entered until now, he never said a word. First the Everfast Monarch, and now him?

“Is there something wrong?” Zac asked.

“Nothing major,” Warlin said. “There are some rats skulking about in our vicinity. We’ll have to stop here for today.”

“Do you require our assistance?”

“Where would the Twenty-sixth put its face if we let you youngsters do all the work?” Tusko laughed.

“Then, with your permission, I’d like to seclude myself,” Zac said. “I’ve pushed myself too hard over the past couple of hours and need rest.”

“Of course,” Warlin said, glancing at one of the attendants by his side. “Oh, we might have to call on you in an hour or so,” the strategist added as Zac and the others were led away.

“Is there something else?”

“We’re already at the coordinates of the fortress base. We’re just waiting for our shields to recover enough to force a path through the dimensional turbulence,” Warlin explained. “Seeing as you and your companions have the greatest understanding of its intricacies, we might have to lean on you again.”

“The base… how’s the situation?” Zac asked.

“The boss went there ten minutes ago,” Tusko grinned. “What problems could there be?”

So that’s where the Everfast Monarch disappeared to. Zac finally relaxed, feeling everything was in hand. The Kan’Tanu should be in disarray after losing their Worldfort. Their Monarchs had bigger things to worry about than the scraps of a broken fortress.

Their small group was led to a private wing with large common spaces and twenty individual apartments.

“You guys okay?” Zac asked as he looked around.

“We’re fine,” Average grunted. “Not sure how we’d fare if the spear failed to activate, though. Good job there, boss.”

“It was the least I could do.”

“I can’t believe I used to feel a bit bad for those Havarok jerks after hearing the stories,” Emily muttered. “You should have kicked them while they were down back then.”

“Well, I had my hands full just staying alive,” Zac said with a helpless smile.

“I knew you didn’t just sit around after disappearing.” Average grinned. “To think you’ve already managed to make a B-grade faction your enemy. Even my crazy grandma would be lost for words. I’m looking forward to hearing the stories.”

“We’ll catch up over a drink or two later. Right now, I really have to rest,” Zac said, glancing at Average with a small smile tugging at his lips. “Speaking of, your grandmother left seclusion while you were trapped. She’s also a Monarch now. Unfortunately, she was wounded in an earlier battle. I’m sure seeing you will lift her spirits.”

Average’s face turned pale as a sheet, and Zac laughed as the door closed behind him. Kantaja Peak, known as the Knuckle Butcher, had created some waves during the war, prompting some unbelievable stories from her past to resurface. The Peaks all had a screw loose, and the partners they chose were even crazier.

Zac spent the next few minutes reviewing everything he’d experienced since stepping onto the frontlines, identifying mistakes and lingering threats. He wasn’t too worried about his conflict with the Havarok scions after the Everfast Monarch clarified his stance. None of them posed a real threat, and Zac sincerely doubted the Monarch behind them would dare target him.

The Havarok Dynasty’s backer would never let a Monarch directly involve himself in a struggle of fate between the younger generation. If he acted on his own and ruined their plans, the whole empire might be eradicated.

The real problem was the Imperial Clans, now that his involvement in Yselio’s death had been exposed. He’d hoped any trace of his actions would have disappeared along with the tower. It didn’t make a difference whether the Havarok Dynasty followed the Imperial Clans or not. The news would reach their ears sooner or later.

Yselio’s gambit cost him his life. That defeat didn’t mean the Seven Heavens would give up. There were still over two years before the inheritance started, which was more than enough time to turn things around. Ancient factions like that wouldn’t blink at sacrificing a whole generation if it gave them a small chance at seizing an Eternal Heritage.

Shifting the blame to the Sindris Clan wouldn’t protect him against retaliation, and this was a threat that could haunt him after Ultom was dealt with. It wouldn’t take any effort on their part to send a punitive squad to Zecia after the sector was unsealed. Zac needed to figure out safeguards for the Atwood Empire beyond the Assimilation.

The second problem was borrowing the Tayn’s prestige when he felt the situation was going south. Iz probably wouldn’t care, but Zac knew her family wasn’t so easygoing. The Tayns wouldn’t be feared across the Multiverse for no good reason. He would have to figure out a way to repay the debt before they decided to test Earth’s or Zecia’s fate.

Powerful gathering arrays had sprung to life while Zac mulled things over, and Zac’s parched body greedily swallowed it all. The speed was significantly faster than before, almost reaching the levels of normal cultivators. He had already noticed the difference during the interrogation, and it was far more noticeable inside a cultivation ground.

It was all thanks to the shadowy motes in his cells. He was still unable to cultivate, his body simply exerted an inherent pull on the ambient energy. Zac was curious to see whether the pull would continue when his Cosmic Core was satiated or whether the ability was limited to recovering energy.

Human eyes closed to focus on recovery while Abyssal eyes opened in the Ensolus Ruins. While one half fought off Havarok scions and answered questions, the other had focused on consolidating his breakthrough and taking control of his bloodline. He couldn’t let any hints of the Void leak before a Middle Monarch.

With his human side taking over the baton, Zac could deal with the pressing matters back home, the first of which was the transformation around him. The Ensolus Ruins were fortunately spared Void’s full attention, though Zac sensed that a handful of treasures had disappeared during his breakthrough. Around 15% of the breakthrough had been fueled by Ensolus, leaving most of the temples intact. That number would have been even lower if not for the chaotic events leading up to the breakthrough.

The ambient energy was still improving, already approaching the equivalent of Middle D-grade. It was the work of an incredible gathering array. It was even gathering the planet’s providence into one spot, meaning anyone cultivating inside the ruins would enjoy a temporary boost to their effective Luck.

The ruins were fast becoming a holy land. Zac only felt a headache as he flew toward the exit, keeping a wide berth around the new additions. He didn’t have any good solution to dealing with the situation. The cathedral possibly held something that could help the war effort, but getting through it might require the strength of a Monarch. Teleporting such a powerful being to his budding empire was like inviting a fox into the henhouse.

Except, could he live with covering it up when so much was at stake? Was it even possible?
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Zac scratched his head with frustration while glaring at the treasure houses locked behind impenetrable barriers. Thankfully, it wasn’t like he was completely out of options. The safest was to wait for his toad companion to reach Zecia. Esmeralda would only be somewhere around his level when she arrived, but she was the incarnation of an A-grade thief. If anyone could find a weakness and sneak inside, it was her.

The problem was, Zac had no idea when she’d arrive. Esmeralda was entering the trial by hitching a ride, so she had no intention of collecting seals. By the sound of it, she planned on arriving at the last moment, meaning the Ensolus Ruins would remain locked away for years. Could he really wait that long? He had one more solution, though, one that could be enacted within a month or two. He’d have to put aside the time to have that drink with Average after he’d returned.

Zac took one last look at the majestic temples before entering the perpetual storm surrounding the Ensolus Ruins. Fierce gales lashed at him as he made his way through, to the point Zac opted to take out [Love’s Bond] and use the chains to latch onto the ground. The winds had grown significantly stronger since the transformation, a change Zac welcomed.

Before, essentially anyone could pass through and enter the ruins. Now, you at least needed the cultivation of Peak E-grade or ample preparations to safely pass through. By the time the ambient energy stopped increasing, it might rebuff everyone beneath Hegemony. Perhaps they could make the storm even stronger to create a natural barrier protecting their secrets.

Zac emerged from the other side soon after, finding the group of Valkyries waiting for him.

“My lord.” Tamira bowed.

Zac nodded with a smile, hiding the pang in his heart upon seeing the unfamiliar faces behind her. Tamira was one of the twelve original Valkyries remaining. Of the other sixty-eight, more than half had passed away. Most fell in combat during the Integration and the war, while a few died during off-world training in the interim. The rest had chosen to give up their identity, though rarely willingly.

Only nine of the original Valkyries Zac brought with him from Greenworth were cultivators, and the options for real mortals couldn’t be compared to Zac’s. Most of the original Valkyries found themselves increasingly unable to keep up with the Valkyries’ cultivation despite enjoying the best resources in the Atwood Empire. Materials can only take you so far when talent is lacking.

Rather than becoming a weakness during critical missions, they opted to enter the Atwood Army as normal soldiers. This was the ending for most mortals who’d stood out during the Integration. Another regrettable example was Ling Tian, the heroic warrior who’d continuously risked his life fighting the Undead Incursion.

Despite Zac providing him with a steady stream of resources, he was still stuck in the earlier stages of Middle E-grade. Reportedly, Ling Tian spent most of his time in a sickbed after breaking open nodes, just like the Mortal Monarch whose biography Zac got from Thea.

Zac’s progress through E-grade had felt arduous, but it was worth remembering mortals generally needed centuries to reach Peak E-grade. Only a vanishingly small portion even got that far. Forcing open nodes during Late E-grade, especially, was like playing Russian Roulette. Should you beat the odds and reach the end, your Daos would be hopelessly behind even the worst of cultivators.

The Multiverse simply wasn’t equal, even if the System had partially bridged the gap between mortals and cultivators.

“How’s the situation here?” Zac asked.

“Roughly half an hour ago, we felt extremely powerful spatial fluctuations, along with another force. It’s hard to explain. It reminds me of the Church of the Everlasting Dao only far grander,” Tamira said. “We have reports it was noticed all the way in Silverwood Crest. The storm has grown fiercer, too, and it seems to be absorbing energy.”

Zac inwardly grimaced. The Silverwoods were halfway across the continent, meaning millions had noticed the transformation.

“It’s under control. For now, seal the ruins. Let no one but the most trusted enter,” Zac said.

“We’ll handle it,” Tamira said. “Do you need us to accompany you back to Earth?”

“No, I have a mission for your team,” Zac said. “Have someone fetch our strongest camouflage arrays. As soon as security has been tightened, try to hide the new buildings inside the ruins.”

Tamira’s brows rose. “New buildings? Which district?”

“You won’t be able to miss them,” Zac said helplessly. “Be careful. Their shields are fully operational. Keep a wide berth and immediately retreat if you notice anything odd. If the big thing in the middle is too big to obscure, surround it with Mist Arrays or something.”

“We’ll be careful,” Tamira assured, her eyes gleaming with curiosity.

Zac entered his cultivation cave twenty minutes later with a frown on his face. He’d spent the last minutes talking with his contacts from various forces, sending out feelers about Vilari while thanking them for assisting him with the Endemire Sage and Everfast Monarch. Unfortunately, no one had answers or ideas, and could only promise they’d keep their ears to the ground.

How was he even supposed to look for Vilari? The bell seemed able to come and go as it pleased. Worse, such a powerful treasure would attract the attention of Monarchs from both camps. He’d seen how eager the Everfast Monarch was after learning of its power. After all, even Hegemons were helpless before its influence. Despite his contributions, the Alliance would be more interested in controlling the weapon than saving its passenger.

The only clue he had to go on was his conversation with Vilari before they separated. She’d believed the bell was related to the Crown of Despair inheritance, or rather the Mentalist who set it up. Should he force his way into the trial to speak with Vilari’s master? Or was that sending himself to an early grave? Ralz Calzood was still alive, and she might be the reason why Vilari was taken.

Even if only a wisp of her soul was left with Brazla, it belonged to a Peak C-grade Mentalist. Zac’s odds of survival were almost nil if Ralz wanted to kill him inside her realm.

It might be possible to talk with her without entering her Inheritance Realm. He’d discuss it with Brazla, but he could only put out one fire at a time. Zac cleared his head as he took out the emblem he kept stored in a sealed part of his cultivation cave. Looking at it now, Zac saw some similarities between it and the Sindris token he left in the tower.

The situation aboard the ancient vessel had stabilized, but it was clear the Sindris Clan was operating in the area. They could pop up at any moment, and Zac frankly wasn’t confident the Everfast Monarch could protect them. Technocrats weren’t playing by the System’s rules. They may have snuck Autarchs into Zecia, for all he knew.

It was about time he had another talk with his mother.

Zac infused his will into the token. Nothing happened, except his spirituality being expelled. Zac growled with annoyance. It almost felt like Leandra had screened his call. He wouldn’t give up just because of that. Zac kept infusing his will with increasing determination until there finally was a change.

“How disappointing. Only a few months have passed, yet you’ve already reached a dead end?”

Leandra’s projection looked the same as before, her eyes blank and emotionless as she looked Zac up and down. Zac couldn’t glean anything about Kenzie’s situation from her appearance, though he could tell Leandra was real rather than an AI.

“That’s not it,” Zac said.

“Have you called me just to flaunt your evolved bloodline?” Leandra said with a shake of her head. “There is a great cost to connecting across such vast distances, not to mention the dangers of exposure.”

“Can you let me talk? Do you think I’d contact you if I didn’t have to? If anything, my problem is probably of your making,” Zac growled as he produced a replica Sindris sigil he’d carved while contacting his allies. “These people have popped up in the Zecia Sector and seem interested in me. I need answers.”

Leandra said nothing for a while as her projection stared at the token. A small furrow had appeared on her face. She was worried. Zac held no illusions her fears were for his safety. An unwelcome and seemingly unexpected variable had appeared, which threatened her undertaking.

“Have they discovered you?”

“Yes, they got a front-row seat to my breakthrough.”

“Careless. The eyes of the world are on your sector right now,” Leandra said. “You should have understood your origin isn’t simple. One wrong step will lead to disaster. Remember your mission. Your sister will be struck down by the System if you die or get captured.”

“You don’t need to remind me,” Zac said. “And it’s not like I had any options. The situation here is out of control. I did what I had to do to survive. I need you to tell me who these people are and whether they’re friends or foes.”

“Friend or foe…” Leandra slowly said. “It’s impossible to say. I doubt even they know.”

“At least you’re not making it as cryptic as possible,” Zac said with exasperation.

“Fate’s hold…” Leandra muttered as her gaze grew distant. The silence stretched for twenty seconds until she sighed. “Remaining ignorant and free from influence in these times might do more harm than good. It’s time you understood your origins.”

Zac’s heart shuddered. He’d been prepared to threaten Leandra with his assignment if she didn’t come clean. Now, that was unnecessary. He didn’t say or show anything on his face, afraid of doing something that could change her mind.

“I’m sure you’ve pieced some things together already. You’re my son, but you’re also not. You carry the biological inheritance of the Kayar-Elu, though that’s less than a third of your genetic makeup. It’s mostly a mix of two lineages, one of which is the owners of that token. The Fallen. The Sindris Clan.

“Humanity and the Technocracy share a common origin; an ancient civilization called the Selvari. We fought against the Limitless Empire, desperately trying to thwart their mad ambitions. The Kayar-Elu is a prime lineage of the Selvari, as were the Sindris Clan.”

‘The Fallen? They “were” a prime lineage?’

Leandra kept talking about the Sindris Clan in the past tense despite them being alive and well. Zac had a dozen questions at the tip of his tongue, but he kept his mouth shut as Leandra continued.

“The Selvari fought long and hard, resisting the Limitless Empire for millions of years. Countless sons and daughters laid down their lives to protect our homelands while our researchers worked themselves to the bone in attempts to build stronger defenses against the onslaught. And yet, we were losing.

“During the height of the war, a grievously wounded man appeared before the Technocracy Council. Despite his state, he emitted a terrifying aura that eclipsed even our forefathers. They had never seen anything like it. Except for one person. The Limitless Emperor. It seemed impossible, but the man actually stood before the council and introduced himself as such.

“The council was ready to lay down their lives to strike down their enemy, even if it meant tearing apart the fabric of reality. However, the Emperor said he came in peace. He claimed he wasn’t the one who’d ruled over the Empire for the past eons. A man named Laondio Evrodok had usurped the throne and banished the original Emperor’s identity from the Rivers of Time and Fate.”

Raging waves coursed through Zac’s heart from having multiple questions answered at once. He had to force down his racing thoughts to not miss anything as Leandra pressed on.

“The ancestors wouldn’t take such a fanciful story at face value, but some of his claims were quickly proven. His identity was truly taboo, impossible to remember or store. To this day, the Technocracy don’t know his name.

“It was also impossible to give him an actual name since it, too, would be erased. After much deliberation, the forefathers let the deposed Emperor stay with the Selvari. The Sindris Clan was chosen to guard him. Eventually, he was given the epithet ‘Void Emperor,’ being the Emperor of nothing.

“The Void Emperor joining our ranks was the beginning of the end. At first, everything went well. His power was undeniable, and the intelligence he provided led to significant victories. They gave the Selvari the breathing room needed to finalize lifesaving projects. The deposed Emperor was also the one who first exposed Laondio’s plans for building the System.

“After confirming his words, the ancestors knew they faced an existential threat that couldn’t be avoided or ignored. They had to risk everything for the sake of the universe. They also built great arks to protect the common populace and keep the flame of hope alive in case something went wrong.

“The ancestors were running out of time as they planned their counter-measure. The Selvari ancestors, the direct inheritors of the Technocrat Codex, were ready to sacrifice themselves to stop Emperor Limitless’s experiment. The Void Emperor led them to the capital of his old Empire, using secret backdoors he’d left for himself. Everything was proceeding according to plan.

“Then, disaster struck. At a critical juncture, the Void Emperor betrayed us. It led to the demise of most forefathers, including the Matriarch of the Kayar-Elu,” Leandra said, her frosty expression veritably oozing with hatred. “The System was born soon after; you should know the rest. Our only solace is that the founders didn’t go down without a fight. The usurper was grievously wounded. Neither he nor the Void Emperor were seen after that cataclysmic battle over the Era’s direction.

“Most likely, they became fuel for the System’s awakening, like the rest of the Empire’s upper echelon. After all, we can see that the Void Emperor’s unique constitution has become an integral part of the System’s growth algorithm.”

A pent-up breath escaped Zac’s lips. The exact details of that ancient past might have been lost, but what Leandra said lined up with Karz’s observations during his latest bloodline vision. Reality already bent to Laondio’s will when they were Hegemons. He might really have been able to banish an identity when he reached the peak of his power.

And it wasn’t like Zac never considered Leandra’s explanation of Karz’s final end. At first, Zac thought Karz was the Limitless Emperor because of his bloodline. That theory had taken a serious hit when the Void Priestess said his name was Laondio Evrodok. Since then, he’d brainstormed various answers, one being the one Leandra now presented.

The Kayar-Elu didn’t want Karz’s bloodline to use the Limitless Emperor’s authority as a backdoor. They wanted the Void Emperor’s bloodline because it was the bloodline of the System itself. It simply made sense. Zac remembered the desire the System exhibited any time he offered a Glimpse of Chaos. Wasn’t it the same as the endless hunger of Karz’s bloodline?

“The Selvari almost collapsed with the System’s birth,” Leandra continued. “We had just lost our greatest minds and leaders, and the providence of the Heavens was being robbed. The only option left was to hide in the seams of reality, waiting for a day when we could return. The Void Emperor became the greatest sinner, and the Sindris Family faced a share of the blame.”

Zac was about to ask why—Leandra raised her hand to let her finish.

“The Sindris Clan was chosen for two reasons. They were one of the three strongest clans of the Selvari, and their homeworld was our strongest fortress. Secondly, their inheritance from the Technocracy Codex had rendered them almost unkillable. If the Void Emperor suddenly launched an attack, they’d survive long enough to call for help.

“The Sindris Founder was one of only three ancestors to survive the final battle, and his state was much better than the others. One died during the Dark Ages, the other burned her soul to help erect Sanctuary, leaving only the Sindris Patriarch.

“Speculation of betrayal soon flourished as we toiled in the darkness. It wasn’t just blind scapegoating. The Void Emperor stayed with the Sindris Family for five hundred thousand years before everything went wrong, even marrying one of the Sindris Patriarch’s daughters.”

“Wait—” Zac said, his eyes widening with realization.

“Yes, your biological father is from the Sindris Clan and a direct descendant of the Void Emperor.”
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Zac felt like distant explosions were going off his mind. Leandra had severely misunderstood him when dropping such a bomb. He’d just remembered the archaic aura emitted from the Technocrat who saved his life and wanted to ask whether the Sindris Clan descendants also possessed the Void Emperor bloodline.

“You cannot be surprised your lineage isn’t from Earth?” Leandra frowned upon seeing Zac’s shocked face.

“Of course not,” Zac said after taking a calming breath. “Still—I… I actually have a biological father?”

“Synthetic life is cursed with imperfection,” Leandra said. “At least with the current limitations of the Heavens. For our undertaking to work, we couldn’t rely on a crafted homunculus with the correct genetic makeup. Instead, we found a Sindris descendant matching our requirements and augmented his genes with innumerable infusions.”

Zac inwardly shuddered at Leandra’s unfeeling description of what had to be mass abduction and experimentation on the Sindris Clan’s descendants to replicate Karz’s DNA. It wasn’t just Leandra who had become a cold-blooded zealot after her clan’s annihilation. It seemed to run in the family.

“And among the Kayar-Elu, I was chosen to carry you,” Leandra continued.

Zac wasn’t sure what to think about the revelation. Ever since the day Leandra took Kenzie away, he’d essentially considered himself a test-tube baby born in some clandestine Technocrat laboratory. It had weighed on his mind for a long time, but it had also been liberating. It freed him from any Karmic fetters that would hold him back in his mission to rescue his sister.

To find that Leandra not only was his birth mother but that he even had a biological father left his heart unsettled.

“Then my father⁠—”

“Your father left the Sindris Clan long before he joined our cause, and I can guarantee he’s not involved in your current situation. Don’t see him as a new backer to rely on. Any outside influence will only chain you down and narrow your path.”

“I’ve seen the way the Kayar-Elu operate.” Zac scoffed. “I’d be surprised if he survived, having lost his usefulness.”

Leandra said nothing for a few seconds, calmly returning Zac’s stare. “If you wish to know the truth, you’ll have to find it in our hidden bases.”

Zac should have expected Leandra to use the opportunity to hook another sinker into him. This time, it wouldn’t work. Even if his father were still out there, what did it matter? Their connection was no different than that of a child and a sperm donor. Robert Atwood was his true father, so Zac felt nothing beyond idle curiosity about this Sindris defector. Zac was far more concerned about the rest of the Sindris clan.

“Does that mean there’s more of them out there? People with my bloodline?” Zac asked.

“No. The Void Emperor never passed on his bloodline, either by design or because of unknown restrictions. The Sindris clan spent an unfathomable amount of time and effort trying to reintroduce the Void Emperor’s ability among their descendants, by any and all methods. They only managed to create cheap mimicries in the end. These efforts became a critical part of our endeavor. Your Sindris heritage became the bridge preventing rejection when we fused it with the real Void Emperor bloodline,” Leandra said.

“Where did you get the Void Emperor’s bloodline if he never left it behind?” Zac asked.

“From the Sindris Clan, of course. No other Selvari family would have access to it.”

“What?” Zac said. “Didn’t you say he didn’t pass it on? What’s going on?”

“As I said, the Void Emperor joined the Sindris Clan on the council’s orders. The union between the Void Emperor and Naeva Sindris was a political marriage meant to give him a sense of belonging by creating a lineage. Ultimately, it’s more accurate to say the Void Emperor assimilated the Sindris Clan than the other way around. His immense power was enough to raise a personal faction within the family, one loyal to him rather than the Technocracy.

“After the Selvari Empire’s tragic loss, the Sindris Clan couldn’t be trusted. Alas, they were too powerful to eradicate. The Selvari lost too much in that defeat, and the Dark Age had arrived. Ultimately, the Sindris Clan was exiled, and their banishment continues to this day. They’re The Fallen, hiding in the Utmost Expanse at the edge of reality. Most have already forgotten their existence, even among the Selvari.

“Of course, the Kayar-Elu and the other founding families remembered. How could we ever forget? Eons later, the greatest Technomancer since the Founding Matriarch was born in the Kayar-Elu Clan. He created the foundations for what would become the Root Compact Project. A method to heal this broken sky.

“That great sage knew the Void Emperor’s bloodline was the key to achieving our goals. Our ancestors worked long and hard to find and infiltrate the Sindris Clan, at which point we discovered their similar experiments. At first, we thought we’d hit a wall after seeing how little their extensive efforts had yielded. Then, just as we were about to give up, one of our spies happened on an incredible secret.

“The Sindris Founder didn’t return empty-handed from the Limitless Empire. He’d somehow stolen a drop of the Void Emperor’s Eternal Essence Blood. It was this drop that was the source for their synthetic bloodline experiments.

“Suffice to say, we succeeded in taking the Essence Blood away, but getting the drop of blood wasn’t enough. The Sindris Clan’s repeated failures proved just how daunting our goal was. Reintroducing the Void Emperor’s bloodline to the world had proven insurmountable; fusing it with our heritage was impossible. Despite millions of years of ceaseless effort, we hit a wall. Firmament’s Edge approached us about another inconceivable project at that time.”

“The Digital Nexus.”

“Just so,” Leandra said. “Firmament’s Edge had hit a wall, just like us. They couldn’t continue their research, as such a taboo subject would attract the ire of the Heavens. The Kayar-Elu are unmatched at dealing with such problems, so they reluctantly approached us.”

“Reluctantly?”

“The Technocracy is unified against outsiders, but there’s internal strife like with all other factions,” Leandra said. “A different coalition than ours founded Firmament’s Edge, so they would obviously be reluctant to share their most precious technology with us. Similarly, we weren’t enthused by the idea of exposing our core heritage to improve another faction’s invention.

“Only, the more we learned about the Digital Nexus, the more we understood the Root Compact and the Digital Nexus were meant to be together. Each project was imperfect on its own, even if we overcame our bottlenecks. The Digital Nexus could only guide and mold. Even if implanted into an Eonic Seed of unmatched talents, it would only result in a being at a Forefather’s level. Perhaps slightly above—still far from awakening a Machine God that could contend with the System.

“Our plan had similar limitations. Our heritage could hide the Void Emperor’s bloodline as he grew under the Cursed Heavens. However, the System has continuously expanded its power since its inception. It’s stronger and smarter than when we launched our undertaking, and it kept growing while we hit roadblocks. We feared the System would have changed so much by the time we finished the Root Compact that it wouldn’t recognize the Void Emperor bloodline.

“But together, they could break the status quo.

“Only the Void Emperor, with his unlimited potential, could fully take advantage of the Nexus’s abilities. Only the Digital Nexus could let the Selvari’s champion surpass all predecessors, including the original Void Emperor, by truly perfecting the Dao. Each would be one half of the whole, the Zero Affinity Container facing the Heavens while the Digital Nexus grew in his shadow. Furthermore, only the Digital Nexus could integrate the Void Emperor’s Essence Blood without killing you.

“It’s fair to say we became too greedy, blatantly ignoring laws and heavenly trajectories to achieve our goals. We believed we’d only get one chance at shattering the Heavens, so we chose to take the risk.”

A mix of emotions flickered in Leandra’s usually impassive eyes as she looked into Zac’s Abyssal eyes—hope, anger, disappointment, resentment.

“You wouldn’t just shatter the false dome obscuring the Heavens. You would break through the Terminus and usher in an Era of prosperity. Now, it’s all for nothing. All for nothing…”

“So why aren’t you leaving Kenzie alone? Like you said, she can’t accomplish what you’re hoping for with her limitations. And in case you haven’t noticed, the System has already corrupted my bloodline—I can’t gain affinities. Your plan will never work,” Zac said.

“You think we should just stop, give up, after all we’ve sacrificed?” Leandra said. “Our ancestors toiled generation after generation. Impossible is not an option. Even if I’m doomed to fail, your sister will carry on the torch of hope. One day, our work will pay off.”

Zac sighed. It was pointless to press this matter. Truthfully, he could appreciate Leandra’s steadfast determination to achieve the dream of her ancestors and give their sacrifice meaning.

“What about the Sindris Clan of today?”

“I assume they came to Zecia in search of the Essence Blood, though I doubt they expected to find it inside a living container. I am surprised they appeared at all. As far as I know, they gave up their investigation over two hundred million years ago. I assume they’ve discovered some clues through my pursuers.”

Zac’s mind was a mess, and the projection was weakening. Leandra had decided to finally put the cards on the table, so he needed to get more answers before she disappeared.

“The Void Emperor’s exile was fake all along?” Zac asked.

“Who’s to say?” Leandra said. “Only he knew what went through his head. Perhaps he was the real Emperor’s agent. Perhaps he used the Selvari to achieve his goals, only to fall to Laondio’s schemes. The history surrounding the System’s awakening is imperfect and incomplete, partly by design. Worrying about it will not solve your current predicament.”

“So you robbed the heritage of the Sindris Clan and abducted their people to perform your crazy experiment. And now, I have to deal with the fallout?” Zac muttered.

“Don’t play the martyr,” Leandra countered. “All you’ve accomplished was only made possible by our ‘crazy experiment.’ Would Earth be safe if not for our gift? Would you be able to compete for opportunities like the Fifth Pillar’s ascent? You were given everything while the Kayar-Elu paid the price. Dealing with some loose ends is the least you can do.”

Zac took a calming breath before asking, “What does the Sindris Family want? Kill me? Capture me? Help me?”

“As I said, it’s impossible to tell. The Kayar-Elu’s infiltration of the Utmost Expanse took place thousands of generations before me. What little I know of their current circumstances comes from your father,” Leandra said. “Simply put, they are divided. One faction wishes to return to the fold, and they might see you as the key to achieving that.”

“Is Firmament’s Edge looking for me?”

“They shouldn’t be. You should be presumed dead. No, you were dead. I don’t know how you survived that day. How you returned,” Leandra said, a hint of apprehension appearing in her eyes.

“But since the Sindris Clan recognized me, they might find out sooner or later,” Zac surmised.

“Most likely.” Leandra nodded. “Your aura is unrecognizable from your original state, but they would still not let you go if they found out.”

“I always expected as much,” Zac sighed. “What about the other Sindris faction?”

“They remain loyal to their ‘Supreme Ancestor’ to this day, despite the damage the Void Emperor caused. They’re even hostile to the Technocracy, believing we unfairly pushed the blame on them after the mission failed.”

“Kind of sounds like you did,” Zac muttered. “So, the one who gave me the token might be a loyalist? Would they be friendly, then?”

“Friendly?” Leandra said with a raised brow. “There is only power and benefits in this world. You’re still a tool in their eyes. The only thing that differs is their goal. As for what that is, I cannot say. Ultimately, it doesn’t matter which faction those you encountered belong to. You shouldn’t get mixed up with them. They can’t help you with your mission.”

“I’ll be careful,” Zac said, quickly continuing when he saw Leandra’s form fading. “Wait! There’s one more thing. I think I encountered a wisp of will of the Limitless Emperor, the usurper, inside the fortress. What should I do?”

“Getting mixed up with that man will not end well,” Leandra said as her body disappeared. “Some believe the Limitless Emperor cannot truly die since he’s become a fulcrum of the Era. Still, his influence today should be extremely limited. The Dark Age was a calamity, but it’s also protecting the present by trapping some dangerous existences in the past.”

“So what should I do now?”

“I have provided the necessary context. The path forward is yours to decide.”

The token dimmed and shattered, leaving Zac’s eyes wide with alarm. Had their conversation overdrafted the token, or had Leandra intentionally severed their connection? Either case, it looked like this would be the last time he saw his mother until he tracked her down. Or at least until he visited her hidden base inside Sanctuary.

Her explanation at the end left more questions than answers. She hadn’t seemed overly worried, though his encounter with Laondio’s lingering will felt far more ominous now. Was the Emperor’s help just raising another pig to the slaughter? While Karz provided the Daos, would Laondio have Zac provide the Voids?

Was that what the System’s repeated warnings to ‘Beware the Terminus’ meant? Was it a lingering wisp of Karz’s will, trying to protect a descendant from meeting the same end?

The notion made Zac shudder. The fact that she felt confident staying on the sidelines was good news. Leandra was adamant about completing her clan’s undertaking, which he was once a critical part of. He didn’t believe she wanted him dead since that would squander a resource that could prove useful in the future.

Zac was left with a ball of anger after talking with his mother. It was impossible to face Leandra without his memories of Thea coming to the surface. It was undeniable Leandra had helped him time and time again, and learning more about the Kayar-Elu helped humanize them to a certain extent. It wasn’t nearly enough to erase the grudge between them, but it left him feeling conflicted.

He still didn’t know why that Sindris descendant gave him the beacon or token. Knowing her background and their connection was enough for now. He would have to figure out the rest if their paths crossed again.

As for what exactly happened between Karz and Laondio, it still was impossible to say. Leandra’s guesses were as good as his, even if his visions gave him unique insight. His Dao Vision showed how Laondio might have usurped Karz’s throne, just as it was entirely possible Karz was a traitor as well.

Karz’s harsh origins left him cynical, looking at the world in terms of benefits and threats. Laondio’s plan to build the System could have interfered with Karz’s goal of surpassing the Heavens through his bloodline. It would have made sense to join the Selvari at that point since they were the only ones strong enough to oppose the Limitless Empire.

It was even possible that Karz approached the Selvari Forefathers with the sole intention of consuming them. He’d mentioned that the demands on resources grew along with his strength. The Selvari Founders were among the most powerful beings in existence, so Karz might have considered them and their inventions the perfect fuel to take the next step of his cultivation.

Zac had a harder time understanding the origin of the title ‘Void Emperor.’ Did his bloodline’s name really come from a sarcastic nickname? Zac refused to believe it, even if there weren’t any hints of Void Energy in his bloodline visions. There was more at play, beyond the fact he was literally a Void Cultivator.

Karz might not cultivate Void Energy, but he was a lot like the true Void Mountain. In every Era, the Dao eventually collapsed to be rebuilt atop the ancient foundations of the Void. Karz was the same. His existence was just like the birth of an Era. He started with nothing other than a solid foundation, on which his personal Heaven steadily grew more complete.

That theory could also explain what the ‘corruption’ meant. Like Karz, Zac started at zero affinities, which was theoretically impossible. While Karz grew toward the Heavens, Zac’s bloodline dug into the soil toward the Void. Perhaps his Void Affinities were steadily growing as he progressed; he just didn’t have any way to measure it.

An urgent vibration from his Spatial Ring snapped Zac out of his thoughts. His followers knew he was busy, so they wouldn’t call him if it weren’t important.

“What’s wrong?”

“Y-Young lord! The exchange, it’s—” Ilvere’s frantic voice came from the other end.

“The exchange?” Zac said, shooting to his feet in anger. “Has someone broken through a battlefront!”

“No, it’s the Merit! It’s unbelievable!”

“Oh, the Acheron Company is participating in an important battle. I’m sure it’s awarded more than—” Zac said with some annoyance, but Ilvere cut him off.

“What kind of operation awards millions of Faction Merit? Are our people safe?”

“It’s still too early to—did you say millions?”
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Zac crashed through the Merit Exchange’s doors with such momentum the guards believed they were under attack. They exhaled in relief upon seeing it was Zac rushing toward the side room holding the Faction Exchange. On his way over, Zac had already confirmed his merit had taken a great leap.

[Flamebearer of Zecia (Campaign, Inheritance (2/?)): Accumulate 500,000 Merit through Fated Flamebearer Campaign Missions within your faction. Conquer one Middle D-grade end node. Reward: Lesser Enlightenment. (1,513,389/500,000) (1/1)]

In less than forty minutes, the quest had jumped by another 750,000 Merit, almost doubling his total progress. The only possibility was that he’d been awarded contribution when the [Centurion Spear] hit the Worldfort. Question was, why so much? He’d already confirmed the maximum reward in early D-grade was double that of Peak E-grade, meaning 250,000 contribution per instance.

Then what counted as a separate instance? Warlin mentioned the spear had taken out a whole armada and multiple installations along with the Worldfort. Not to mention all the Kan’Tanu hiding inside. If they counted as separate instances, shouldn’t the merit have been much higher? Had the tower taken out two more major Kan’Tanu strongholds before running out of steam?

Was it still going?

The door of the Faction Merit room closed behind Zac, who lunged for the floating crystal like a starving beast. Ilvere wouldn’t have said ‘millions’ if the Atwood Empire had only earned the same amount as he. Zac’s heart hammered with anticipation as the blue screen popped up. Even with his hopes high, Zac couldn’t possibly have anticipated the number waiting for him.

[Faction Merit: 62,505,179/62,632,517]

A buzz filled Zac’s ears, and he felt faint as he read the line over and over to confirm he wasn’t dreaming. He’d expected the mission to count toward Faction Merit since capturing the fortress was part of a collective mission for the frontlines. But what was this number? Around six million would have made sense if the System awarded Emily, Bubbur, and Galau as much merit as him and counted all that toward the Atwood Empire. This was ten times that already optimistic number.

Wasn’t Faction Merit capped like individual merit?

Zac’s mouth opened and closed a few times before a deep clap echoed through the room. He’d slapped his cheeks before he spiraled out of control. He’d already planned on passing the exchange on his way back to the Calamity Company to turn in his quest and get the follow-up. The shocking number had thrown that matter to the back of his mind, and the good news just kept coming.

The sixty-two million Faction Merit wasn’t the only surprise. Every item in the exchange had seen a significant price reduction after a new feature was added: a faction ladder. The windfall unsurprisingly catapulted the Atwood Empire to the peak of all Early D-grade factions.

Before, the Atwood Empire probably wasn’t even in the top ten thousand. If you counted Faction Merit per citizen or battlefront, the Atwood Empire would already have been competing for the top position. They were ultimately a small faction, even among Early D-grade forces.

There was no lack of organizations that had spent eons growing horizontally after failing to nurture Middle Hegemons. There were also declining factions who’d been pushed down from Middle D-grade yet still had the raw numbers of a higher-grade force. Some had hundreds of billions of members across multiple planets. Even performing at 1% compared to the Atwood Empire would let them accrue Faction Merit faster.

True to form, the System cared for high performers like a loving mother while the unremarkable were left to fend for themselves. Their ranking came with a flat markdown of 30% in the Faction Exchange. The second-place holder got 20%, the third 15%, and the rest of the top ten enjoyed 10%. Everyone else had to pay full price. Unfortunately, Zac didn’t see the same phenomenon in his individual exchange, even if his gain should have catapulted him to the first position.

Zac had to sit down and calm his racing heart. It wasn’t easy. He’d told Ilvere not to worry about the merit before hanging up, but Zac felt feverish as he began analyzing his options from every angle. As Karz once said, they were limitless.

He’d already calculated his expenses. His breakthrough into Middle Hegemony would cost around 200,000 merit if he purchased everything he lacked through the Limited Exchange. He could cut that number down further by getting some of the required materials from the Alliance Treasury.

That left him with around 1,400,000 merit, enough to purchase almost any listing on the Limited Exchange. Sure, it was far from enough for the [Celestial Aperture Constellation], which cost 12,500,000. It was a useless to treasure to Zac anyway.

1,500,000 merit was enough to afford three of the top ten treasures. All of them were extraordinary, with only one in stock, representing an earth-shattering opportunity. Zac doubted even the ancient treasures brought from the fortress could compare.

Zac hadn’t even dared think about those items until now. Just scrounging up enough merit for his Middle D-grade breakthrough before he reached level 175 would have been a daunting task. Now, he suddenly had the capital to either get one of these items or get something similar from the Middle D-grade exchange after breaking through.

The situation with the Faction Merit was even more absurd. Upgrading a planet’s energy was, by far, the most expensive item in the exchange. Even then, upgrading his two worlds would only cost around eight million after the leaderboard discount. He could even upgrade Earth to Late D-grade with almost half their merit to spare.

Seizing and relocating Peak E-grade planets from the Kan’Tanu’s sector could be considered a rounding error. He could snatch Early D-grade worlds wholesale. By the time the Assimilation came around, the Atwood Empire could already have hundreds of worlds under its banner.

You only needed one Late D-grade planet and a handful of Middle D-grade planets to create a proper hierarchy. Any talents discovered on the lower-grade worlds would be funneled to academies and cultivation grounds on the upper worlds, while Earth would become the Atwood Empire’s holy land.

If the rewards were this generous for activating the [Centurion Spear], what if he managed to activate the Centurion Beacon and summon the Foreign Gods? It wasn’t unthinkable to turn Earth into a C-grade continent if he could have them wreak havoc on the Zurbor Sector.

Zac’s breath grew ragged as he envisioned a glorious future, and had to quickly rein himself in. While they had the money, expanding too fast would only bring about their own destruction. Neither he nor his subordinates were strong enough to protect such a large domain.

That wasn’t only an issue after Earth’s one hundred-year grace period ended. The more planets he added to his faction, the more battlefronts he’d have to defend. And if Zac upgraded Earth, the System would regrade it and send stronger enemies their way. His faction wasn’t ready. They’d have to draw up a roadmap of sustainable growth, balancing consolidation and expansion.

Still, upgrading Earth was a priority. Middle D-grade planets didn’t just come with more energy. Its spirituality would grow stronger, making it easier to communicate with the Dao. More cultivators would be born, and bottlenecks would be crossed with greater ease. It could be the difference between having fifty and five hundred new Hegemons by the time he left for Ultom.

Zac needed to pass one checkpoint before pulling the trigger: finishing his shipyard quest. That, in turn, required him to become a Middle Hegemon. It was the last checkbox for the Atwood Empire to cross before being considered a Middle D-grade faction. At that point, he could upgrade his shipyard and planets together. With top-quality Middle D-grade Cosmic Vessels defending his Battlefront Arrays, he almost dared the Kan’Tanu to invade his empire.

There would be a hump before the first ships rolled off the production line, which could be tided over by purchasing battlements inside the Faction Exchange. Even if the items were limited in quantity and of middling quality, they were Middle D-grade War Machines.

Zac drew up the outlines of a path forward. There were a lot of details and moving parts that needed to be fine-tuned, but he had capable subordinates for that. His time was better spent on cultivation.

Fate had already put him in the crosshairs of one Flamebearer, and there was no telling when the next one would crop up. At that point, Zac wouldn’t have a collapsing tower, bloodline breakthroughs, or mysterious Technocrats to save him. He needed to reach a level where he didn’t need to rely on gimmicks to survive encounters at that level.

The [Flamebearer of Zecia] quest was the first step in that direction, so Zac spent the next ten minutes observing blueprints for skills and his Cosmic Core. The reward for his Flamebearer quest was “Lesser Enlightenment,” though there was no explanation of what lesser meant. The System could consider the partial seal impartments Lesser Enlightenment for all he knew.

Zac really hoped that was the case. He had trouble pulling the gun on his finishers and pathbound skills, feeling there was room for improvement. He couldn’t hold off any longer. His opponents were Middle Hegemons or greater, and E-grade skills simply didn’t cut it. Zac had been aware of the problem for a while. His fight with Yselio was the nail in the coffin. They’d barely been enough to create a distraction, let alone pose an actual threat.

Originally, Zac planned to use the quest reward for at least one finisher in each class. If there were any inspiration left over, he’d try to set the foundation for transforming [Thousand Lights Chapter] into [Thousand Axes Chapter]. His experience in the Tribulation Throne had thrown a wrench in those plans. Ensuring he had a working Middle D-grade Core Blueprint took precedence.

Soon, everything was in place, and Zac infused his will into the crystal to turn in the quest. Streaks of light emerged from within and time ground to a halt. Zac found his soul inundated with the utmost clarity of Ultom. It couldn’t be described in the same breath as the tainted enlightenment of the Lost Plane’s lake water, reaching halfway to the illumination of a true seal.

Thousands of ideas and avenues sprouted like a field of blooming flowers, each emitting an enticing fragrance one could get lost in. With Zac’s comprehensive cultivation system, issues and roadblocks were always accumulating in the back of his mind, waiting for an epiphany to break the stalemate.

Zac dispersed all distracting thoughts as he focused on his Cosmic Core. It only took a glance for the secrets of the inexplicable alterations to be laid bare before him. Compared to the old pathways, it was like looking at two routes to a destination. Both would take him where he needed to go. His old pathing now felt like a circuitous route taking rural roads. The changes hadn’t turned his core into an expressway, although their road was mostly straight.

Mapping out the necessary alterations for his Middle D-grade blueprint came so easily and effortlessly Zac was almost dragged out of the epiphany. It didn’t take the enlightenment of an Eternal Heritage to figure out why—the Tribulation Throne’s realignment and the light in his Soul Aperture shared a common origin.

He should have realized that Ultom’s light was related to the Four Laws and the One Destiny. They were pinnacle truths despite lacking even a shred of Dao. Most likely, the laws were static, remaining the same across the Eras, which explained why the insights of such an ancient heritage worked without issue in the present.

More than two-thirds of the light remained in Zac’s Soul Aperture by the time he’d memorized his new blueprint. Zac kept going, moving to the next item on the docket. His internal gaze moved toward [Arcadia’s Judgment], then suddenly stopped at a skill that had fallen long since into disuse—[Conformation of Supremacy].

There was nothing wrong with the skill. It was among the best skills he’d gotten from outside sources. It was also very flexible, providing different benefits depending on what avatar Zac picked. The skill’s issue lay in the fact that it filled the same role as [Evolutionary Edge], and he couldn’t use both simultaneously.

After he formalized his path and combat style inside the Orom World, it simply didn’t make much sense to use [Conformation of Supremacy]. The other harmonized with his technique and Daos far better. What if he didn’t need to choose between one or the other?

What type of ability did his Draugr side have that Evolutionary Precursor lacked? A skill like [Arbiter of the Abyss]. What if instead of transforming his attacks with aspects of supremacy, he instead transformed himself? Like his Evolutionary Stance, he would become everchanging and unpredictable as he evolved during a battle.

A new road opened up before Zac’s eyes, and he eagerly followed it to the end. Everything superfluous was shed while the essence was expanded and aligned with his path. A beautiful web of possibility took form, and Zac had to resist an almost unstoppable desire to turn theory into reality. Instead, he memorized the reborn Skill Fractal before moving on to the original target.

[Arcadia’s Judgment] packed quite a punch. Zac just felt it too unwieldy and telegraphed for battles at the D-grade. A skilled enemy would have time to figure out a counter-attack unless he used Void Energy to trigger it. The skill’s second stage was also useless when fighting in the air. The upgrade needed to be faster, more ruthless and unpredictable. Like a predator going in for the kill the moment the prey’s throat was exposed.

A million ideas were born and discarded as Zac closed in on the solutions he sought, and the last motes of light dissipated just as a third Skill Fractal was completed. Zac opened his eyes, and a wide smile spread across his face. He would have considered the epiphany a success so long as he fixed his Cosmic Core blueprint. Anything beyond that was a welcome bonus.

The revelation of Ultom’s true nature was a godsend. It had essentially confirmed there wasn’t anything wrong with his alignment. As far as Ultom was concerned, the changes were pure improvements. His Cosmic Core had moved closer to a state of harmony with the Cosmos, like the difference between a man-made array and a natural formation. The Limitless Emperor could still have his reasons for lending a helping hand, but this step, at least, wouldn’t cause problems for his cultivation.

Returning to the Four Laws’ embrace through Ultom also answered a question Zac didn’t know he had. Walking the path of the Void did not clash in aligning with the Four Laws. While the Void wasn’t under the purview of the Heavens, it still followed the fundamental laws of the universe. A Minor Epiphany was insufficient to grasp anything more tangible, though that was enough.

Zac had come away like a bandit, figuring out upgrades for the strongest attacks of his two classes, [Arcadia’s Judgment] and [Desperation’s End]. Both fractals had completely new sections to accommodate the changes he sought, and yet it was nothing compared to [Conformation of Supremacy]’s transformation.

While not planned, it was long overdue Zac added some skills to his human class to fill its gaps. The skillset of Inexorable Apostle had already been expanded with [Abyssal Drive] and [Fatehew], two amazing skills formed with the help of Supremacies. Meanwhile, his human side only had [Primal Edict], which remained stuck in E-grade.

Unless Zac had been deluding himself during his elevated state, [Conformation of Supremacy] had turned into something that could boost his whole class, depending on which avatar he chose. The exact details would remain unclear until he performed the upgrade.

Unfortunately, now was not the time. Zac could feel a low vibration rising through the floor on the ancient warship, and a gentle chime echoed through the cultivation chamber. It was a wake-up call designed to drag all passengers from meditation because the ship was about to jump. Cultivating while crossing dimensions was normally fine. It was another matter when subspace was crammed full of chaotic energy left from the [Centurion Spear].

Back in the Merit Exchange, Zac took out pieces of wood and carved replicas of the four new designs. It was a way to confirm his idea and better understand the theories behind the pathing. After finishing, he got to his feet and touched the crystal, prompting the next step of his quest to appear.

[The Flame of Hope (Campaign, Inheritance): Find the breach inside the Eternal Storm. Light the Centurion Beacon. Reward: Seal of the Left Imperial Palace. (0/2)]

Zac looked at the quest with mixed emotions. He’d been hesitant whether he should actually try to awaken the slumbering guardians left by the Limitless Empire, even if the potential gains were insane. They could be the key to saving Zecia, but the road to hell was paved with good intentions. There was a chance he’d be inviting a far greater threat than the Kan’Tanu by messing with that ancient piece of history.

Now, it looked like he didn’t have much choice except to activate the beacon. Only, he first needed to find a breach inside the Eternal Storm—a task infinitely more challenging than finding a needle in a haystack. Thankfully, there was still time, and the answers could be waiting inside the [Foreign Gods] tome he looted. He’d only go when he was good and ready and after the Yphelion had been upgraded to Late D-grade.

A sudden great heave inside the ancient warship almost threw Zac into the ceiling. The Dravorak Empire had set out, meaning they were about to reach the fortress base. Zac’s Draugr half returned to his cultivation cave to upgrade his skill after making a single purchase in the Faction Exchange.

It was an added module for 50,000, allowing rankers on the local ladder to hide their exact merit like on the sector-wide one. Zac had always wanted the feature to hide his progress from all the spies. He previously couldn’t motivate such a high expenditure with their limited resources. Now, it was definitely worth it.

Meanwhile, his human half got to his feet and stepped out from the cultivation chamber. He was worried, unsure what scene would greet them after passing through. The [Centurion Spear] had blown up a Worldfort and kept going, proving just how dangerous the energies he unleashed were.

Would there be anything other than scorched rubble waiting for them?
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Zac found Emily and the others sitting with a handful of soldiers in the common area upon emerging. The newcomers wore the surcoats of the Dravorak guard, though they could have been cousins of the burly men of the Muscle Brigade. They were from the same rough stock, bearing barely any resemblance to the Royal Guard he’d seen before.

Their clothes were scuffed, bloodied, and dirty, carrying the mark of intense battle. Their strength was quite varied, ranging from Late E-grade to the peak of Middle Hegemony. All emitted an air of slaughter, one that outshone the strongest soldiers of his elite squads.

Zac wryly smiled as he walked over. Birds of a feather, indeed. “Hello.”

“It’s the Deviant—uh, greetings, lord,” the Middle Hegemon said, giving an awkward salute. “I’m Tirbas, under the Iron Wall. Sorry about barging in and all.”

“That’s fine,” Zac said as he thumped down, not even a little surprised these rough-looking men were subordinates of the towering general from before. “Still calling me a deviant, though? Shouldn’t I have earned a new nickname by now?”

“I think it fits. Only an absolute deviant would manage to blow up a Worldfort in Early D-grade,” Emily said, eliciting nods of agreement.

“Whatever,” Zac sighed. “What are you guys up to?”

“Your disciple and our new friends here have updated us on your activities since we got stuck.” Average leered. “You deserve to be the star of our generation. How about it? Pretty lives up to her name, right? Why not turn our friendship into a blood bond?”

“You’re selling out your cousin like that?” Zac laughed, shaking his head. “Never mind my dating life. How’s the situation outside?”

“Everything’s fine,” Tirbas said. “We’re just waiting.”

“For what? The Everfast Monarch?”

“Nah, the big boss has already moved on,” another Dravorak soldier said with a grin. “You beat him to the punch, I guess.”

“What?” Zac looked around with confusion.

“The spear accidentally killed two Kan’Tanu Monarchs before setting off for the Warfort!” Average laughed. “They were apparently hiding within the storm between dimensions when we activated the [Centurion Spear], searching for a way to seize the whole fortress without the whole pocket realm imploding. Only scraps are left of them now.”

“The Goldcloaks are already ransacking what’s left of their Inner Worlds before it’s too late.”

“The Royal Guard,” another soldier explained upon seeing Zac’s blank look.

“That’s not the only thing,” Emily added. “After destroying the Worldfort, the spear seems to have continued into the Million Gates Territory. Powerful energy fluctuations were recorded further within, so it might have struck something else. We’re still waiting for scouts to bring back news.”

“It passed right through the Worldfort, so blowing up another base or two is definitely possible,” Zac said, hiding the unease he suddenly felt.

He didn’t really care what happened inside the Million Gates Territory. His worry came from the fact that the numbers suddenly didn’t add up. The two Monarchs should have died by the time he escaped the tower, before he first checked the progress of his quest. Which meant he either didn’t get merit from either their or Yselio’s deaths.

Since he received merit from the Worldfort, the same should have been true for the Monarchs. Did that mean Yselio was alive? He’d never heard of tricking people with fake Kill Energy. Then again, there were all kinds of techniques out there. Or was the problem that Yselio died by a Technocrat’s hand, rendering the bounty invalid? Zac sincerely hoped it was the latter.

Otherwise, there was a vengeful Imperial Prince out there, one who knew the secret of his bloodline.

“So we’re waiting for them to finish?” Zac asked, putting forth a calm front.

“Not really. The death of a Monarch always creates a mess, what with their Inner Worlds spilling into the surroundings. The chaos is even worse with these netherblasted cultists who carry Heart Curses. Those C-grade parasites are extremely resilient. They’re still struggling after being ripped apart,” Tirbas explained. “Then there’s the fortress that’s still firing on all cylinders. The two are actually fighting each other, so we’re just waiting for the dust to settle before starting the cleanup.”

‘The fortress base is essentially a life raft now. The gathering arrays were part of the tower, and the base’s energy stockpiles were depleted long before we arrived. That’s why charging the [Centurion Spear] took so long,’ Galau added through a mental message.

“What about the people stuck in the fortress?”

“There are at least four hundred life signatures spread through the base,” Tirbas said. “No way to tell who’s friendly and who needs killing yet.”

Zac nodded with relief. Ra’Klid wasn’t necessarily among the four hundred strongest who’d reached the fortress base, but he had a unique advantage through his seal. The Mavai Chieftain should be fine unless he’d gotten himself killed before Zac activated the [Centurion Spear].

“Actually, we should get going,” the burly Dravorak captain said. “You probably should avoid any more touring. Most of the bosses are off dealing with this mess, so some of the brownnosers might get the idea to try something. Some are pretty strong.”

The Dravorak bowed and walked out in file, leaving just their group behind.

“Touring?” Zac asked with a raised brow.

“Oh, most of us got bored, so we toured the place and ran into those brothers. The soldiers were a lot more talkative now that we’re wartime heroes.” Average grinned.

“Found out anything useful?”

“Lots of things. For one, this ship is a gift from a mysterious outside force. The Havaroks were the ones handing it over, while the Dravorak were the actual recipients. Those princelings from before are apparently not very happy about it.”

“Yeah, I assumed it was something like that. This ship is too advanced to appear in Zecia,” Zac said.

“No kidding,” Average said. “The Dravorak Empire would have been even more overbearing before if they had this thing.”

“I guess the outsiders are trying to sow Karma with this sector through gifts. Anything else?”

“Well, there’s a war base aboard, so we got ourselves registered,” Average continued, his smile growing wider. “The ladder will see a big change in a couple of hours. You better watch your back, boss.”

“That good, huh?” Zac smiled.

“Don’t be shocked, I got 250,000 Merit as a sign-on bonus. We all did.”

Zac couldn’t help but glance at Emily, who looked at Average and the Muscle Brigade pityingly. As expected, she didn’t think the reward was too impressive. While they got three or four instances of merit, the unregistered only got one. The System had clearly capped their pre-registration contribution, just like Zac’s during the events in the Void Star.

By all means, 250,000 was a huge number. It shouldn’t be enough to enter top ten, though top fifty was essentially guaranteed. It was also enough to outfit them with useful treasures to keep their momentum going. Between the Peak Family’s resources and the things they brought back from the fortress, these warriors would keep soaring higher into the sky.

He was more curious about Emily’s situation, even if this wasn’t the time to ask. Truth be told, she hadn’t really been a critical part of the operation. Yet the operation was worth 62,000,000 Faction Merit, which was harder to accumulate than individual merit. Even if the System only considered her contribution 1%, she might have reached the merit cap, too.

“Our actions have affected the whole frontline,” Galau added. “We heard the neighboring Field Armies are already on the move, hoping to capitalize on the chaos.”

“It doesn’t involve us, though,” Emily added. “The Twenty-sixth is on cleanup duty. There’s still a whole lot of stranded cultists spread through the region.”

The group spent the next half-hour discussing their next step. Finally, there was a knock on the door, and one of the soldiers from before walked inside.

“Our boss is wondering if you can come to the deck?” the guard asked Zac.

“Ok. Give me one moment,” Zac said, glancing at the others. “What about you guys?”

“There’s a treasure I want to absorb,” Emily said as she took out a familiar box. It was the one Zac pulled through the Void when he almost lost control on the way to the Command Center. Looking at it with clear eyes, its cyclic pattern seemed to mesh well with Emily’s season-based cultivation system. “You can go without me.”

“I’m not going back there after I’ve finally escaped,” Average adamantly said.

The uninterested expressions on the Muscle Brigade spoke volumes, so Zac turned to Galau. “I might need your help.”

“Of course,” Galau agreed, and they set out.

“How’s the situation?” Zac asked as he followed the soldier to a lower floor.

“The outside has calmed down, and everything’s dealt with. The hiding cultists didn’t stand a chance against all our Peak Hegemons. It’s become a gold rush now.” The soldier grinned. “Finding a hidden trove will get you a bonus. Shame only Hegemons can participate.”

Zac wanted to know about the Havaroks, but he wouldn’t put the E-grade soldier in that position.

“What does General Tusko need from me?”

“Oh? Nothing, I think,” the soldier said. “We picked up a demon who seems to be with you guys?”

“You found Ra’Klid?” Zac exclaimed, picking up the pace.

Soon, they reached the ship’s bottom, where a piece of the hull had extended by a few hundred meters to create a detached deck large enough to house thousands of men. Soldiers were constantly shuttling back and forth between the ship and the dormant fortress base floating in the distance. It looked like the platform had become a midway station to report gains and receive orders.

“I’ll leave you here,” the soldier said. “And, uh, thank you again. For your service.”

“You’re welcome. We just did what all of you would do if given the chance,” Zac said before jumping toward the deck.

It was impossible to miss Tusko on account of him being a meter taller than any other human and twice as wide. Zac quickly homed in on the demon fidgeting to his side. Ra’Klid’s eyes lit up when he spotted Zac.

“You’re back.” Zac smiled, a flicker of killing intent appeared in his eyes upon seeing the still-fresh wounds across Ra’Klid’s body. “What happened? Who did this?”

Had the Havaroks gotten to him already?

“Nothing big, just some scuffles over treasure.” Ra’Klid grinned before his face grew somber. “I’m sorry, I couldn’t find the girl.”

“Don’t worry, she’s with me,” Zac said. “I found her inside the tower. I’ve talked with the Alliance; our people are fine, too.”

“Thank the ancestors.” Ra’Klid sighed, glancing at the fortress base with mixed emotions. “I can’t believe you two survived the tower going ballistic like that.”

“It was by the skin of our teeth,” Zac grimaced. “How did things go on your end?”

“You certainly know how to pick a good building. I found a Life-attuned treasure that helped me a lot. I entered the Time Chamber and broke through around twenty minutes after you left. At first, I considered staying put until the battle was over, then accidentally discovered something… About those things…”

“I think I know what you’re talking about.” Zac nodded. “You could suddenly open doors?”

“Exactly!” Ra’Klid said with excitement. “When I realized that, I couldn’t stay put any longer. So, I spent the next few hours trying my luck while looking for General Larkin. I found a few good things before running into trouble. A group of cultists rounded a corner just as I emerged from a door. Luckily, the tower went berserk before they could do me in. I took the opportunity to throw off my pursuers and escape into another building. I hid there until these guys broke inside.”

“Good job,” Zac said, waving over the soldier who guided them there. “Don’t worry about anything else. Head back and rest. Remember what to say and what not to.”

The Mavai Demon nodded in understanding and followed the soldier back to their wing.

“Young Asura!” a boisterous voice echoed through the platform, and Zac saw Tusko making his way over.

“General sticky-fingers,” Zac greeted, only partly feigning annoyance at having his rings searched before.

“Don’t remind me,” Tusko said with a sour expression. “Do you think I wanted to rifle through another man’s belongings? It was the only way to put the matter to rest.”

“I know, I’m just kidding,” Zac said. “Where are the other generals?”

“Busy. Handil is accompanying the young princes as they search for treasure, Esoro is still hunting down scouts and stragglers, and Warlin is busy sending out orders. So I’m stuck directing the excavation.”

“Alright,” Zac said, glancing at the sea of cultivators flying toward the fortress base. “It looks like a swarm of locusts.”

“Treasure-hunting locusts,” Tusko agreed, looking at Zac with unmasked envy. “You lucky bastard.”

“What’s that?”

“The Alliance has given out a decree. Ten percent of all resources sourced from the fortress will be awarded to the Atwood Empire and the Peak Family for your contribution.”

Normally, Zac would have lost his mind by such a windfall. Even if the items remaining in the fortress base couldn’t compare to the treasures he’d swallowed, their value was still counted in multi-digit C-grade Nexus Coins. Except, Zac had already seized so many benefits that he was starting to feel numb.

Zac remembered reading about System-sanctioned wars and their generous rewards before setting off for the Perennial Vastness. Those missives paled compared to the real thing. The struggle for Zecia and the inheritance amplified gains to the point it almost got ridiculous.

Normally, he’d have to be content with the opportunities he seized with his own hands inside the tower. Now, Individual Merit and Faction Merit were tacked on top, their value greatly surpassing the items he consumed for his breakthrough. He’d also get an enormous amount of Alliance Contribution after the dust settled.

Taking down a Warfort was a huge accomplishment, and the Alliance would definitely go all out with rewards. It wasn’t even about him. It was about the Alliance bolstering morale and showing their generosity. Today’s news would soon spread to every corner of Zecia, driving home two ideas.

One, things were finally turning for the better. Two, good performances would be richly rewarded. His circumstances made the perfect recruitment ad at a time when most factions resisted sending their men to the frontlines.

“You don’t look impressed?” Tusko said, his eyes lighting up as he’d thought of something. “How about this? As an apology for before, I’ll help supplement your income.”

“What do you have in mind?” Zac asked curiously.

“There’s no need for us to sit around here, right? Let’s join in on the fun. Any treasure you find will be yours, it’ll just be up to your own ability to find it. I’ll tag along, making sure those princelings don’t try anything in case you stumble onto each other.”

“A treasure hunt?” Zac said, his eyes gleaming.

Getting five percent of the total didn’t mean he’d actually get the fortress treasures. The Alliance would tally up the harvest and pay him an equivalent amount, likely in Nexus Coins or normal resources. It wasn’t enough to get Zac excited. Keeping whatever he found was another matter entirely.

“Are you sure? Or do you need to ask Duke Everfast first?”

“Do I look that useless to you?” Tusko glared. “You think I can’t decide on such small matters on my own? Bah! Let’s go!”

“If you say so,” Zac said before turning to Galau. “Buddy, come with me for a bit.”

A small smile tugged at Galau’s lips as he joined Zac. Tusko seemed confused at their reaction, but he still arranged everything. Soon, the three flew across the empty expanse and passed the fortress’s outer wall. Navigating the streets with the towers deactivated or destroyed was effortless, and it didn’t take long for Zac to sense a weak pull of fate.

“We might as well start here,” Zac said and flew toward a gatehouse just at the platform’s edge.

Galau scurried forward to investigate the door Zac indicated.

“The arrays are in a passive energy-conservation state,” the merchant muttered as he pushed a silver needle into a small gap. “Five seconds, tops.”

“Here?” Tusko said with confusion. “Why not go to the center? The security is stronger, but the trea⁠—”

Tusko’s words caught in his throat when the door slid open and a veritable tsunami of Dao rushed out. It felt as though someone had crushed a dozen D-grade Dao Treasures. Even Zac’s eyes momentarily glazed over. He gathered his wits before he accidentally advanced his Daos based on the surrounding truths.

He was painfully aware his Dao Branches were lagging. He upgraded his Branches of War Axe and Kalpataru just a few days ago. His chaotic introduction to the front lines had left him with many new insights, yet he was still far from taking the next step.

So Zac held onto his path and convictions as he stepped into the mysterious shroud, using the [Lucky Beads] as guidance. Tusko kept pace, his large shield shining with energy in case of a sudden ambush or automated defenses.

It didn’t take long before he found the source of the Dao. Like the small shop where he found the cactus spine, a hidden cupboard was inside the captain’s quarters. This one had completely broken down, likely during the final jump into the main dimension, going by the fresh energy around them.

“To think you managed to sense the energy through the thick walls,” Tusko said with awe upon seeing Galau extract a treasure box from the array. “Or was it just dumb luck?”

“I don’t know about dumb—I am a pretty lucky guy.” Zac grinned as he stowed the box. “Let’s see what else we can find.”
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Zac didn’t bother examining the treasure. It’d still be there when he returned, and every second counted. He had a huge advantage between his Luck and Galau’s expertise, but at least five thousand Hegemons were scouring the city, with more joining every minute. Zac led them through a couple of blocks, pretending to investigate the sealed doors along the way. He stopped before an inconspicuous building.

“This should only be an Array Station,” Tusko said, scratching his beard.

Galau made a short work of the door like before. There was no gust of energy greeting them this time. Instead, they found a dusty corridor like those Zac had passed on his way to the tower. Like Tusko said, it was one of the array stations with cramped pathways and the bomb shelter in the middle.

“See?” The general grinned. “Nothing.”

“I don’t know; I have a good feeling about this place,” Zac said as he led the trio inside.

Zac could already sense where the pull of fate came from, taking some twists and turns before he found a path to the second floor. Eventually, they stopped before a sheer pane.

“Can you open it?” Zac asked. “Be careful; it might be booby-trapped.”

“No problem,” Galau said. “Step back for a bit.”

“Why here?” Tusko said with bafflement.

“Isn’t this the point where you’re supposed to say something like ‘I’ll eat my shield if there’s a treasure behind that pane?’” Zac smiled.

“You think I’m that stupid?” Tusko guffawed. “You sprinted here like a bloodhound on the scent. I’m not sure what technique you’re using, but this isn’t random. Damn, I didn’t expect a battle maniac like you to be so shifty.”

Zac was about to answer, then his eyes steeled when the pane opened with a click, and an ominous sigil formed by a hidden array. Tusko moved his shield to block, his actions proving superfluous. The whole hallway came alive, and the glowing rune was ripped apart as its energy was consumed by the circuits in the wall.

“I knew it! You little bastards fooled me.” Tusko’s eyes were glued to the glass canister holding a suspended flower. “You evil star! Are you really shameless enough to take advantage of me like this?”

“You’re not going back on your promise, are you?” Zac countered as he stowed the treasure.

“Little devil, you don’t have to goad me,” Tusko huffed. “Go ahead. What do I care? These things wouldn’t be mine anyway. I look forward to seeing if your guts are as big as your appetite.”

“Be careful what you wish for.” Zac laughed as he led the trio out of the house. “Even if I hate to admit it, my nickname isn’t completely without reason.”

Tusko followed with a magnanimous expression, like an elder humoring unruly descendants. New cracks appeared in the general’s indifferent façade with every magnificent treasure Zac and Galau dragged out of well-hidden nooks and crannies. The famed Iron Wall of the Twenty-sixth mechanically followed in Zac’s wake, eventually looking like he was trapped in a nightmare, not even bothering to guard his companions.

It wasn’t that Tusko wished them harm to stop the wanton looting, just that most traps and safeguards had stopped working when the fortress lost its energy source. Galau used his ample experience to effortlessly disperse or redirect what little energy remained. Only two times did he find himself helpless before an arrangement, where they opted to trigger it out of harm’s way.

Both attempts destroyed the treasure within, though Zac didn’t even feel the pinch. They were making off like bandits, to the point they probably would have been beaten up by the Dravorak soldiers if not for Tusko’s presence. Fame and reputation didn’t matter to these warriors who saw Zac and Galau mess with their bonus.

Tusko only awakened from his robotic state when Warlin flew by with a group of administrators in tow.

“Young master, you’ve already done so much,” Warlin said as he stopped before the trio. “There’s no need for you to bother yourself with simple cleanup.”

“I figured I’d help out,” Zac said. “Some of these doors are a bit tricky. It would be a shame if someone else got to them first.”

“How commendable,” Warlin said, though there was a suspicious glint in his eyes as he glanced at Tusko. The Iron Wall’s lips twitched, but he actually kept his mouth shut.

“Are you joining the exploration?” Zac asked before his backroom deal could be exposed and reneged on.

“No,” Warlin said with a shake of his head. “Repositories were discovered closer to the center. We’re hoping to extract valuable intelligence before the base fully runs out of energy. We fear we might be unable to reactivate the arrays after the lingering Faith Energy has dispersed.”

“I won’t keep you, then.”

“Good luck with your hunt,” Warlin said as he flew away with his entourage. “This is a rare opportunity. The Alliance is always in dire need of materials, and we’ve already found many resources never seen before in Zecia.”

“I’ll do my best,” Zac assured before turning to Tusko. “You heard him. There’s no time to waste.”

The towering man had already withered under Warlin’s scrutinizing gaze, and Zac’s words were the nail in the coffin. He looked like he’d taken a punch to the gut, his face pale and flustered.

“I—uh,” Tusko stammered. “How about we take a break? You just fought a tough battle.”

Zac smiled. “Don’t worry, I feel like a million bucks. Galau?”

“It’s nice to stretch my legs after being cramped up in the ship for the last hour,” the merchant stoically agreed.

“Ah—W-Well—” Tusko stammered, his huge form shrinking even more as he glanced in Warlin’s direction.

“I’m just kidding,” Zac laughed.

Tusko looked like he’d received an imperial pardon upon seeing Zac relent. He realized he’d been tricked long ago, yet couldn’t have imagined the matter growing this thorny. By now, they’d snatched so many treasures, Tusko was in more trouble than he. Zac was only following up on a promise given by an esteemed general of the Twenty-sixth, while Tusko had let a pile of rare treasures slip through his boss’s fingers.

To Tusko’s credit, he hadn’t stopped them, even when his hands began shaking from anxiety. Zac would feel bad if he pushed the matter any further. Besides, there wasn’t much point to keep going. The hidden troves were close to being wiped clean already. He had his Luck to show the way, but there was no lack of discerning eyes among the soldiers. They had their methods to search for fortune, and the defenses grew weaker by the minute.

There were many unopened buildings without fate’s pull, where the chance of running into something good wasn’t very high.

“You know, the corridors beneath the surface are harder to navigate, and remain mostly untouched,” Galau offered. “I bet I can find one of the hidden trapdoors to take us down.”

“Let’s go back!” Tusko decisively interjected, looking ready to drag them back to the mothership even if he had to stuff them in a sack.

“One moment. There’s still something I want from this place,” Zac said, lifting his hands in a calming gesture when Tusko’s frantic stare bore into him. “Don’t worry; it’s not a treasure. I want some of that killing intent.”

“Ah? That ancient intent?” Tusko said with confusion. “Why? To create a weapon?”

“I have my uses for it,” Zac said, unwilling to explain further.

He’d seen firsthand the intent could be weaponized as Tusko suggested. Considering the intent’s source, its lethality wasn’t that impressive. Zac had poured a fortune’s worth into Yselio, and the prince only seemed to grow angrier from it. Sure, Yselio was an Eonic Seed from an A-grade faction, but so was everyone else Zac would need to use that kind of ace on.

Zac believed its true value lay in its potential as a Body Refinement Material. If Zac could figure out a method to store the intent, he could accelerate his Body Tempering by a significant degree. The ancient killing intent had damaged [Void Heart] last time, but that was before he broke through. It shouldn’t be a problem now that the node had evolved to D-grade.

“Do you have any ideas?”

“I know a place that has what you need,” Galau said before Tusko could answer. “It’s a bit dangerous, though.”

Zac glanced at Tusko, who shrugged. “It’s fine; it can barely be considered a resource.”

Galau led the trio toward the scar, the only section still giving off a dangerous air. While there was no energy for the intent to fuse with, it could still pose a threat to one’s Heart and Soul.

“I saw it somewhere around here,” Galau muttered as he led them toward a district right by the scar.

Zac could already feel some pressure from the ambient killing intent. If not for his Void Heart, his mental state would gradually erode like he’d eaten a Berserking Treasure. His companions had their ways of dealing with the environment. Tusko’s eyes were clear, like the killing intent wasn’t even there.

It was a worthwhile reminder. Despite acting casual, bickering and messing around like a common soldier, Tusko was anything but. He was a seasoned veteran at the very peak of Hegemony and strong enough to stand out among his peers. There were just over a hundred Hegemons with his rank in the whole sector. Zac wouldn’t stand a chance if they fought seriously. It was possible that not even a monster like Kator was Tusko’s match until the Reaver had broken through to Late D-grade.

Zac was more surprised that Galau appeared just as immune. The more Zac saw of his new follower, the more mysterious he felt. Zac could barely see a shadow of the man he traveled with years ago. Then again, the same could be said about him. Would anyone from his old life recognize him if they met today?

The only one reacting to the increasingly hostile environment was Haro. The Plant King stirred upon sensing the dense killing intent outside, and a thin vine wound itself around Zac’s arm. The tip waved back and forth like a snake tasting the air. Zac momentarily hesitated before letting Haro absorb the diluted energy from their surroundings.

Killing Intent was great nourishment for an aggressive plant like Heavenrender Vines, especially now that he’d woken up prematurely and needed to stabilize his foundations. Zac did worry Haro’s nature would grow even more bestial and chaotic if he continued to absorb killing intent, whether from the battlefields or this ancient intent.

Zac realized there was a problem during their fight against the Havarok prince. Haro had just gained sapience, and his mental state was very unstable after losing Vivi. Initially, the Plant King ignored Zac’s attempts to direct the vines. He had been overwhelmed by rage, acting solely on instinct. Zac could have forcibly seized control through [Adaptive Symbiosis], but that would have created endless problems down the road.

Adult Heavenrender Vines were impossible to tame, and even newborns were a handful. Zac would never reach the smooth control he enjoyed with Vivi if Haro grew hostile and constantly resisted his input. Zac had been able to control her vines like they were his limbs because she willingly synced and harmonized her soul with his.

If Zac had to overrule Haro’s much stronger spirit to use his vines in battle, he would have to occupy a significant part of his mind. He’d be fighting Haro in tandem with his real enemy. Haro’s pure desire to understand Zac’s techniques had set the foundation for true cooperation, though they weren’t there yet.

‘Take what you need, just be careful,’ Zac communicated through the link. ‘Remember how the bad guys easily fought you off when you let the anger control your actions? You must remain clearheaded when you face a powerful opponent. Otherwise, you’ll become their food.’

Haro’s vine froze briefly before coiling tighter around Zac’s arm. The vine seemed to understand what Zac meant, and its absorption slowed. By that point, Galau had stopped before a large, derelict warehouse.

The mottled floor was covered in cracks, its structural integrity weak after eons of exposure to the killing intent. The damage was so comprehensive they could peek through the scars into the floors below. The underground levels held even denser killing intent, yet Galau simply jumped inside.

“Hey!” Tusko exclaimed and followed behind with his shield. “We haven’t cleared these floors! There might still be cultists hiding.”

“Their mental states are pretty weak,” Galau said.

“That doesn’t mean this environment will kill them,” Tusko said as he scanned the warehouse basement. “At least not immediately. Before that, they’ll become frothing beasts.”

Zac also jumped down, his axe out and ready. Thankfully, nothing but a reddish haze waited for them, and Haro kept his wits about him. Galau led them through a hidden corridor connecting a series of enormous storage rooms until they found one that wasn’t filled with only dust and resentment.

“This is it,” Galau said, pointing at a pile of crystals radiating an ominous red.

“Interesting,” Tusko hummed. “They resemble something I read about in an ancient Body Tempering Manual. Fiend Crystals. Those things should have disappeared along with the ancient races that appeared in the beginning of time.”

“Fiend Crystals?” Zac asked with interest.

“They were supposed to hold the primal power of ancient beasts. The first warriors absorbed it to strengthen their bodies. You know, I bet Body Tempering came before the pursuit of the Dao. Who has time to gaze at the stars when a monster is trying to eat you?” Tusko said, shaking his head. “These things are different. Almost seems like something the heretics would use.”

“I think they were Gravity Crystals before. Perhaps they were the only ones durable enough to contain the killing intent. All this was other attuned materials before,” Galau said, pointing at the thick layer of dust on the ground. “These things have absorbed killing intent for eons. Don’t let their appearance fool you. They are chock-full of it and very volatile.”

Even if they weren’t real Fiend Crystals, they held a fatal attraction to both Zac and Haro. The mound of crystals didn’t emit much energy to go with the sinister appearance, because they retained some of their original attunement. Immense forces of gravity had sucked the killing intent into its depths and condensed it further.

One crystal with a relatively weak light floated over to Zac, who grabbed it and infused some of his will.

“Don’t!” Galau shrieked and jumped out of the way.

Tusko lunged for the crystal with alarm, but he was too far away. The crystal shattered as the ball of killing intent went berserk after sensing Zac’s soul. It slammed into his mind, dragging some of the ambient intent. Zac had already sensed the danger yet did nothing to stop it. He took a deep breath as he let the killing intent flood his Soul Aperture.

The killing intent raged against the newly reforged Soul Cores, yet the nebulous clouds guarding them became quagmires, slowing the intent’s advance. The attacking force didn’t even get the chance to reach the cores before a deep, primordial thud shook Zac’s spiritual world like a drum calling for war. Intractable force pulled the intent out of his soul, each thud preventing its escape.

It just took five bites for [Void Heart] to consume it all, even when the amount of killing intent was close to a third of what he’d been subjected to when breaking into the tower. What was a deadly encounter just hours ago had been reduced to an evening snack.

“Don’t worry, I’m fine,” Zac said upon seeing his companions’ worried expressions.

“Crazy brat,” Tusko muttered. “Are you really okay?”

Zac nodded. “I didn’t expect the intent to be so active despite being sealed.”

“Good thing you stood some distance from the rest,” Galau exhaled. “Otherwise, you would have triggered all of them in a chain reaction. Not recommended.”

Zac shuddered as he looked at the large pile. The faux Fiend Crystal he took was on the weaker end, with some seemingly having stored significantly more killing intent. Even then, Zac was confident in surviving a dozen now that his bloodline had entered D-grade. There were thousands in the pile—holding more than enough to drive him insane a few times over.

“I’ll have to figure out a way to stabilize them,” Zac said, turning to the general. “These Fiend Crystals are just what I need. You don’t mind me taking them, right?”

“Go ahead,” Tusko said with a grand wave, looking at Zac suspiciously. “Wait! Give me a few. Can’t let you scam me again.”

“There are at least a dozen similar repositories spread along the scar,” Galau offered. “Probably more.”

“Even so.”

“Take it,” Zac said. “But could you do me a favor in return?”

“You want these things for your cut, right?” Tusko said as a tenth of the converted crystals were suddenly encased by a shimmering barrier. They floated over to Tusko, who stored the pile without any issue. “I’ll ask, but I can’t promise anything. Everything passes through the Alliance. If their researchers figure out a use for these crystals, they might become a strategic resource.”

Zac carefully stowed the rest of the crystals in a spare Spatial Ring. The job took five minutes, at which point he found Galau and Tusko staring at him with strange expressions.

“What?”

“Have you forgotten what time it is?” Tusko grinned. “The ladder’s updated, may the Heavens help you.”
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BRINGER OF CHANGE


“Welcome back,” Qul’Uster said, looking up from the terminal as Nutzu entered his office. “You’ve seen better days.”

“Wouldn’t mind a vacation,” Nutzu grunted while slumping into a chair. “Here’s the reports you wanted. It should be all there.”

“What an unexpected harvest,” Qul’Uster said with satisfaction.

“Why would you even want those old pieces of junk?” Nutzu muttered, still annoyed about losing so many of her men to that devious bastard’s plot.

“Junk?” Qul’Uster said with a shake of his head.

“Yeah, junk. It should be a Class-4 flotilla using outmoded technology. And that’s provided the things remain functional. Damn, I almost got killed over garbage.”

“These things aren’t garbage. True, they lack the advancements we’ve developed over the Era. Bear in mind the environment in which they were constructed,” Qul’Uster said. “It was during a time when the Selvari were still united, fighting a losing war. With the Limitless Empire breathing down their necks, would there be the squabbles our spies have reported among their descendants?”

“You think they might hold core technologies of multiple families?” Nutzu said skeptically. “If true, we could use that as a reference for our research. Would they have put anything interesting in such a minor fleet?”

“It’s worth a try. Class is not always the best indicator of value. The flotilla was targeting a project connected to the False Heavens. There is no information about it in our records, but my instincts tell me the ships won’t be of simple stock,” Qul’Uster said. “Recovering even an incomplete heritage will more than make up for the setbacks on our end.”

“Setbacks? What happened?” Nutzu said with exasperation.

“Our Blank Slates were discovered sooner than expected, and the natives responded with great determination. We only ended up accomplishing 43% of our subset goals.”

“Well, I’m pretty sure I killed that princeling if that’s any consolation.” Nutzu grinned. “I tried to install a Root Device before he died, but he somehow shifted out of our spacetime.”

“Oh?” Qul’Uster said with surprise before nodding thoughtfully. “These new Imperials also rely on Faith Energy. He was likely summoned for the rites of succession. Is this why you refused a debrief through long-distance communicators? Or is it about the key?”

“Both. Neither,” Nutzu said, scratching her head with frustration.

“It was only a limited cooperation bound to end sooner rather than later. I’ll deal with it. You shouldn’t face any punishment,” Qul’Uster said. “Did you find it?”

“Only the coordinates. I ran out of time before I could get the key,” Nutzu said.

“That’s a shame. It took a lot of effort unearthing these threads. We might be able to discover another Lighthouse. The False Heavens seem to be aiding us, dredging items from the dimensional depths.”

“Wait, I wasn’t finished,” Nutzu said.

“There’s no way to go back and retrieve it now,” Qul’Uster said with a shake of his head, and Nutzu could already tell he was moving on to the next subject. “We will have to make some simulation⁠—”

“Do you want me to simulate a punch so you can settle down?”

Qul’Uster raised his hands in defeat, indicating for her to continue.

“The reason I disconnected wasn’t because of that shifty bastard. I’d like to see those old goats try to censure me for taking out an Imperial,” Nutzu laughed, then her face grew somber. “I found it. The missing Remnant.”

“What? Already!” Qul’Uster said, his eyes wide as he shot to his feet. “Where is it?”

“Not it. He.”

“He? What?”

“The Remnant is a human male.”

“You’re saying they actually did it? The Kayar-Elu managed to bring back the Supreme Ancestor?”

“No,” Nutzu said. “More like raise a true descendant.”

“Impossible,” Qul’Uster rejected. “You’re aware of the founder’s parting words. There can only be one per Era. Countless of experiments have proven him right.”

“Well, he’s here, and I watched him awaken the Void Emperor’s bloodline to Class-3. Consumed enough resources to raise a Class-4 Dominator,” Nutzu said. “Besides, if the elders didn’t think there was any hope of success, would they have led the Kayar-Elu spies to the Essence Blood?”

“It’s impossible to know what went through their minds when they made such a dangerous gamble. They said passing the torch to the other inheritor clans was the only chance we had at success. I see it as an attack on the Selvari’s resources.”

“Have the Kayar-Elu and the other haughty bastards go broke trying to extract the bloodline?” Nutzu laughed. “Not a bad plan. Whether they succeeded or not, we would have achieved our goals.”

“To think there’s a living descendant walking the lands. History repeats itself. We’re approaching the zenith,” Qul’Uster said, his eyes like radiant torches. “Tell me everything you saw.”

“We only saw each other for a second or two,” Nutzu said, sharing her experience and the readings from her drones’ scans.

“The Void is brought to the surface? I don’t understand,” Qul’Uster muttered. “How would the Kayar-Elu invert the bloodline? And why? Was that the only way to pass the restriction?”

“It might not be them,” Nutzu said. “Remember how it all went down? The Cursed Heavens barged into the Heartlands to wipe out their clan? Four thousand years later, this guy pops up, just in time to see the pillar’s ascent. He could be a plant.”

“It’s suspect,” Qul’Uster agreed. “The Cursed Heavens supposedly annihilated everything related to the project, yet here he is. Do you know his identity?”

“No, I think he’s a local though. There’s no way he’s not famous already, seeing how he almost managed to keep pace with that princeling while still in Early Class-3.”

“Local? There’s no need to investigate, then.” Qul’Uster smiled and opened a file on his terminal. “Is this him?”

“Zachary Atwood…” Nutzu muttered. “That’s the Remnant, alright. He’s famous?”

“He’s… very high profile,” Qul’Uster said with a shake of his head. “Just minutes ago, he jumped to the top of the sector rankings.”

“Makes sense, considering what he did with the fortress. Those parasite cultivators must be losing their minds right now,” Nutzu guffawed. “Oh, by the way. He probably has the key.”

“Untouched by fate’s river, creating his own path,” Qul’Uster sighed.

“So what should we do?” Nutzu asked. “I gave him a communicator, but it’s already destroyed. He also killed a few of my men in there.”

“For now, don’t do anything,” Qul’Uster said. “I need to speak with my mother.”

“Are you going to tell Serpasir?”

“What do you think?” Qul’Uster scoffed, and his usually calm demeanor frosted over. “Those people have been rapidly gaining momentum since the Kayar-Elu’s destruction. They think they can use the Technocracy Council’s sudden vacancy to move back home. They’ve gone mad with desire. The interim leader said there have been signs of them researching ways to shed the Oath.”

“Blind idiots,” Nutzu swore, her heart churning with anger. “It’s because they never visit the Edge any longer. Someone should drag them out there and have them face the beyond. Our end. That’ll help them remember why we chose exile.”

“Ultimately, too much time has passed,” Qul’Uster said. “It wasn’t supposed to be like this. We may be deluding ourselves.”

“Whatever. I’d rather take it to the end and find nothing than give up halfway,” Nutzu said. “If he’s a descendant, we must bring him to the fold. He’s our best chance. He might be even more suited than the original.”

“What a mess this has become,” Qul’Uster groaned before his eyes snapped open with realization. “Wait, if he’s really from back then⁠—”

“Maybe you should call him Eldest Cousin?” Nutzu laughed, her eyes soon growing somber. “What if Maseri Sindris finds out?”

Qul’Uster groaned and pinched his brows. “Who knows what that madman will do if he discovers his son might be alive? I hear he almost blew up Sanctuary after being dumped by the Kayar-Elu Princess. Let’s pray they’re still keeping that unkillable lunatic isolated.”
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A simple slash descended toward the rampaging Beast King’s neck. It didn’t look strong enough to cut through wood, let alone the reinforced scales of the crocodilian monstrosity. Yet, the greatest truths hid within the mundane, as they represented the true nature of the universe. The sword finished its arc, and the bus-sized head fell off. Even in its death, the Beast King hadn’t noticed anything amiss.

Thea sighed as she looked across the battlefield. Killing one beast was barely a blip on the radar before the endless tide that came out of nowhere. Yet, she couldn’t sit back and ignore the suffering around her like most of the haughty monks. They spoke of natural course and not stepping into the sea of suffering. They simply didn’t want to sully their providence with the Karma of the local factions they hopped between.

Useless locusts.

Well, not all of them. A golden palm crashed into the ground, turning a thousand beasts into ashes. The palm was followed by a ringed staff the size of a skyscraper. It swept through the chaotic lines, forcing order on the wilds. Amanthi was like a god of war as he advanced, delivering salvation through rebirth.

Her mentor singlehandedly stabilized a large swathe of the battlefield before the locals were overrun. There was still a chance to turn things around. The beasts were larger, faster, and stronger, but man never claimed dominion over the Cosmos through raw force. Battlements were being erected, weapons assembled. They just needed to hold out a little longer.

A single word made those thoughts shrivel up and die.

‘RUN!’

Hearing the horror in her fearless companion’s voice made Thea activate her ultimate escape skill without hesitation. Two rounds of adjustments had left it slightly weaker, but it no longer cost her levels to activate. She didn’t have much choice—between the dangers on the Goldblade continent and the war, she would have been pushed back to level one just to stay alive.

It was still a unique top-tier skill, which even borrowed from the Sangha’s understanding of the River of Fate. Thea swore upon finding herself stuck in place. A hand the size of a planet had replaced all surroundings, destroying any fate she had with the outside world.

“You’re the key, aren’t you?” A guttural laugh shook Thea to the core. “I can feel your fate entangled with the fulcrum.”

Thea ignored the voice as she tried to break free from the mysterious method. Everything she did proved futile, and the hand kept shrinking. Yet she fought on, adamant to struggle until the last breath.

“Benefactor, it is not too late to turn back,” an emotionless voice invaded the separated world, rewriting the past and opening a path to the future.

Thousands of pure-white lotus flowers bloomed in the darkness. The gentle rustle of their petals formed a monastic cadence that could enlighten or lead you astray, depending on your heart’s convictions. Suddenly, he was there, standing among the flowers with a string of beads in his hand.

Sacred Insight, the leader of the Sangha and the first-place holder of the ladder after he finally overcame the mysterious Kelvinios two weeks ago.

“I knew it,” the attacker scoffed, and Thea’s eyes widened when she saw the source step out of the darkness. “Turn over a rock, and one will find you bastards hiding in its shadows.”

It was that stubby monster that had become a living nightmare on the frontlines. Wherever she appeared, carnage followed. The number of soldiers who died at her hands was already in the millions, most ending up in her stomach. Dozens of Late Hegemons had been ripped apart, and even a few Peak Hegemons failed to escape her grasp.

The most shocking fact was a little-known secret Everlasting Peace shared. A wandering Monarch had tried to assassinate the so-called Primordial, likely in search of the secret of why she was so monstrously strong for a Middle Hegemon. The clash resulted in the Monarch’s complete and utter death, to the point the cultivators of the Zecia Sector had forgotten their existence. Only the Sangha could see the erasure from history and discover what had happened.

The method sounded like that uncanny power hiding within Zac, where Thea had felt her memories being erased after he killed the Dominator. Oblivion.

And this was on another scale entirely.

“One of the worst things about waking up to this false sky was finding out that you parasites were still around to soil the River of Fate,” the ugly creature spat before her mouth curved up in a wicked grin. “I guess I shouldn’t be surprised. It was that exalted existence who dashed your schemes in that ancient past, wasn’t it? Is it revenge? Or do you think you can reclaim what you lost by seizing Ultom?”

“Amitabha,” the monk calmly said. “Buddha’s love is Eternal and can never be lost.”

Thea didn’t make a sound. She was more than happy to let these two first-place holders duke it out. Well, not that happy. While the Sangha’s leader was unfathomable, he was ultimately just an Early Hegemon like her. Could he even hold back this creature long enough for her to escape?

It might seem callous, but Thea knew Sacred Insight hadn’t saved her out of goodwill. He was cold and calculative, not even bothering to maintain the smiling guise of his brothers. He was also the reason her presence was kept a secret, creating circumstances that prevented her from getting her name on the ladder while blocking her attempts to send a message back to Earth.

Perhaps she’d get her chance if the Primordial could knock him out for a few weeks.

“Slippery tongues as always.” The Primordial laughed. “Your talk makes me want to return to the seas and take a dip. I still remember the sweet taste of sanctimony.”

“The Sangha will never turn away an esteemed guest. Every meeting is an opportunity for enlightenment.”

“Whatever,” the beast grunted. “Are you bastards the ones who meddled with the preordained trajectories?”

“Fate cannot be meddled with. It can only be,” Sacred Insight said calmly. “And benefactor should sense the bringer of change is separate with the Sangha.”

“Should I?” the beast said, her bestial eyes turning to Thea. “Then why are the Heavens pointing me to this one? Why do I feel your repulsive mark hiding in the River of Fate?”

“All is one, and one is all,” Sacred Insight said. “The trajectories may have changed, but the destination remains the same.”

“That’s right. All paths lead to my belly,” the beast said as an unnaturally wide grin spread across her face.

Warning signals were going off in Thea’s mind, and she inched away despite knowing it was futile. There was no escaping that suffocating pressure.

Two men suddenly stepped out of Sacred Insight’s shadows. The first looked almost identical to the original, his aura many times greater. The second was barely a hazy outline, yet that glimpse was almost enough for Thea to lose her path. What terrifying attainment in the Dharma.

What was going on? It almost felt like Sacred Insight had invited incarnations of himself from the future. Or was it his current form that was false? The middle avatar kept growing more tangible, while the original felt more and more like a dream.

One thing was certain. He was now a better match to the stubby monster looking ready to swallow them whole. The standoff went on an uncomfortably long time until the Primordial snorted.

“You will die by my hands like the others,” she said as the enormous hand faded. “But not before you’ve helped me open the path.”

“Amitabha. What will be, will be.”

“Thank you for—wait!” Thea shouted with exasperation upon realizing Sacred Insight was already floating away on a cloud. She had to strain herself just to keep up. “What were you talking about? What’s happened?”

The monk slowed down and turned to Thea. She didn’t flinch before the intense scrutiny, glaring right back even if she knew it was empty posturing. She might have become a Soultaker of Ultom, but she held no illusions that’d allow her to contend against this man. It only made the huge chasm slightly smaller.

And while his face was impassive, Thea had spent enough time among these monks to glean that he was extremely annoyed.

“Fate has worked to keep the Flamebearers separate, and your friend went against the natural order. Fate’s tide is rising, and the trajectories are in flux. Our time is running short.”

“Running short? What does that mean?” Thea said, then the question was thrown into the back of her mind. “Wait, my friend? You mean Zac fought a Flamebearer?”

Thea urgently opened the screen.

[Stars of Zecia: Early D-grade]

1st – Zachary Atwood, Atwood Empire

2nd – Emily Larkin, Atwood Empire

3rd – Kelvinios

4th – Ynar Solefair

5th – Kerokas, Kavriel Province

6th – Helian Ailo, Allbright Empire

7th – Nori Vera, Starforge

8th – Fateblight, Hanor Clan

9th – Arcaz Umbri’Zi, Atwood Empire

10th – Keshka’Vur, Entroso Clan

[…]

100th – Uroso Kavriel, Kavriel Province

Thea blankly looked at the update, even more shocked to see the second-place holder than the first.

“You—” Thea said, realizing the monk was already gone.

There was no sign of Sacred Insight on the ladder. Since was alive and well, he must have been forced to step into Middle Hegemony to make the Primordial back down. Was that why he looked so annoyed? Thea’s lips curved into a smile at the thought, only for the glee to become replaced by confusion and loss.

It seemed extremely unlikely for the Zac she knew to surpass the monsters at the top of the ladder, but that was over a decade ago. Achieving the impossible was right up his wheelhouse, so it almost felt expected to suddenly see him shoot to the top like a rocket.

But what about Emily? Thea felt a pang of regret as she saw the familiar name. The only way Emily could have reached such a height was through having her fate swept up in Zac’s, something she’d welcomed in contrast to Thea. Would she have been the one at the top of the ladder if she’d fought a bit harder to get back home?

No, Thea had her path to walk while Zac had his. She would be the one to choose the direction, even if that meant her journey ended earlier. And while a slew of new names on the ladder had made it harder to thwart the Sangha’s plot, she had a feeling she’d reunite with Zac and the others sooner than she’d expected.
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RETURN


Zac took his and Emily’s appearance at the top of the ladder in stride. Anything else would be a surprise. He was more curious about the other changes. For one, the previous first-place holder was gone rather than pushed down two pegs, and he wasn’t alone.

Six more entries had disappeared since the last update. It wasn’t unheard of for rankers to die, especially among the bottom fifty of the ladder. However, there was rarely more than one per week. Those who managed to break into the [Stars of Zecia] leaderboard were the best of the best, possessing strength and means.

For six to die in one day, including the twelfth-place holder, would have been considered a disaster if the Kan’Tanu hadn’t lost so much more. Replacing the seven were Galau and the others. They took up a whole block between positions 39 and 46, pushing down those below a full eight spaces.

“Sacred Insight was caught in the trap?” Zac muttered as the trio made their way out of the underground levels.

“It doesn’t look good for the others, but the baldy’s fine. I’ve already gotten a report. He’s just broken through and is currently sitting in the 34th position on the Middle Hegemon Ladder,” Tusko said, giving Zac a toothy grin. “Perhaps that baldy felt a foul wind coming from behind and decided to quickly break through before he lost his face?”

“He wouldn’t be much of a monk if his heart were that brittle,” Zac laughed.

“I suppose.” Tusko shrugged, looking curiously at Zac. “How does it feel? Standing at the peak?”

“Like there’s a whole lot of even taller mountains all around me.”

“What a bore!” Tusko snorted. “You should live it up a bit. Heavens know you have the resources. If not, you’ll regret it later.”

“Regret?” Zac said with a raised brow.

“Being the strongest comes with all kinds of hidden benefits, but heavy is the crown,” Tusko shrugged. “To cultivate is to go against the Heavens. To reach for the peak. Your mere existence is blocking their way. How can one dream of ascension before proving themselves strongest among their peers?”

“People will be coming for your secrets, too,” Galau added, getting a gleeful nod of agreement from Tusko.

“I get that,” Zac said, looking at the lumbering general askance. “What I don’t get is why you look so damn happy about it.”

“I’ll take what I can get after you scammed me that badly,” Tussar guffawed. “That’ll teach you to be greedy.”

“We’ll see who ends up being taught a lesson in the end,” Zac muttered as he closed the ladder.

To think that Sacred Insight’s merit wasn’t even enough to break into the top 30 at the next grade. It was hard to say exactly how much merit the mysterious monk possessed. Zac had a decent understanding of the ladder’s tail, especially now that the Muscle Brigade added a data point. The top ten still remained a mystery.

Zac had fought tooth and nail since day one, yet he’d lost positions. Sacred Insight could be sitting at twice his original contribution. Perhaps even more. Zac couldn’t imagine Sacred Insight comparing to his current tally, even considering his presumed background.

Sacred Insight officially lacked any affiliation, but there was only one place such a mysterious, immensely powerful monk would come from—the Sangha. There was no way the Buddhist monks would sit out the competition for the Fifth Pillar. Their actions were simply hard to follow.

They kept popping up randomly across the sector like they’d walked out of thin air. Occasionally, they entered the fray to save a struggling faction. Mostly, they watched as planets were slaughtered before driving out the Kan’Tanu. They’d bury the corpses, administer rites of passage, and move on. Calling them an ally would stretch the term.

The Sangha had to be doing something in the shadows that the System considered meritorious. They still had two names on the Early D-grade ladder and now three in Middle D-grade. Either they were fighting in the dark or had found another way to aid the war effort. Outright fighting wasn’t the only method to accrue merit. It was just the most lucrative, though there were bound to be exceptions to the rule.

The tower was a great example of that. Galau and the others would have walked away with just as much merit even if Yselio hadn’t shown up. Perhaps even more, considering Zac ended up taking most of the contribution by holding back the Tobrial prince. And if Ibtep actually managed to raise his space-devouring maggots, he might shoot right to the top of the ladder like Emily.

Zac took one last look at the fortress base as the three stepped onto the platform. It had appeared out of nowhere and completely upended many of his plans. Even his fundamental understanding of the Cosmos and himself had taken a hit. He had walked away stronger from the experience, leaving the road ahead more difficult than ever.

“I’ll have to stay here and wrap things up. I’m curious to see what we managed to save before Hurricane Zac swept through the city,” Tusko sighed.

“Don’t worry. I haven’t forgotten our deal,” Zac said as he took out two treasures and handed them to a confused Tusko.

“The Atwood Empire will remember this great favor, General Tusko,” Galau somberly added as he offered the guardian a deep bow, prompting a few nearby soldiers to furtively look over before quickly turning away. “It’s only right we provide a small token of appreciation.”

Zac’s mouth tugged upon seeing Tusko blanch at Galau’s words, otherwise managing to keep his face impassive. It really was convenient to have smart people by his side. Like it or not, the Alliance ran on favors and connections. Between the ‘gift’ and Galau’s words, a hasty promise suddenly looked like a shady backroom deal between the elites of the upper echelons.

It was underhanded, but the rice had already been cooked. Zac needed the items, and frankly, they wouldn’t have been the Alliance’s to seize if not for his and Galau’s efforts. This way, Tusko at least got some remuneration for his misstep.

“Ai—” Tusko grimaced as he stowed the items. “Fine, I’ll eat this loss. Can I ask what you bast—uh, young masters, will do with the items? Warlin wasn’t lying before. The Alliance always needs unique treasures, and we have many things to exchange with. The dynasty is also looking for items to help our elites break through.”

“It’s not impossible to exchange some of the things. Do you have any appraisers aboard the ship?” Zac asked.

“I’ll send someone right over,” Tusko said before hurrying away, barking orders.

Tusko once more exuded the air of a domineering general. Zac still felt he’d turned tail and escaped before he was taken advantage of again.

“No wonder your pupil boasted your wealth. We racked up more treasures in one hour than I did over months,” Galau commented as they continued toward their private wing. “You’re like a locust. Insatiable and without shame.”

“What kind of locusts have you encountered?” Zac laughed. “And times are tough. We have to be a little shameless to stay afloat.”

“It’s rarely the righteous who live the longest,” Galau agreed. “It’s a shame we didn’t get the chance to enter the depths. Some interesting items should still be hidden there, waiting for the right person to come along.”

“You don’t seem very surprised?”

“Over your exceptional ‘nose?’ Why should I be?” Galau shrugged. “I’d have to be a fool if I still measured you with common sense. Since I’ve decided to board your pirate ship, I’ll just have to get used to the waves.”

“After your time in the Muscle Brigade, I think you’ll fit right in.” Zac smiled.

The two soon reached their chambers. Emily was still busy absorbing her treasure, so he didn’t get the chance to see her reaction to the ladder update. All the members of the Muscle Brigade were constantly glancing at her door like they were waiting for her to come out. It was impossible to tell whether they wanted to fight or marry her by their heated gazes.

Their attention was finally diverted when Zac began taking out the things they’d looted. Altogether, they managed to snatch twenty-eight treasures of high enough quality for Zac to sense them. Six emitted such a weak pull, Zac doubted he would have noticed them before getting the [Void Path] title and the accompanying boost of Luck.

Apart from that, there were piles and piles of rare resources they’d picked up along the way, many of them materials without any supply in the Zecia Sector. They would sell for a fortune, even with most of their spirituality lost.

Zac directly put aside roughly half of the boxes. Two held materials he believed useful for his Core Formation, while one was already marked by Verun. A fourth box held an incredibly ancient stone with a crack in it that seemed even older than the Limitless Empire, from the chaotic era when the Dao was still reforming.

Something had attacked the stone, leaving a scar reminiscent of the huge chasm cutting through the fortress base. There was no killing intent coming from the stone. Instead, there was a spiritual aura of war. The stone was just an E-grade material, but its spirit was incredibly pure and profound. Zac believed it could become a core material when he finally figured out his [Thousand Axes Avatar].

The rest were meant for his sealbearers rather than himself. For instance, there was a bronze scabbard holding immense amounts of Faith Energy. Since it was a path Rhubat was researching, Zac felt they might be able to glean something from its aura. If that wasn’t enough, there was also a scroll stowed in a sheath instead of a weapon.

Another was an orb of immense darkness, which also held a hint of the Stellar Peak. Zac felt he was looking at a star that had collapsed to the point it radiated darkness. He had no idea what its use was, though felt it was a perfect fit for Rhuger.

The Muscle Brigade eagerly took out some treasures of their own. Most of the things they’d found had been used up to survive the tower’s onslaught, but they still had a surprising number of impressive items. The secluded wing quickly became a bazaar where Zac and brigadiers traded for more suitable items. Zac pulled out more and more treasures from his rings until he’d traded for everything he wanted.

The Appraiser arrived soon after, and she gasped upon seeing the piles of rare treasure filling the room. And that was just the treasures they were willing to trade, while the best stuff had already returned to their rings. Still, she displayed commendable professionalism and began working through the fortune. Scrolls, tomes, and measurement tools appeared and disappeared in rapid succession like she was putting on a magic show.

There was even a grand finale at the end when the Appraiser’s domain spiked as a marvelous aura spread through the room. It was like she’d become a human nurturing array, showering the treasures with an energy that helped them rekindle some of their lost glory.

“Thank you, young master,” the Appraiser said with flushed cheeks.

The last step wasn’t planned. Encountering so many ancient treasures and unusual items had let the Appraiser gain an epiphany and upgrade her Dao Branch.

“I’m the one who should thank you.” Zac smiled. “So, what are we working with?”

The Appraiser studiously went through the items one by one, even though she could only name a single Natural Treasure among those with fate’s pull. It was a rough metal called a [Termic Lever], and she only knew it because she’d read about it in an ancient tome the Dravorak Empire had picked up in a ruin. Despite looking like a rusty block, it could nurture fire attunement by rubbing it against materials or other equipment. Essentially, it was an affinity booster for weapons rather than a cultivator.

The Appraiser also provided a decent approximation of most of the remaining treasures he and the Muscle Brigade had put forth. Ultimately, Zac handed over most of the raw materials and eight treasures. A few would go to the Alliance and the rest to the Everlast Monarch and the Dravorak Empire.

It wasn’t a gift. It was a trade where Zac asked for similar-graded treasures in return. He’d only found items for half his sealbearers, so he wanted to get something for the others. The brutality of the past few days had driven home the dangers of the frontlines and that he wouldn’t always be there to protect his people. His sealbearers needed to be able to stand on their own as soon as possible.

The brigadiers traded some and kept everything that wasn’t leaking spirituality. They probably wanted to deal with the Allbright Empire or the Peak Family instead. They barely had time to finish the exchange before being ushered out of the ship with great urgency.

It wasn’t that the Everfast Monarch had kicked them to the curb now that he had the items he wanted. It seemed as though he’d received top-priority orders and had to set out immediately. They even left behind the thousands of soldiers exploring the lower floors of the fortress.

The battle over the Sixth Centurion Lighthouse was coming to a close, with the Alliance seizing the greatest victory. Space was still too unstable to safely teleport, so Zac and his men boarded one of the Alliance’s Starflash ships to take back.

The journey would only take a couple of hours instead of three days if he took out the Yphelion, but Zac refused to expose his own ship to save some time. Besides, it wouldn’t change anything. It would take the Acheron Company a few days to return while everyone aboard the ship was busy absorbing the treasures they’d gathered.

Back on Earth, Zac opened his eyes and took a deep breath of the Miasmic mists surrounding him. After eight hours, he’d finished upgrading [Desperation’s End]. The new fractal wasn’t the most complex—it had the highest number of runes and connections of his skills. Even then, the upgrade had gone without a hitch, thanks to Ultom’s enlightenment almost branding the knowledge into his brain.

Zac opened his Skill Screen to inspect the transformation.

[D] Desperation’s End - Proficiency: Early. The verdict is Death. Upgradeable.

Of the three skills he used Ultom’s insight on, [Desperation’s End] retained most of its original patterns. Still, there were significant overhauls, to the point it was somewhat surprising that it retained its name. Then again, the new flavor text proved it wasn’t the old skill.

On paper, [Desperation’s End] was perfect with his class, especially after the five floating spheres replaced the unwieldy wings at Peak Mastery. It restrained the enemy and cut them down, embodying the essence of his Inexorable Stance and his Inexorable Apostle class. The problem came from the restriction.

Simply put, it wasn’t needed.

His Draugr’s class still carried echoes from its defensive origins, and he already had multiple ways to restrain his opponent. Between Alea’s nigh-unbreakable chains, his restraining technique, and skills like [Pillar of Desolation], having that feature on his finisher was redundant. A fractal could only carry so much meaning, so any space used on restriction took away from its lethality.

He’d already realized that Inexorable Stance wasn’t just a slow suffocation of the enemy back in the Orom World. He was the arbiter of life and death; his axe needed the power to mete out judgment. Like the flavor text said, [Desperation’s End] was the skill meant to deliver the verdict after the other skills had done their job. It was an executioner’s edge, and that didn’t need any frills or pomp.

It needed speed, sharpness, and intractable power to cut through any last attempts at resisting fate. Zac felt that was exactly what he’d accomplished with his new [Desperation’s End].

The better part of a day had passed since he left the frontlines, so Zac needed to head back sooner rather than later. He feared the System would throw a tribulation his way if he stalled any longer. Or worse, it would punish Earth with harsher enemies.

If nothing else, his communicator was already going warm. The Undead Empire was wondering what the hell was going on, why ‘Zac’ had suddenly overshadowed ‘Arcaz’ in such an overbearing manner. Even his dreamer disciple passed their chosen partner on the ladder.

Zac didn’t know how to deal with the situation. The fortress’s sudden appearance had completely ruined his plan of letting his human half trail slightly behind Arcaz to keep Kator and the others happy. Now, Zachary Atwood held an unshakable position at the top of the ladder. It was impossible to catch up without crippling his progress. Even then, it’d take years unless a similar event came along.

The thorny situation made him think of Catheya and Ogras. They might have bickered like an old married couple, but they had been an important factor in his rapid progress inside the Perennial Vastness. They swept aside all minor inconveniences, allowing him to focus wholeheartedly on his cultivation.

Zac looked to the sky as he walked through the forest of his private compound. How were they doing now? They should have finished their Cores already, meaning they would be in the middle of whatever opportunities Sendor provided them. He sincerely hoped they had the chance to return before the trial began. They could catch up and reap the war’s rewards if the mission for the Centurion Beacon was as lucrative as the tower.

“Oh, the great emperor finally deigns to visit his poor subject? What an auspicious day.”

Zac sighed and turned to the gaudy tower before him—the last stop before going back.
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FINDING AN ANSWER


Catheya’s eyes snapped open, and she took a shuddering breath. It was a big mistake. Icy liquid poured into her lungs, nourishing the frigid chill that had already invaded her body. She was drowning, entombed, in the dark waters far beneath the surface. Desperate and confused, her mind latched onto a comforting memory.

Her plight was oddly familiar to her first visit to the depths of the Abyssal Lake, even if this experience ensconced her in utmost cold. Back then, she’d been overwhelmed by boundless Death to the point she’d questioned her heritage. Thankfully, she found the common thread, and the lake grew more hospitable.

The similarity helped Catheya rein in her confused and panicky state. The liquid gate suddenly felt like a womb. The change in perception didn’t award a sudden immunity to the immense chill, it let her rouse her Three Purities and harmonize with the surroundings. It was a feeble defense since the past days had left her utterly drained. As luck would have it, she had another item to protect her.

Catheya shifted her attention to the three crystals secured within her robe, each exuding ancient cold that resonated with the pod’s turbid waters. They were still there, existing as physical objects. Catheya had been uncertain they’d be waiting for her when waking up, considering she still couldn’t tell whether her journey had been taken with flesh or spirit. Hopefully, three was enough.

She held onto the feeling of Ice and Death becoming one as she dug through the tundra. Unfortunately, the sense of overlap was gone when she reached the surface. Death receded when faced with the blistering winds, mimicking the retreat of Death before Ice within her body. Yet a smile spread across her face as she looked at the swirling belts of glimmering ice overhead.

Her idea was feasible.

Catheya’s Abyssal eyes turned to the desolate fields before her. It was the same view as the one greeting her when her return from the Perennial Vastness was interrupted.

She’d pushed herself to the brink of collapse in her desire to return to Zac’s side. More than forming her core, Catheya looked forward to seeing the shock on his face when he saw what she’d accomplished. A liquid core combining the essence of Abyssal Death with frigid waters like those she’d endured for years inside the Tears of Belsim. A core that was an ocean while her pathways became tributaries.

Those desires were dashed when the transportation sphere spat her out in this hellish environment, where her newfound pride was pushed down a peg. The cold was so overbearing she only managed to rotate a trickle of energy. The rest was frozen solid, like a river enduring a blistering winter. It was the same for her soul, even her heart.

Taking a single step had felt like a tribulation as punishing as Heavenly Lightning. Thank the Heavens she’d already stepped onto the path of Harmonization. It was barely enough to avoid being frozen solid, though it didn’t solve her predicament. There was no contacting home or calling for help in this glacial world, and Catheya would die the moment her soul was drained, and the Harmonization failed.

She’d refused to give in, stubbornly taking one step after another in the direction that best resonated with her path, hoping it would lessen her burden. She wanted to walk out of the tundra that way or at least find a spot that wasn’t so monstrously cold. Flying would have been faster, but how was that possible with her energy frozen solid? Not to mention, the sharp winds above the valleys would have frozen her into an ice cube.

Any thoughts of home, Zac, her cultivation, and the future were trapped in ice. Only the cold remained, occupying the entirety of her mind. No, the cold and her determination to keep going. It was only later she realized her trek took two months, when the distance traversed could have been covered in a couple of hours.

The person who stumbled into the small abode that day was different from the one who began the journey. Every part of her had been harshly tempered by the environment. It was a rebirth through suffering. Even her Daos had jumped forward because of the intense strain. Her [Black Ice Cosmos] had seen the greatest transformation, where the fusion between Ice and Death seemed refined over decades.

Today, that Earthly Domain was strong enough to seize control over a small piece of the tundra, and she moved like the wind between crags and frozen trees. The journey was still arduous, and the damp robe caressing her body could have been on fire. It was the lingering cold of the place she almost failed to escape. A realm that could possibly match the Abyssal Lake in power.

The simple abode came into view, and the unbearable cold vanished. It was still all around her, even stronger than before, the cold itself had merely been frozen and rendered unable to act on its surroundings.

Catheya exhaled and drove the chilly water out of her robes before entering, creating a sparkling shroud of ancient water in her wake. Unfortunately, she couldn’t do the same with the cold that had dug into the depths of her bones.

“Teacher,” Catheya said, bowing with genuine deference.

The woman sitting in the back of the simple wooden cottage looked the same as when they first met. Beautiful, tranquil, and distant. Catheya called her teacher, despite there being no official bond of discipleship between them. Catheya didn’t even know her full name. It had taken her over a month of wheedling just to get the name Hivissul.

Hivissul was like the world around her, unchanging. She rarely moved, except once a week when she watered the clay pot by her side. She wore a deep-blue robe made from icy silk, her horns looked like dead trees covered in frost, and her graceful features could have been cut from white marble. Despite her elegant appearance, hiding the domineering aura her body passively exuded was impossible.

The brutal air only pureblooded dragons possessed.

It had been a huge shock to stumble onto such a peerless existence at the end of her arduous journey, and the stubborn determination that had kept Catheya going almost collapsed from an innate, primal fear of the predator before her. There were many races of dragons, and a pureblood adult should be at least an Autarch. Hivissul’s mere presence would have disintegrated Catheya if she hadn’t allowed her approach.

There was one more thing that gave Catheya some confidence she’d survive their first meeting.

“How was it?” Hivissul asked, opening her eyes.

The Miasmic azure felt like the true face of Death, and Catheya was close to having her path realigned to the path in the depths of Hivissul’s pupils. Her teacher might be a dragon, but she was also undead. Unfortunately, that was pretty much all she’d been able to gather since arriving. Hivissul ignored any inquiries into her background, though she confirmed she wasn’t part of the Undead Empire. Neither did it seem she’d awakened naturally.

The vast difference in cultivation made it difficult to find the usual clues. Catheya believed she’d been realigned in the prime of her life. Whether it was the work of a Supreme Lich or a blessed ground was impossible to say, though the fact she remained unattached indicated the latter.

Catheya didn’t know why Hivissul stayed in this small homestead despite her overwhelming strength. Catheya didn’t even know whether the woman before her was the reason her teleportation had failed. The dragon took her appearance in stride, seemingly not caring what Catheya did. Catheya couldn’t even pretend to be so indifferent.

It had only taken a glance to realize Hivissul’s cultivation and Dao far surpassed any being Catheya had ever encountered, and their affinities were even a match. Despite being anxious to return, Catheya couldn’t ignore such a monumental opportunity. She still hadn’t worked up the courage to officially ask for discipleship, fearing it would prematurely end this huge opportunity.

Her recent trial was hopefully the first step in that direction.

“I only found three,” Catheya admitted, taking out the [Permafrost Lodes]. Suddenly, the small pieces she’d suffered to find felt somewhat lackluster, so Catheya quickly added something she hoped would better her chances, “But the visit allowed me to confirm my idea was feasible. I will be able to stay longer in the future after incorporating what I learned into my Earthly Domain.”

When Catheya first arrived, the dragon had simply ignored her. Unwilling to give up, Catheya spent the next few weeks cleaning and beautifying the surroundings. The cultivation environment was unmatched, yet dull. Catheya assumed Hivissul enjoyed gardening since she was watering a pot, so she’d built a whole garden around the house.

Finally, Hivissul awarded her efforts by handing her a manual called [Three Purities] and a gem-studded necklace. Its name was simple, but the technique was extraordinary. It was an Ice-Death Fusion Manual that cleansed and harmonized one’s three fundamentals: Body, Heart, and Soul.

It was Body Tempering, yet it wasn’t. The same could be true for the Soul and Heart. Cultivating it wouldn’t put your constitution on par with a powerful Body Tempering Cultivator, and your soul wouldn’t be a match to a Mentalist’s.

It was a unique method Catheya hadn’t seen before that purified and linked Heart, Soul, and Body into one unbreakable whole. No aspect would stand out, yet none would be lacking. You would become flawless like a pristine piece of ice. Bottlenecks would become easier to overcome, and she wouldn’t lack in any aspect of her cultivation. And with her fundamentals evolving and harmonizing, every aspect of her cultivation would benefit.

However, Catheya quickly ran into a problem. The technique was a perfect fit, having already been modified to use Death and Ice to cultivate. And yet, she was unable to practice the method without drawing from the limited energy contained in the necklace’s twelve gemstones. She could use her Draugr heritage to barely provide pure enough Death for [Three Purities], but neither Dao, treasures, nor the tundra could provide the required cold.

The issue was similar to the one Catheya encountered with her own creation of fusing Earthly and Heavenly Harmonization and Dao Domain into an Earthly Domain she called [Black Ice Cosmos]. Just getting this far was already a huge accomplishment, and Catheya wasn’t satisfied with just this. Her creation was taxing to use and limited in effect if channeled in a hostile environment.

How was her Dao supposed to contend with the true Cosmos before she reached the peak?

She needed to add a power that would let her Earthly Domain fully override the ambient Dao for long enough to finish her battle. Relying on her ancestry was the obvious choice. She’d infuse the Abyssal Lake into her domain, using her bloodline as the conduit. Unfortunately, doing so would skew its nature too heavily into Death, clashing with the direction she’d chosen.

The Earthly Domain needed balance, and few things could match up to the power of the ancestral lake hidden within her bloodline. As with the [Three Purities], the problem was the Dao of Ice. She had the affinity yet lacked the heritage and foundations.

Catheya wracked her brain trying to figure out a solution, hoping the unique environment held the answers she sought. The necklace couldn’t be relied on. She’d only be able to set foundations before running head-first into an unbridgeable bottleneck. Practicing a manual to such a shallow degree was worse than not practicing at all. At the same time, Catheya sensed that refusing to practice it meant rejecting Hivissul’s teachings, severing their tenuous Karmic link.

The problem consumed Catheya’s every waking moment, and she came up short. Ultimately, she approached Hivissul to explain her problem rather than doggedly searching for solutions out in the wild. The impartment had been a test of character, or as Hivissul put it, ‘Blindly following severs the future. Traveling alone will send you down winding paths.’

The dragon then provided the path forward. There were dozens of gateways beneath the tundra, leading to a realm Catheya had never heard of before. The Permafrost Gorge, a lower plane holding the chill of multiple Eras. Using one of the gateways to collect lodestones could solve her problem with the ice, with the caveat being that the gorge was incredibly dangerous for a low-grade cultivator such as herself.

The only way to survive was by reaching preliminary mastery of [Three Purities], which was what the necklace was for. Even then, she’d only survive a short visit. Worse, the gorge’s deadly chill would infiltrate one’s body, becoming a poison that would severely damage her foundation.

It was a gamble. Either pass on the opportunity or bet your life on it. The lodestones were the key to dispelling the cold poison and practicing [Three Purities]. Finding enough meant solving her bottlenecks and continuing her tutelage. Failing meant death or her foundations so damaged she might not recover in time for Ultom. Perhaps ever.

Catheya chose to roll the dice, and the jury was still out on the result. She found the lodestones, but the ancient frost still dug deeper into her body.

“Feasibility was never the issue,” Hivissul calmly said, not bothering to look at the stones Catheya faced true death searching for. “Fate is key.”

“Are three enough?” Catheya asked nervously. “I can feel the chill digging into my bones.”

The dragon didn’t answer for almost a minute. “Of the three, which do you feel is best suited?”

Catheya’s brows furrowed in confusion as she looked down at the three pieces of unmeltable ice in her hand. Was it another test?

Hivissul never explained how to use the [Permafrost Lodestones]. The dragon said explaining it before proving herself was meaningless. Catheya assumed the more stones, the better. She found one the first day, so she’d set a goal to find five before the realm overwhelmed her. If that weren’t enough, she’d train and head back until she had bags full of the things.

Now, it looked like only one was needed. So which one should she use?

Catheya scrutinized the three pieces. They all looked roughly the same, resembling uncut gemstones the size of a fingernail. If one peered closely, you could see their uneven surfaces were a tapestry of natural runes. Should she pick the one with the densest runes? Or the one whose icy energy was slightly stronger?

One held superior truth, the other superior energy. And yet Catheya’s gaze stopped at the one that excelled at neither. It was the last one she found just before escaping. Where she found it wasn’t special, and it didn’t particularly harmonize with her in a way the others came short. Yet, there was something about it that pulled her closer.

“Fate…” Catheya whispered as she picked up the stone. “This one, I guess.”

“Good. To have been chosen by three lodestones is decent. For one of them to be a True Faestone proves you’ve been chosen,” Hivissul said, and a rare smile appeared on her face as the other two stones floated into the air. “It wasn’t meant to be.”

Catheya looked on with surprise as immense waves of energy burst from the small crystals before they collapsed onto themselves. The lingering aura of spatial ice indicated they’d gone back home, without Hivissul’s help. Catheya looked at the remaining crystal with marvel. These little things hid such amazing power?

“Chosen for what? And by whom?”

“As a friend of the gorge by its denizens.”

“There are actually beings living there? It looked and felt completely lifeless,” Catheya said.

“Some would consider the Fae of the gorge as natural formations or unusual energy loci. As a being of Death, you should understand that the rules of existence are not cut in stone.”

“So this is a living thing?” Catheya asked.

“You will have to figure out that answer yourself,” Hivissul said. “Remember never to betray the trust. You are not strong enough to pay the price of disloyalty. When the Earth turns its back on you, so will the Heavens.”

“What should I do now?”

“As I said. You have to find the answers for yourself,” Hivissul said as a gate opened before Catheya. “Only then will the triumvirate path open.”

Catheya inwardly grimaced, not allowing any displeasure to show on her face. Her teacher was unwilling to explain further or even solve the creeping frost. The test wasn’t over.

At least the dragon hadn’t discarded her. The gateway didn’t lead to the Permafrost Gorge or off the tundra. The cultivation cave she’d dug for herself in a mountain right at the edge of Hivissul’s domain waited on the other side of the portal. Half of it held the full fury of the blistering cold outside, while the other was under the control of Hivissul’s domain.

The unique environment had given her plenty of insights into the Dao of Ice, and the remote location allowed her to cultivate without disturbing her teacher’s rest. It looked like she had to seclude herself and figure out how to use a True Faestone before the ancient frost crippled her.

Catheya was anxious to get started, yet she stopped just as she was about to pass through.

“If I succeed⁠—”

“Then I’ll uphold my promise,” Hivissul said, her eyes closing. “I will take you to the Fifth Pillar.”

“As I said before, the Starbeast Alliance is contending for the pillar…” Catheya hesitated. “What if⁠—”

“The Starbeast Alliance will not stop my advance. As for the trial itself, I will not interfere,” the dragon said, and Catheya felt a wind push her through the gate. “Remember, face the Earth, face the Heavens. Only an open heart can let divinity inside.”
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SACRIFICE


Zac felt a surge of annoyance flare up at the grating voice, yet it was followed by a flicker of guilt. Brazla’s sarcastic remark hinted at an undeniable truth. He’d only visited Brazla twice over the past six months, having been too busy with the war. And Zac wasn’t much better during his years of seclusion, despite only being a stone’s toss away.

It wasn’t like anyone else visited either, except for the occasional soldier trading their Atwood Empire Contribution Points for one of the repository’s skills. Zac couldn’t help but recall the claw he and Emily found in the tower and the chaotic storm that was all that remained of the Tool Spirit’s mind. Eons of loneliness until it couldn’t hold on any longer, collapsing into a storm of anger and regret.

“You know, I’ve been thinking,” Zac said as he entered the Towers of Myriad Dao. “It’s like you said, I’m an important person. So important that my compound has become a taboo area people don’t even dare come close.”

“Big talk for a child emperor of a two-planet tribe,” Brazla scoffed.

The Tool Spirit was still drabbed in gold and gemstones, with a hint of desolation hiding behind the haughtiness as he lazily floated in the air, surrounded by coruscating waves of golden lights. The scene made Zac even more certain of his sudden idea, even if he knew it would raise some waves.

“Nevertheless,” Zac said. “The defenses are a necessary evil. It also means the common populace has fewer and fewer opportunities to marvel at the wonder that is the Tower of Myriad Dao.”

“What are you suggesting?” Brazla said, stopping to look down at Zac with a raised brow.

“How about we move you to the Atwood Academy instead?” Zac offered. “We can set up an identical environment there, and the 50,000 students will get the chance to interreact with you without being cleared by security and accompanied by soldiers. We could even make you a resident professor of the Academy. Who else is better suited to hold lectures and teach the next generation?”

“Hold lectures? Teach?” Brazla hummed, clearly interested.

“Isn’t that what this place is all about? It’s a repository of great knowledge. It’s a waste to have someone of your expertise tucked away here. And haven’t you always complained about the lack of good conversational partners since my sister departed?” Zac crooned. “I’m afraid those kinds of people don’t grow on trees. Although, they could appear again with the right guidance.”

“Indeed, who but the great Brazla could—” the Tool Spirit muttered before looking at Zac suspiciously. “You come bearing gifts and speak sweet words. Since when were you so agreeable? What scheme have you cooked up this time?”

“I’m just trying to use our assets to their fullest,” Zac said. “Though now that you mention it, there’s a grave matter where only you can help.”

He wasn’t completely lying. The idea to have Brazla become a resident lecturer had never crossed his mind until today. However, meeting ‘Senior Silver,’ the powerful Array Spirit of the Dravorak Empire, proved it was a viable solution. And while Zac often sang Brazla’s praises to solicit help, he was undeniably very knowledgeable. Especially when it came to the inheritance of his creator.

Sending him over to the Atwood Academy would let him interact with the world again, helping his spirit stabilize while the students got access to a new source of knowledge. It was a win-win scenario that might even help heal Brazla’s fractured mind.

Of course, all that didn’t mean Brazla was wrong about his suspicions. Zac did have something he needed the Tool Spirit’s help with.

“Spit it out.”

Zac didn’t put on any more pretenses and explained the situation with Vilari and the bell as best he could.

“Oh? An [Epiclesis Bell] has appeared?” Brazla scoffed. “I didn’t expect to hear of that fell thing again. You’re about to have a bad time.”

“Do you know something?” Zac said, his heart beating with anticipation and anxiety.

“My creator mentioned it once. Such a bell appeared in our original sector, causing havoc for thirty years. Wherever it passed, misfortune followed. Crops wilted. Plagues spread. Flourishing worlds turned into wastelands, and people went insane.”

“It appeared in your sector, too?” Zac frowned.

“Yes. And shortly after, the Crown of Despair inheritance was installed. Your suspicion is likely not without merit.”

“Are you able to bring a wisp of her consciousness out?” Zac asked. “Not with her power, or she might kill us both.”

“Not forcibly, no. She’s long since reinforced her realm, making it impossible for me to enter,” Brazla said. “But I could ask her.”

An ethereal voice cut in before Zac could respond, “There’s no need. I’ve heard it all.”

“What!” Brazla and Zac shouted in unison, and their actions were equally synced.

Both ran for their lives, with Brazla diving for the ground while Zac ran for the door. Neither had any desire to face the Crown of Despair while the extent of her reach into the main dimension remained unknown. Zac cursed under his breath at the unreliable Tool Spirit, whose seals had been tampered with without his notice. The System, who loved repurposed items as quest rewards despite their flaws, also received a few choice words.

Zac lunged for the still-open door, only to encounter an impassable barrier made from pure Mental Energy. Brazla fared no better. He may as well have taken corporeal form by his utter failure to sink into the ground. Meanwhile, an oppressive gloom spread through the halls. If not for Zac’s powerful Dao Heart and Soul, he would have collapsed in abject despair.

Instead, he solemnly looked at the translucent woman who stepped out of her much larger replica in an uncanny recreation of Leandra’s descent the day she took Kenzie. Her face was shrouded in darkness, making it impossible to guess her intentions. Should he make a run for it? Zac could tell there was no way he had the strength to cut through the Mental Barrier, but that didn’t mean he was out of options.

He only managed to scratch the surface of his upgraded bloodline before the Everfast Monarch interrupted his experiments. For instance, he hadn’t tried infusing the Void Sigil on himself. Zac still held out hope it would let him enter an out-of-phase state like when he was breaking through. If it worked, he could step right through the barrier.

Yet he didn’t move. It wasn’t because of fear of the Soul Wisp of Ralz Calzood, even if it was related. Seeing the Crown of Despair in the flesh brought Vilari’s plight to the forefront. He couldn’t just walk away when answers were right before him.

“It can only mean one thing if one of the remaining [Epiclesis Bells] is descending without a Beseechment Ritual,” Ralz calmly said as she looked at Zac. “It’s hunting. An immense opportunity has appeared in the region, am I correct? Perhaps even an Eternal Heritage?”

Zac didn’t answer her question, still unable to tell whether Ralz was friend or foe. “Your disciple has been taken, and this is what you’re worried about?”

“Your soul has seen remarkable tempering for a warrior, but you cannot hide the truth in your heart,” Ralz said. “As expected, it all leads here.”

“Is this why you set up this inheritance? To follow the bell? Did you use Vilari as bait?”

“This inheritance is a seed of potential,” Ralz frankly admitted. “Though one I hadn’t initially planned on planting.”

“So you set Vilari up,” Zac growled.

“I knew this was a possible outcome. Suffering is inevitable on the road of cultivation,” Ralz said. “Knowledge holds power and binds through Karma. Only if she can survive in the depths of despair can she face the long road ahead.”

Zac took a calming breath before he lost control. It almost felt as though the Mentalist intentionally channeled the speech patterns and mannerisms of Leandra to push his mental state off-balance. Had Ralz Calzood been spying since day one? Perhaps she hoped to create a weakness to target. Perhaps it was only a quirk connected to her path, like Yrial’s narcissism.

“I came here hoping you could help me save her.”

“By your account, she entered the bell willingly,” Ralz said with a shake of her head. “Taking her out will do more harm than good. The [Epiclesis Bells] holds the true heritage of the Beseechment Pavilion.”

“The what?” Zac asked. “Is that the force you belong to?”

“Alas, no,” Ralz said. “The Beseechment Pavilion is long gone, destroyed by their pursuit. An ancestor of mine found a fragmented heritage and some accounts of the pavilion. It became both the blessing and curse of House Calzood.”

“Please, anything you could do to help me get her back,” Zac pleaded. “I’m not sure if you encountered the same bell before leaving your imprint here. You can’t imagine the evil that hid within. There’s no heritage to find in that darkness.”

“I believe in your daughter’s discernment and conviction,” Ralz said. “And fate is working in her favor. I can feel the storm of destiny descending on this region. You seem untouched, yet you are the eye of the storm. You and my disciple are embroiled in the struggle for the Eternal Heritage. As long as that is the case, Vilari will be safe.”

“What’s the [Epiclesis Bell] and Beseechment Pavilion got to do with the Eternal Heritage?” Zac frowned.

“It’s an ancient story, one of which I have limited knowledge,” Ralz said. “As I said, my heritage is incomplete, and millions of years of effort did little to fill those gaps. All it left us with was misfortune and despair.”

“Still.”

“Wery well. Time will tell whether your fate can withstand the curse of knowledge,” Ralz said. “The Beseechment Pavilion was a powerful faction from the age of the Limitless Empire. Despite their great strength, they failed to emerge from the great darkness. No true lineage remains today.”

“How can you know that if you just stumbled onto a remnant?”

“Because they didn’t slowly fade away during the darkness like the other factions. Desperate, they brought about their own destruction when faced with a dying Cosmos. The remnant we found was left by a ‘Grand Caller’ of the pavilion, scribbling down notes while fighting the throes of madness. The rest had already met similar ends to the men you described before.”

Ralz turned to look up at her statue, which held her head in her hands. “Only by reaching profound levels of despair could he stave off the joyful madness long enough to leave a flickering flame for the future.”

Zac took a shuddering breath as his eyes widened in realization. Was that what the Crown of Despair-heritage referred to? It wasn’t just cultivating the soul by witnessing and experiencing the woes of the world. It was a way of defense against the terrifying evil that made people dig out their hearts with a smile.

“Caller… Beseechment,” Zac hesitated. “Were they Summoners?”

“In a sense.” Ralz nodded. “Although, not of the spirits of the lower planes. They were summoning God.”

“God?” Zac said with confusion. “Which one?”

“The hand behind the curtain,” Ralz said. “The Beseechment Pavilion had glimpsed the Terminus and concluded that no cultivator could ever hope to cross that threshold. Only a grand Creator could wield such power, and only such a being could give birth to our reality. So rather than fight against nature, they decided to ask for help.

“They reasoned that the Multiverse would be no more than a speck of dust to such a transcendent existence. They might not even realize civilizations had grown in the shade of their glory. The pavilion wished to create a bell that could be heard beyond the curtain, to garner God’s attention so they could beseech his teachings and salvation.”

“I’m guessing it didn’t work,” Zac scoffed.

“But it did.”

“What? Impossible!”

Zac would have to be crazy to reject the notion of an even greater existence when cultivators more powerful than Gods walked the lands. What was Sendor, if not a God? Except, there was no way this Beseechment Pavilion would succeed when far greater factions failed to overcome the Terminus.

Not to mention, Zac had seen what waited beyond the edge of reality when he visited the Void Mountain. There was no higher Heaven beyond the curtain. There was only nothingness, a desolation so profound it almost destroyed Zac’s mind.

“Of course, not the way they intended,” Ralz said. “The pavilion had sought their creator’s attention for eons without success. The fall of the Limitless Empire and Heaven’s demise became the source of despair and desperate hope. They believed they had one final opportunity to toll the bells before it was over. One final Beseechment Ritual whose song wouldn’t be blocked by the Heavenly Dao.

“They rang, and something answered. You’ve seen a wisp of it firsthand.”

Zac nodded, having expected that outcome.

“They had no idea what they’d attracted, but they knew it wasn’t God. If anything, it was the Devil. Horrified at what they’d brought forth, the upper echelon trapped most of its spirit in the main bell and sacrificed themselves to destroy it. The beast then spread like a plague through the seventy-two subsidiary bells and lives on to this day.”

“So why is this remnant spirit looking for the Eternal Heritage?” Zac asked.

“This matter is outside the scope of our original heritage, and its answer is solely a deduction of House Calzood. We found records of [Epiclesis Bells] while searching for more remnants of our heritage. There were two common denominators. One, misfortune follows in their wake. The bells feed on providence to survive, so they target rising factions and flourishing lands.

“Secondly, destroying a bell will call forth an immense Heavenly Tribulation. The records detailed seas of purple so dark they’re almost black, with streaks of gold.”

“Both the System and the Heavens work together to attack the spirit?” Zac exclaimed. “How did it draw such ire?”

“I believe it’s an invader,” Ralz said. “The Beseechment Pavilion managed to guide something from beyond the Terminus, and the Heavens cannot abide its existence. The bell can hide its aura from the Heavens, but they are old and damaged. If it recovers too much energy, it’ll be exposed. Only unique environments such as Eternal Heritages can hide its existence and allow it to recover.”

Zac slowly nodded. It was impossible to say whether what she said was true or false. It was suspicious how she’d put the card on the table without any fight. While Leandra was a zealot, she was still his mother. If that wasn’t enough, she still needed Zac’s help. So what did Ralz Calzood need?

“Why are you telling me all this?” Zac asked. “What’s your objective?”

“House Calzood has fallen. Only me and a few others are holding on,” Ralz said. “I came to the frontier based on a clue. Before the Beseechment Pavilion fell, they were drafted by the Limitless Empire for one of its undertakings. They had to build something to stabilize a ‘pillar.’ We believe it was related to the System itself. I can tell you do too.”

Zac inwardly swore. He’d held onto his Void Heart since being exposed before, yet it proved useless before this old expert. Her guess was right on the mark. The pavilion’s situation sounded all too familiar. The same thing happened to the Primo, according to Lova. Laondio had demanded he help build the Hollow Court, even leaving behind a supreme treasure of his.

“We’re looking for lost pieces of the Beseechment Pavilion’s heritage to rid ourselves of the curse of joy that has infiltrated our bloodline. I believe the pavilion left something behind when stabilizing the pillar. I want it.”

Veins throbbed on Zac’s forehead as yet another task was added to his Ultom Itinerary.

“I can’t promise anything,” Zac said. “You’re right; I’m chosen for a trial set up by the System that involves the pillar. That doesn’t mean I’ll come across the thing you’re looking for. And I’m not looking for anything while Vilari remains trapped by that thing. Help me get her out first, and we’ll do our best to find your heritage.”

“I can teach you a modified Beseechment Ritual used to call the [Epiclesis Bell]. The Heavens will do the rest so long as you damage it. However, to beseech the Devil, you must embrace the Devil. Are you willing to pay the price?”
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INVERSION


Zac stepped out of the Tower of Myriad Dao, his mind a mess. Ralz Calzood had fulfilled her promise by teaching him how to set up a Beseechment Ritual. The [Epiclesis Bell]’s true spirit had fused with and been twisted by the evil entity, meaning Vilari’s captor was forced to take on some of the bell’s characteristics. Otherwise, the bell would lose its function, exposing the entity.

Unfortunately, Ralz’s warning was right on the money. The original ritual wasn’t enough to summon the bell. It would only act as a warning to the entity, exposing Zac’s location and intentions. The bell could still be attracted so long as the ritual provided a delectable enough offering to have the entity’s instincts overwhelm reason and follow the call.

Human sacrifice.

The bell craved providence, and Ralz knew no other method of offering that than capturing talented cultivators to use their potential as bait. And with fate gathering across the sector, there were promising prey everywhere for the entity to feast on. The offering would have to be significant to draw the entity’s attention.

Zac definitely wasn’t comfortable doing what Ralz proposed, even if he used Kan’Tanu cultists to power the evil ritual. There were also many other roadblocks in the way. The ritual was incredibly complex and required rare, specific materials to work. There was no way he’d manage to set it up alone. Galau could probably do it. Even then, it would take months of preparation.

That left the biggest hurdle—what to do when the bell appeared. Zac could always invite a bunch of Monarchs, relying on their greed upon seeing the bell. He remembered the large cracks covering its surface, with two array patterns already broken. It shouldn’t take too much effort to push it over the edge and summon the Heavens.

Which begged the question: what then? How could Zac possibly guarantee Vilari’s safety in such a chaotic situation? Ralz felt he was better off leaving the matter alone, leaving Vilari to fend for herself until the trial began. The entity’s goal was the inheritance, so the Crown of Despair believed the entity would keep her alive and sane to guarantee access.

Zac wasn’t willing to wait that long. Ralz’s ideas and suggestions were largely based on guesswork rather than fact. Zac sincerely doubted the creature was some overwhelmingly powerful being who had crossed the boundless nothingness. If it possessed such strength, then the Beseechment Pavilion wouldn’t have been able to take out its main body. People like Karz and Laondio would have to step in.

It seemed far more likely that the entity came from the Lost Plane or a similar hidden realm. Iz had called the corruption “Dead Dao of a previous Heaven,” leaking out of a crumbling Eternal Heritage. If it was happening to Ultom, it could happen to the other heritages spread throughout the Multiverse. That would explain Heaven’s anger. The entity would be a creature born in a previous Era or formed from its Dao. It could be considered an enemy of the current Dao, just like an invader would.

Zac still didn’t know exactly what the deal was with Eternal Heritages. Someone unfathomably powerful had to expend immense effort to let a remnant survive the Dao’s collapse. Would these ancient cultivators, who had likely transcended Supremacy, go through all that trouble to give their heritage to some strangers far in the future?

Some very well might. Zac felt Eternal Heritages made more sense if you looked at them as Arks designed to cross a stormy sea. The cultivators of the previous Eras weren’t willing to go quietly into the night, having all their accomplishments erased along with the Dao.

If that were true, then the heritages might not be unclaimed treasures waiting to be discovered. They were dimensions occupied by immensely powerful beings from a previous era and their descendants. Maybe that was why the Undead Empire still hadn’t seized control over the Heart of the Empire. Were its original owners fighting back, leaving the Primo locked in a stalemate?

Perhaps he could find some answers in [Foreign Gods]. More important than the entity’s origin was the fact that Ralz’s priorities weren’t aligned with his. Ralz’s similar personality to his mother was possibly fake, but Zac could tell she prioritized the Beseeshment Pavilion’s heritage and House Calzood far higher than Vilari’s safety.

Truthfully, it was understandable. Many masters were quite callous when it came to their disciples. They provided guidance and materials, while the disciple’s life and death were up to themselves. This chasm between high and low-grade cultivators could be seen everywhere. Generations would come and go in the blink of an eye to those at the top of the pyramid. You only qualified for true impartment and nourishment when you reached a high enough stage.

This harsh reality was doubly true for the masters of the Tower of Myriad Dao. The cultivators who left their inheritances with Brazla did so under duress to solicit his services. It was a transaction, and Ralz Calzood had lived up to her side of the bargain by providing manuals and treasures like Yrial.

Just as Zac was about to step onto the teleporter and return to the Calamity Company, he stopped in thought. Being trapped by the Crown of Despair was another reminder that threats could appear anywhere and anytime. And the mention of invaders from beyond the Terminus turned Zac’s thoughts to the Void Mountain. He hadn’t needed to rely on his Bloodline Talent to escape this time, and it was the last time he’d be alone and unmonitored in a while.

Zac hadn’t dared infuse [Void Mountain] on himself while aboard the Everfast Monarch’s ship, fearing some of it would leak into his human body like what happened with [Void Heart]’s refined energies. Then again, the strongest man aboard the Cosmic Vessel taking his other half to the floating barracks of the Twenty-sixth was only at Late Hegemony.

Better yet, Zac still possessed the master key to all Creator-made Cosmic Vessels. He never removed that feature on the ships he sold, and no faction within Zecia had discovered the back door access. It was meant as a safeguard for the future. If any of his business partners turned on him, he could take back his goods or even unleash them upon his former allies.

The absolute authority came in handy today, even if Zac doubted anyone had time to bother with him right now. A simple order turned his human side’s chamber into a fortress, and all attempts to use the ship’s systems to spy on him would return falsified data. Continuing his experiments on his Draugr side wouldn’t leave any clues to discover aboard the ship.

Zac returned to his cultivation cave and activated his Bloodline Talent, determined not to leave any stone unturned. The illusory mountain returned, and Zac savored the feeling now that he wasn’t as pressed for time. The Void Mountain was a part of him now, which ultimately was preferable to having yet another external object lodged in his mind.

The effect of [Void Mountain] on external objects had already been confirmed; pure destruction of spirituality. It was an interesting ability, yet it couldn’t be the Void Sigil’s only use. Perhaps it wasn’t even the intended effect, just something that happened when used on the wrong items.

The mountain was weak and hollow right now, but it had room for growth. At least, Zac assumed it did. His new Bloodline Talent was essentially the same as the one in Karz’s vision, though his predecessor formed sigils of the seventeen Dao Peaks. True to form, Zac’s corrupted bloodline conjured the Void Mountain that propped them up.

Another difference was the permanent presence in Karz’s Soul Aperture, compared to Zac needing to actively summon it at the cost of Void Energy. The contrast might be a temporary stopgap. Karz hadn’t automatically formed his seals when entering D-grade. The rune representing the Peak of the Grand Materia formed first, thanks to Karz’s steady access to matching materials.

Meanwhile, half the sigils remained unformed at the time of the vision despite Karz having been a Hegemon for decades. Zac believed his situation was the same. He could form a permanent Apparition of the Void Mountain as soon as he’d absorbed enough Void Treasures.

Or was he supposed to go the same route as Karz, forming one sigil for each Void Peak, if there even were such a thing?

Zac hoped that wasn’t the case, since such an arrangement wasn’t suited for him. Karz sought an almost unthinkable path of omniscience by grasping every Dao under the Heavens. Meanwhile, Zac was only cultivating the Peaks of Conflict and Chaos, and he would possibly add their respective Voids down the road.

It was impossible to say which route his bloodline would take by looking at the illusory mountain. Zac had a feeling he might have inadvertently altered its trajectory over the past months. He still didn’t understand why he’d been sent to the true Void Mountain during his duel with Kator, which resulted in its apparition taking up residence in his mind.

Then, just minutes before his breakthrough, the Void Mountain fused with his body with the help of the Limitless Emperor and the Tribulation Throne. Maybe that was enough to transform his Bloodline Talent. After all, his apparition looked like an actual mountain, while Karz’s sigils more resembled runes or Skill Fractals.

One thing was for sure. Karz’s method of progress was a lot more straightforward. The original Void Emperor could absorb the spirituality of any treasure, and the responding affinity and sigil would improve in tandem. How was Zac supposed to do the same for his Void Mountain? Void Treasures were incredibly scarce, only occasionally appearing in unique environments such as the folds between dimensions.

It was impossible to replicate his feat of repairing [Cosmic Forge]’s Omnitool. He’d only managed to get treasures of all seventeen peaks because of the unique environment inside the Perennial Vastness. He could spend a thousand years on the outside without finding such a wide variety of High-quality Void Treasures.

Wait, High-quality treasures?

Recalling the second half of his vision, where Karz created what he called Millenium Herbs, Zac realized he might not have to look for Void Treasures. Maybe he could make them.

Zac took out an F-grade Void Stone and activated [Void Mountain], trying to replicate Karz’s money-making scheme. Nothing happened. The Void Mountain generated streams of energy, except infusing the Void Stone proved impossible. It felt like the energy had become solid matter, refusing to budge or enter the stone. His Bloodline Talent didn’t work on Void Treasures? Unwilling to give up, Zac took out a piece of Death-attuned wood.

“What the hell!” Zac swore ten seconds later as he threw the block onto the ground.

It shattered like a piece of coal, just like the first herb he experimented on. The scene only made Zac more annoyed. This time, he’d used an E-grade material attuned to his Dao, hoping that a careful infusion would create a different effect than the wanton destruction. It was no use. The only difference was that the spiritual extinction took more time and energy.

Zac’s bloodline corruption felt like a practical joke sometimes. His ancestor had essentially invented an infinite money glitch where he could turn trash into treasure. So why was he instead given the ability to turn treasures into trash?

Sure, having Void Energy raise the spirituality of treasures seemed far-fetched, but couldn’t it have turned items into Void Treasures? Like his bloodline was inverted from Karz’s, he’d create a Void of Death Treasure. There were no signs of the item crossing over from Dao to Void when it became mundane without a shred of spirituality. When no spirituality was left to extinguish, [Void Mountain] switched to eroding physical matter.

Zac frowned at the ruined scraps, wondering if the ability only worked as a weapon. Item conversion seemed hopeless, and Zac couldn’t fathom the talent working together with [Cosmic Forge]. [Essence Extraction] required far more finesse than the overbearing destruction of [Void Mountain].

Then again, maybe he was basing his theories on the vision too much. Come to think of it, Zac might not even have to rely on Void Treasures to upgrade [Void Mountain] just because Karz used Dao Treasures for his Dao Sigils. Void Treasures were undeniably the best fuel for his bloodline breakthroughs, though most of the materials that went into the furnace were normal treasures filled with Dao. Whether it was through relying on [Void Heart] to transform the energies or directly absorbing Natural Treasures, he’d find a path forward.

Finally, Zac moved on to the most important matter: testing the Bloodline Talent on himself. Zac drew upon the Void Mountain, relieved to see nothing changed in his human half when the Bloodline Talent integrated with his undead form. Zac felt the Abyssal Ponds in his cells darken as the shadowy streaks of Void expanded to cover its surface.

The sense of disconnect from the Cosmos he’d felt since having his body realigned by the Tribulation Throne amplified, and Zac’s eyes glimmered with excitement as he ran over to his museum of failures. He jolted like he’d been zapped by a stun-gun as he pushed into a hidden barrier, yet he actually squeezed through.

The effect wasn’t as good as his state mid-breakthrough, and he felt some of the stored Void Energy in his cells being expended. But it worked. He’d become the Void, removing the need to rely on skills like [Apex Jungle] to cross through Dao-empowered barriers.

A large mirror thumped onto the ground, confirming what Zac noticed through his Soul Sense. In contrast to Karz’s ability, [Void Mountain] didn’t leave a sigil on his forehead or transform his appearance. Like the true Void Mountain, it was hidden beneath the surface, supporting the firmament unseen. This effect was so pronounced that the Void Energy coursing through his body had become invisible, removing any hint of its unique calling card.

That gave Zac another idea, and streams of the Branches of the Pale Seal and War Axe flowed through his body along the pathways of his [Thousand Lights Avatar]. There was no resistance and no loss through mutual destruction when Void and Dao intersected. This didn’t change when he passed through the barrier again, though Zac noticed the drain on his body’s Void Vigor was substantially greater.

Activating skills didn’t cause any complications either, proving how marvelous his transformation was. Until now, he was generally forced to choose between Void and Dao, since using abilities like [Void Zone] restrained his energy as much as his opponent’s. This issue was incredibly pronounced when he tried to infuse the Void into his technique.

The Void Energy and his Daos clashed, creating bursts of power while they fought against each other. It resulted in a potent burst of power, it just wasn’t a sustainable method of forming a Void-empowered technique. If Zac could figure out how to improve [Void Mountain], where the infusion took the form of Void Life or Void Death, he’d only be missing the [Thousand Axes Avatar].

He’d embody the three pillars of the evolved Evolutionary and Inexorable Stances he’d invented during his duel with Kator without borrowing from a Void Apparition or suffering from energy incompatibility.

Even his [Origin Revolution] and [Extinction Event] would benefit if he could use the Void in this more stable form. He’d seen the power of adding Void Energy when fighting the deathsworn. Zac could already tell [Void Mountain] could easily be used to solve the instability he had to deal with during that battle.

The benefits didn’t end there. Using [Void Zone] while infused with [Void Mountain] resulted in a noticeable boost in its nullification strength. Even [Force of the Void] benefitted, though it wasn’t as flashy. If anything, it was the opposite. [Void Mountain] helped obscure Void’s aura, making it harder for his opponents to expose his secrets when activating skills with Void Energy.

The talent didn’t seem strong enough to affect his Hidden Nodes yet, but Zac confirmed the change he’d hoped to see. The resonance with [Spiritual Void] had grown much stronger when infusing his body, and it felt like the node was at the cusp of transforming. Zac tried to push it a bit further while pushing his Branch of the Pale Seal toward it.

The harmonization broke. Zac still almost leaped in joy after seeing a flickering mote of Void of Death appear from [Spiritual Void] before his Dao Branch snuffed it out. The Hidden Node in his Soul Aperture had seen an upgrade after all, providing what he critically lacked: converting Dao to its matching Void.

This ability could become more important than any other aspect of his bloodline, skyrocketing [Spiritual Void]’s importance. Reliable access to the Voids of Life and Death wasn’t just a means to temporarily strengthen his Remnant-powered skills or buff his stances. It was the key to unleashing his path’s full potential for both classes.

Right now, the Branch of the Pale Seal was just an attribute boost to his human side, with the same being true for his Draugr form and the Branch of the Kalpataru. He was fighting at only two-thirds of his strength, using two Daos out of the three he practiced. If he could do the same thing with Dao and Mental Energy as with his core, he could apply its theories to every aspect of his cultivation.

The sky was the limit.
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EMPTINESS AND LIFE


Zac walked through the sprawling camp, returning the enthusiastic greetings of his soldiers. The Starflash Vessel had let him and the others off on a fortified planet instead of the floating army bases they first appeared on. The Atwood Empire had been designated a proper garrison on a Middle D-grade world instead of the crude barracks they’d seen, one of the many perks they got to enjoy after his contribution to the cause.

Emily had already brought Galau and Bubbur back to Earth to get oriented. Zac had also asked Galau to bolster the arrays around the Ensolus Ruins until they figured out how to best crack open the temples. Average and the rest were eager to go home, while Ra’Klid rushed off to discuss his Ultom-empowered insights with his tribal council. It left Zac alone with his thoughts, even when surrounded by a sea of his people.

Seeing his subordinates had returned even before he did was a relief. Many sported injuries of varying degrees, and he admitted it wasn’t much worse than how they usually looked after one of his blitz campaigns through the battlefronts. The Dravorak Captain at the Wolf Teeth Camp assured him they wouldn’t be put in a deadly situation before leaving. It looked like he’d kept his word.

The elite soldiers Zac brought to the next world were even better off. Their fighting ended just after he left for the fortress, and Dossin’s unit hadn’t encountered any new enemies after the bell took care of the Kan’Tanu. According to what he’d heard during his four-day journey back, that whole army and a few others had been put under quarantine while the Alliance investigated how powerful deathsworn and Technocrats could have appeared within their ranks.

Zac reached the garrison’s heart, where he spotted a forlorn werewolf waiting for his arrival. Janos stood by his side, his face inscrutable as ever.

“I’m sorry,” a shamefaced Rhuger said before Zac had the chance to greet them. “I just watched as big sister flew into the bell.”

“It’s not your fault,” Zac sighed. “Did she say anything before she left?”

“She only said we all have a destiny we must face,” the large werewolf said with a helpless look.

“Destiny,” Zac muttered with a stubborn gleam in his eyes. “Well, destiny can be changed. I’ve already discovered some clues on how to save her. We’ll find the bell and bring her out even if we have to turn the whole sector on its head.”

“Of course,” Rhuger quickly nodded, glancing at the command center to their left. “Until then, what should we do? With big sis gone, I—Elysium is without a leader.”

“What are you talking about? Elysium still has you. You haven’t realized your greatness because you’ve walked in Vilari’s shadows since the two of you were born. This is an opportunity for you to grow by facing the spotlight. I believe the experience will let the darkness in you grow deeper,” Zac said, patting Rhuger’s shoulder. “And don’t forget, you’re never alone.”

Zac held a quick meeting with the Acheron Company’s leaders to debrief them before excusing himself. Their only orders were to rest up and make use of the amazing environment. The Alliance currently had bigger matters to worry about than their little faction. Zecia had reached a boiling point during his trip home, and the whole frontline was performing an unprecedented push.

The scouts had already confirmed what the [Centurion Spear] accomplished in the Million Gates Territory after blowing up the Worldfort. The weapon shattered an important relay station that acted as a nexus in the Kan’Tanu’s teleportation network between the Space Gate and the Allbright Empire’s frontlines.

Destroying it wasn’t as good as blowing up the Space Gate, but it severely limited the Kan’Tanu logistics and reinforcements. The cultists did have backup routes, except the tower’s final blaze of glory had created such a storm, that subdimensional ripples spread through the territory, sending spatial storms into the previously stable paths.

The Kan’Tanu in Zecia were stranded, and the Alliance was determined to capitalize on the momentum. World after world was ripped back from Kan’Tanu hands, and Monarchs attacked en masse. The cultists had suffered major setbacks on the frontlines since the push began, but they showcased the advantage of being a unified force.

The Space Gate wasn’t the only path to Zecia. The Kan’Tanu countered by launching a brutal sector-wide assault through the graded battlefronts. They spent money and contribution like water to increase their army effectiveness, causing chaos within the fractured Alliance. There were already countless reports of factions collapsing. The pressure on the Alliance was rapidly mounting, with Clan leaders and faction heads demanding to recall the men they’d sent to the frontlines.

Zac and the Atwood Empire were mostly isolated from the carnage. Their contribution was more than enough to sit out the frontline push, and the Kan’Tanu had no hopes of conquering Earth’s battlefronts with the means at their disposal. Who could compare with the Atwood Empire’s almost boundless resources? Zac had his people lock down the battlefronts, stalling as long as possible while relying on their fleet of portable Cosmic Vessels to hold absolute advantage. If the situation worsened, they had a terrifying war chest of over sixty million Faction Merit to bolster their defenses or reset the Battlefront Arrays.

The situation was worrying, but there wasn’t much Zac could do. Opportunities like the tower, where an Early Hegemon could impact the whole war effort, were vanishingly rare. And truth be told, he was exhausted. He’d constantly fought since returning from the Perennial Vastness while his subordinates rested in shifts. With two bodies, the carnage he’d experienced was doubled.

He didn’t get the chance to digest that accumulated stress before he was thrown into the struggle over the fortress. Zac could feel it all had caught up with him during the journey back. He exhaled as the doors to his private residence closed behind him. The small garden was so silent you could hear a pin drop thanks to the powerful isolation arrays. Yet he still felt he could sense the presence of his subordinates outside. It was a comfort, though it failed to stave off the bleakness that had taken hold.

Walking through the garrison was a reminder of the costs that came with the unfathomable gains from his adventure. He still felt like a piece of his soul had been cut off where his connection with Vivi once existed. The warm, gentle presence had been a steady comfort since his days in the Orom World, accompanying him through thick and thin during his journey. The new treasures lining his pocket were nothing compared to that.

She’d been by his side for almost two decades if you counted the Temporal Chambers. It might not be much in the eyes of the Multiverse, but Zac wasn’t even sixty yet. He’d accepted her, knowing their time together was limited. Part of him always believed he could turn the situation around. That he’d somehow reforge Vivi’s fate as he had the others around him.

Zac hadn’t just failed that ambition, he’d hastened her death by decades by bringing her into increasingly dangerous situations. And yet, she sacrificed herself to save his life. Guilt and doubt gnawed at Zac as he recalled escaping the Orom World. When he threw Heda’s seed into the Chaos Gate.

The botanist’s parting words were, ‘Please take care of Vivi.’ Vivi might have already broken through to D-grade if she had stayed by Heda’s side. What Heda could accomplish inside the Orom World and on the outside were very different. After all, the botanist was an elite among Monarchs to survive inside the Orom for so long, and she’d no longer be restricted by limited resources and the constant need for personal growth to avoid relegation.

Vivi’s death made him hesitate about Verun and Alea. He’d never considered swapping them out as he progressed. Their journey was one. As long as he kept going, so would they. But the day could come when Verun shattered under an overwhelmingly powerful attack or when Alea’s defenses were broken. The only thing he knew for certain of his future was that it would be a bloody road filled with danger.

Was it a mistake to consider his Tool Spirits close companions, brothers in arms? Would it be better to switch to weapons that didn’t have such an important place in his heart?

Some said his providence was like a whirlwind. Some benefitted immensely from being swept up in his wake. Others had paid the ultimate price for having their fates entangled. Vivi and Vilari were only the latest victims, and he was afraid recent events were just a taste of what was to come. There were over two years of intense battle until the trial began, and the battle for the pillar was bound to become an even bloodier struggle.

It wasn’t just his closest companions and sealbearers who suffered, either. Thousands of his men had fallen over the past days, including captains he’d gotten to know over months of relentless campaigning. How many of the men who’d greeted him upon his return would be here in a month? A year? Zac wouldn’t even know if they’d died. They’d become another number in the reports piling up in his Spatial Rings.

Zac shook his head, snapping himself out of his state. They were at war, and people would die whether he was there or not. He couldn’t blame himself for this inescapable reality. And both Verun and Alea had made their desires perfectly clear. They knew the risks of their chosen path, and they didn’t back down. So, how could he falter now? Instead, he should keep working on his cultivation to better keep everyone safe.

Like on cue, a surge of energy flooded his body as the gates to the Hidden Node in his heart opened wide. Zac activated [Void Mountain] on himself, hiding [Void Heart]’s refined energy from any prying eyes. Zac’s cells greedily clamored for the refined energy, which felt like an amorphous force holding something resembling the Void of Death.

The source was a top-quality Death-attuned treasure he’d bought on credit from the Alliance, as his contribution still hadn’t been tallied. The refined energy joined the golden hurricanes in his cells, and they grew a shade darker as motes of Void Energy joined the vibrant life. Soon enough, he was fully topped off.

The shielding ability of his new Bloodline Talent allowed Zac to continue exploring with impunity during his return journey. The annoyance of being unable to create Void Treasures was long gone, replaced by excitement over the talent’s broad scope of use. Between using the talent to infuse other things and infusing himself, Zac felt the latter held greater use.

That ability came at a price. The external [Void Mountain] purely ran on the Void Energy stores from [Force of the Void]. Using the sigil on himself also drained the motes of Void that had infused to his cells. It was just like how his Eoz nodes cost Vigor to use. Luckily, replacing what was lost wasn’t very difficult.

His human body needed to feed [Void Heart] Death-attuned treasures to stock up on Void Vigor. The Hidden Node returned something similar to Void of Death, which harmoniously joined the golden swirls. The phenomenon perfectly matched the situation with his core and the path he’d envisioned after realizing [Spiritual Void]’s new ability.

It all meshed together so perfectly that Zac almost felt he was being led by the nose. His bloodline had been corrupted, and his second body becoming a Draugr was supposedly an accident. He had to invent an unprecedented core to step into Hegemony. His path was defined by struggle and setbacks.

Now, everything suddenly fit like a glove. It didn’t feel right, and Zac couldn’t tell whether these feelings were warranted or the result of being schemed against multiple times already. Had he become so addicted to suffering that he couldn’t accept something working without a hitch?

No, there was more at play. Zac thought back to his experience in the Tribulation Throne. It increasingly looked like the realignment to his personal ‘Void Path’ was the key to his current situation. The wisp of Laondio Evrodok’s will saw through his path and made the necessary adjustments. As for why, Zac had no idea and no way to find out. The question was added to the ever-growing pile of multiversal mysteries in the back of his head.

For now, he had a constitution to evolve. The golden swirls in his cells had never been so full of energy. His body had been drained after evolving his bloodline, but that didn’t take away the amazing transformation brought by the cactus spine, Fiend Energy, and the Tribulation Throne. After four days of recovery and stabilization, his Life-attuned constitution had fully recovered and stabilized at a point that transcended the supposed limit of the [Void Vajra Sublimation]’s fourth layer.

Zac walked farther into his residence, finding the stairs leading him to the cellar. There was only a small hallway and three reinforced gates belowground. One led to a small smithy, the other a customized cultivation chamber matching his element. Zac was curious how well his forwarded requests had been met, yet he passed them both, heading toward the room in the back.

Vibrant, fiery energy rushed out of the inner chamber as its gates slid open. Zac nodded in satisfaction as he stepped inside, completely unfazed by the sweltering heat. His unique status within the Twenty-sixth certainly had its advantages. The supply department had been more than happy to refit his residence based on his requests, and they had seasoned Artisans and Array Masters who could create miracles in no time.

Zac was already leaning toward staying with the Twenty-sixth instead of joining his other army, and this kind of VIP treatment was definitely a point in favor. There was also value in separating Earth’s two strongest armies in case disaster struck. The battle for the ancient fortress had turned out well for them this time. There was no telling what kind of struggles the Field Armies would see over the next years.

The inner chamber was a dual-purpose chamber designed to help with his Soul and Body Tempering. Four great braziers were placed at the chamber’s corners, and an array drew their flames toward a central cultivation platform five meters across. The flames had a clear touch of Life attunement, making them a perfect supplement for tempering his body. In addition, gathering arrays were infusing significant amounts of Divine Energy into the chamber, further elevating the environment.

Zac took off his clothes as he walked to the central array. The pure flames weren’t quite at the level of his previous breakthrough, but it was enough to lend a helping hand. And it wasn’t the only thing he’d prepared for today. A set of crystals teeming with fiendish energy appeared from his Spatial Ring, and Zac absorbed the ancient killing intent until [Void Heart] reached capacity.

The next forty minutes were spent in silent meditation, where Zac calibrated his mental state. He’d already measured the time it took [Void Heart] to refine the Fiend Crystals. With this delay, the fiendish energy would be returned at the end of the process. It would help fuse the large amounts of Life with his body and dig into its potential.

The final step was drawing the runes on his body with Life-attuned paste. This time, both the paste and pattern were switched up. The Natural Treasures that had gone into the dense mix he’d prepared aboard the Cosmic Vessel possessed far greater spirituality and energy than what he normally used. Similarly, the patterns he drew across his body were more detailed to facilitate his breakthrough.

With everything in place, Zac walked over to a cubby in a corner to place his Spatial Rings for safekeeping. He also took out four pieces of Middle D-grade Life-attuned wood and threw them into the braziers to bolster their flames on his way back. Zac stopped in the middle of the platform, taking a few steadying breaths as he let the flames lick his body.

It was impossible not to recall the desperation he’d felt during his previous breakthrough inside the Perennial Vastness. His body failed to contain the massive amounts of energy and exploded into a golden haze. He realized it was part of the process and drew himself together, but the experience still left a shadow on his heart.

All distracting thoughts were set aside, and Zac’s heart was calm as he took the opening step of the fourth layer of his Body Tempering Method. The many matters weighing on his mind faded as he became the Void surrounded by Life. It had begun.
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FALLING STARS


The third layer of his Body Tempering Method represented a major threshold, taking you into Minor Sublimation. The fourth layer further built on that reforged foundation. The original [Boundless Vajra Sublimation] said the fourth to sixth layers represented the Shackles of Man, Earth, and Heavens, respectively.

The Shackle of Man represented one’s past, distractions, and ‘lowly pursuits.’ Only by earnestly facing the Dao with a clear heart could one be reforged by the Dao into a pure Vajra. It also referred to the mortal flesh you were born with. The Minor Sublimation set you on a path forming an unmatched constitution, where flesh was not flesh but an endless fount of Life.

The Shackle of Earth referred to one’s reliance on factions and the desire for political power. The boundless Cosmos would be closed off to anyone who’d sullied their heart with court intrigue. It also seemed to refer to the lower planes. Zac didn’t quite understand how and why. He had only scratched the surface of the Fifth Layer, and he hadn’t even begun to redraw it.

The meaning behind the Shackle of Heaven was even more of a mystery. Zac did know breaking it meant achieving Major Sublimation and reaching the next stage of Heart Cultivation. Zac wasn’t too worried about it. The Sixth Layer could only be cultivated after forming an Inner World. He believed he’d better understand the method’s intricacies by then.

Zac’s reinterpreted version of the Fourth Layer would still break these chains, though the symbolism behind them had changed. To Zac, breaking the Shackle of Man referred to one of the central tenets guiding his path: taking control of his fate. By becoming a Void Vajra, he’d stand outside the schemes of the mundane world, pursuing the Dao and his goals.

Flames and the smoky haze of burning wood swirled around Zac as he transitioned from one step to the next. They formed matching patterns echoing the truths hidden within the movements, and those truths formed transient runes that reshaped the room’s energy.

Zac’s heart remained a tranquil lake as the minutes passed, and his muscles were barely under any strain when progressing into the more demanding positions. His body had already reached the apex of the fourth layer, and his constitution was further bolstered by his two bloodlines.

What made the biggest difference were the motes of Void Energy fused with his cells. They had made his body far more suited to practice the [Void Vajra Sublimation], helping him exert a greater pull on the surrounding Life-attuned into his body. Of course, that came with increased agony, though that was a small price to pay for speeding up his cultivation.

Even then, Zac’s carefully maintained Void State rippled as his cells resisted the infusion with increasing insistence. The cactus spine had already pushed his body to the limits of the amount of Life-attuned force it could hold. Taking on any more was like trying to squeeze something into a suitcase already stuffed to the gills.

Something had to give or he’d burst at the seams. Zac staunchly kept going, enduring the tearing pain of having millions of tiny cracks spread throughout his body. Breaking free from the Shackle of Man didn’t come without a price—in a sense, it was discarding your mortality to become a being forged by the Dao. The first shackle would take you closer to the Innate Existences who naturally communed with the Cosmos.

Each sutra came slower than the one before. Zac felt like he was being physically restrained by hundreds of real chains as he kept going. He struggled with everything he had, yet it wasn’t enough. With just ten sutras short of finishing the circuit, Zac found himself unable to move so much as an inch.

His Draugr Hidden Nodes had already pushed him further than he could have gone on his own, and they could take no further. Zac’s body shuddered under the strain, worsening the cracks covering it. Oily sweat poured down him, forming plumes of haze as it was vaporized by the raging inferno. The swirling flames gradually calmed as the rhythmic cadence Zac had built up over the past hours waned.

It was at that moment a deep thud from Zac’s chest reignited his stalled momentum. A primal force poured out of the Hidden Node and into his true heart, spreading to every inch of his body through his bloodstream. The refined Fiend Energy had been released right when Zac needed it most. It acted like gasoline to the fire as it entered the overstuffed hurricanes.

They shuddered and began spinning with unprecedented ferocity, pushing against the boundaries of their confined space. Those raging storms were tearing him apart, and the agony brought new power. Zac staunchly held onto his Void State while his arms continued their measured circuit. The invisible chains holding him back groaned with complaint when the impossible was made possible.

Then, Zac heard a snapping sound, and the resistance lessened. A smattering followed the first, and Zac almost lost control. Part of it was the unfamiliar power coursing through his body, making familiar movements foreign. Most importantly, each shattered chain brought agony similar to forcing open a node.

Thankfully, he was almost there already. With a final stomp, the circuit closed, and the last shackle snapped. He was unbound, unburdened, and complete. Billions of hurricanes roared as the last barriers were broken through, and they rapidly expanded. A burning hurricane erupted in the sealed chamber with Zac as its eye. The immense amounts of ambient energy were all dragged into his body and became fuel for the eternal storm within.

Zac remained unmoving in his closing sutra, yet felt his form growing tall enough to touch the ten-meter ceiling before shrinking to the size of a Sky Gnome. Contraction and expansion followed each other, each cycle dragging more energy into his body. With each contraction, a large number of cells split. When the last mote of energy in his supreme-quality paste was siphoned off, the number of his cells had increased by fivefold without changing his stature. Zac believed he would break any conventional scale if he stepped onto it right now.

The process was over. Zac stayed in place for the next twenty minutes, savoring the changes in his body. The fourth layer was just a minor bottleneck compared to the previous breakthrough. That didn’t mean the transformation wasn’t noticeable. It almost seemed as though his cells had formed individual miniature worlds, creating a paradoxical scene where the hurricanes had grown a few times, despite the cells being concentrated to a fifth of their original size.

Boundless Life coursed through his veins, and Zac could tell he’d reached a point where he could regrow limbs without relying on any skills. The small cracks that had formed during his breakthrough were already closing on their own, leaving not a trace behind. Finally, Zac opened his Status Screen to inspect the changes.

Name: Zachary Atwood

Level: 171

Class: [D-Arcane] Evolutionary Precursor

Race: [D] Human – Void Emperor (Corrupted)

Alignment: [Zecia] Atwood Empire – Baron of Conquest

Titles: […] Arcane Ascension, Pathbound Core, Peakmender, Destined, Cosmic Introduction

Limited Titles: Tower of Eternity Sector All-Star – 14th, Equanimity, Big Axe Gladiator, The Final Twilight – 1st, Gates of Rebirth, Void Road

Dao: Branch of the War Axe – Late, Branch of the Kalpataru – Late, Branch of the Pale Seal – Late

Core: [D] Evolutionary Core

Strength: 124,477 [Increase: 219%. Efficiency: 451%]

Dexterity: 59,560 [Increase: 171%. Efficiency: 300%]

Endurance: 74,239 [Increase: 193%. Efficiency: 472%]

Vitality: 77,573 [Increase: 206%. Efficiency: 470%]

Intelligence: 12,250 [Increase: 150%. Efficiency: 300%]

Wisdom: 20,707 [Increase: 152%. Efficiency: 315%]

Luck: 1,363 [Increase: 184%. Efficiency: 393%]

Free Points: 0

Nexus Coins: [D] 19,348,395

[Life] Void Vajra Sublimation (Fourth Layer): Base Attributes +300. Vitality +3250. Endurance +550. All Attributes +10%. Vitality +25%. Effect of Vitality +15%.

Zac nodded in satisfaction. His Life-attuned constitution had finally caught up to his Draugr bloodline, and the fourth layer provided a sizable chunk of attributes. The strong skew toward Vitality actually allowed the attribute to surpass Endurance after all this time. There were no twists or mysteries like with his Void Emperor bloodline, which was very welcome after these past days.

The only surprise was that unyielding resistance when he tried to cross the threshold on his own. He’d expected to almost seamlessly step into the next stage. The Fiend Crystals sidestepped the issue today, and he had more fallbacks in case they proved insufficient. It was something important to keep in mind for the future. He couldn’t allow himself to grow lax just because his triple constitutions made Body Tempering far easier.

The last flickering flames in the braziers went out, dragging Zac out of his thoughts. A glance confirmed the array was still in working order. It had simply run out of energy during his breakthrough. He closed the screen and got dressed before moving to the normal cultivation chamber.

Streams of Life and Conflict-attuned energy swirled inside. Someone had even placed a number of matching plants along the walls, creating a similar feeling to his [Apex Jungle]. Zac took a deep breath as he sat down with a Divine Crystal in each hand. His upgraded constitution was clearly able to hold far more Life, and his cells needed to be topped up. Life-attuned Beast Crystals would have provided much better nourishment, but Zac wanted to give [Void Heart] a breather after the refinement.

Zac’s mind wasn’t really on cultivation, though. His body would recover on its own soon enough. Meanwhile, Zac felt it was time to finally turn his attention to one of the items that had stayed hidden inside [Purity of the Void] since his Draugr half returned to the frontlines: the ancient tome called [Foreign Gods].

The Purification Sphere had proven quite useful for long-term storage, especially after Zac realized he could suppress the space to drastically weaken the corrosive Void Energy inside. Not that it was necessary when it came to high-grade items like the [Court Cycle Token] and the [Centurion Beacon]. They were made from incredibly durable materials that effortlessly endured Zac’s bloodline. The thick tome was no different than the metallic objects despite being made from ancient hide. It silently floated in the hidden space, waiting to share its secrets.

Zac had no plans of taking it out. There was still a small chance he was being observed. More importantly, he was afraid the book would release more sinister energy when flipping the pages. He was better off perusing its contents while it stayed in the Purification Sphere, where he could crank up the Hidden Node in case something went wrong.

A mental nudge opened the cover, exposing a page written in majestic letters of the Limitless Empire’s script.

‘On the 15,323rd year of the Seventh Hexagram Order, the Foreign Gods were discovered hiding in the cracks of reality.

After twenty years of study, the Starfall Court determined the origin of the corroded realm that had given them birth. It was the fragment of a Stellar Wanderer, one of the three races of Ancient Arcana. The glory of the Ancient Arcana is largely upheld by the Eternal’s mark through the River of Time, reducing these gentle giants to obscurity.

The might of the beings born from the eddies of our Grand Kalpa cannot be overstated. Towering over the Primordial Fiendgods of our age, they wielded the strength to tear apart the Chaos Apostles from the Era of Disorder with a simple tug. They were suppressed by the Terminus from birth, forever wandering the Cosmos in search of a higher Heaven.’

Zac briefly paused, and not just because of the many unfamiliar terms. A deep groan, like the shifting of ancient wood, rang in his ears, and his nose was actually bleeding golden drops. The power imparted within these words was immense. The person who wrote [Foreign Gods], or at least its introduction, couldn’t possibly be someone stationed on the Sixth Centurion Lighthouse.

He was far too powerful, quite possibly a genuine Supremacy under the Limitless Empire’s Banner. How could the fortress have fallen to such a state if the author was there the day it was attacked? He would have annihilated the enemies with a flick of his fingers. Zac shook his head to clear his mind of the overwhelming pressure and read on.

‘Sediments of undying will have mixed with Fallen Dao, giving birth to the Foreign Gods. Cruel, bloodthirsty, and vengeful, these miscreations are a blight and a mockery of the vaunted existences they were molded from. However, while only wielding a shadow of the true Wanderer’s might, they possess several desirable characteristics.

These constructs made from corrosion are neither living nor dead, forever locked in a tormented existence. They also showcase the incredible resilience of their source, requiring the work of multiple Imperial Preceptors to disperse. An Elder God survived the strike of a Blade Cardinal passing through.

Cruelty and drive can be wiped. Purpose can be introduced. Order can quell the Corruption. It would be a blessing for these pitiful existences and an act of positive Karma with the Lost Era if the Foreign Gods were given purpose beyond base instincts born from the Fallen Dao. The Empire will light a torch in the darkness for the Foreign Gods, just as we do for the Cosmos. With the authority of the Starfall Court, I establish the Centurion Project. May they act the lighthouse and guide the path toward the zenith.

The stars are falling, unknowing of their origin. We are running out of time. The pillars will hold up the vault of Heaven, and the Foreign Gods shall become their eternal guardians.’

Zac’s vision was swimming by that point, and he pressed beyond the introduction in search of answers. Finally, he found what he was looking for in a mention of the beacon. Zac endured the deafening roar as he skimmed the next page before decisively cutting the connection with his Hidden Node. He took a shuddering breath and swallowed a Soul Nurturing Pill to alleviate the splitting headache.

The book resembled the [Book of Duality], where each word was imbued with powerful meaning and endless layers of truth. There was something wrong with the pages beyond the first. Only the introduction was protected by the unbending Faith of the author. The rest seemed penned by the same hand, yet their truths had been tainted by the Corruption.

[Purity of the Void] had only managed to cleanse the actual tainted energy that seeped out of the pages. The source was still there, its grade or nature resisting his Hidden Node’s efforts of purification. The problem wasn’t unbridgeable, but he would have to go through the book bit by bit while monitoring his mental state.

Zac’s first session brought many new questions, and thankfully provided some much-needed answers. The Limitless Empire really had found these “Foreign Gods” in what seemed like the Lost Plane. Or more likely, a higher-grade fragment than the one the Ra’Lashar Goblins stumbled onto. The whole Ra’Lashar Kingdom would have been wiped off the map by a single Foreign God, let alone one of the ‘Elder Gods’ mentioned.

Despite their factions being diametrical opposites, the Limitless Empire had chosen the same route as the goblins—to seize control of the entities born from ancient taint. Naturally, the Limitless Empire better understood the risks and was far better equipped to deal with the mental Corruption. While powerful, Zac couldn’t see the Corruption standing up to the Imperial Faith of the Limitless Empire in its heyday.

Most importantly, he found a brief introduction to the [Centurion Beacon]. It was more accurate to call it a tracker, as it wasn’t the actual beacon that would let him unleash the Foreign Gods on the Kan’Tanu. Zac had already suspected something of the sort after getting his new quest. The quest told him to find a breach in the Eternal Storm, and the tracker was the key to locating it.

In other words, he had to follow its guidance to find the real [Centurion Beacon] by the breach. The description in [Foreign Gods] all but confirmed the breach was a portal to the Lost Plane, like the one they destroyed in the Void Star. The puppets would either be stored inside the Lost Plane or a nearby facility.

Lighting the beacon should let him summon the refined Foreign Gods from wherever they were being stored. Provided they were actually still around, which wasn’t clear after hearing about the ‘gods in the cracks’ from the deranged chef golem.

Zac was also curious about the author and the things he mentioned in the foreword. What was a Grand Kalpa, and who was the Eternal to leave such an impression? They must have been the Lost Era’s leading figure. And someone who stood out among their peers by the sounds of it. It almost seemed as though the cultivators of the Lost Era were decisively stronger than the peak existences of the later Eras.

Was that what the author indicated at the end? ‘Stars are falling, unknowing of their origin.’ It almost matched the cryptic words Laondio muttered in Zac’s Bloodline Vision to a tee. Were they saying that each time the Dao collapsed, it was left a little weaker?

And if the Stellar Wanderers were born in the ‘eddies of the Grand Kalpa,’ did the author mean the Lost Plane was the actual first Era, not just the oldest known Eternal Heritage?

Zac’s mind churned as he felt himself drawing closer to monumental secrets buried in an ancient past. He almost dove back into the tome despite feeling like he’d taken a long bath in tainted lake water. Luckily, a light chime provided a much-needed distraction. Someone had rang the bell of his residence.

“What’s wrong?” Zac asked as he opened the door.

“Everything’s fine,” the Valkyrie said and handed over an Information Crystal. “The Administrators said you asked for some information, and they’ve finished compiling it.”

“Oh, it’s done already?” Zac said with excitement, temporarily shelving the mysteries of [Foreign Gods].

It was the complete tally of the current Middle D-grade Limited Exchange. With his breakthrough around the corner and a mountain of merit, Zac needed to decide whether to splurge in the Early D-grade shop or save his money for the higher-graded store. After all, the resource scarcity in Zecia grew exponentially more noticeable at every stage of Hegemony.

Zac briefly scanned its contents as he returned to his cultivation chamber, stopping in his tracks as he reached the middle. His lips twitched as he glanced at the ceiling, or rather at the System hiding in the sky. It couldn’t wait any longer for another bite?

The items were a Splinter of Oblivion and a Shard of Creation, each prized at a very reasonable 250,000 merit. Their descriptions were foreboding enough to be left alone, calling them cursed and possessed by undying will that would corrode one’s rationality. That may have explained why they were left alone until now if not for the annotation indicating they’d been added just four days ago. Right after he left the tower.

It was such an obvious bait that Zac was inclined to reject the notion out of principle.

Various threads began to weave together into a plan. The beacon, the Foreign Gods, the [Epiclesis Bell], and now the Remnants and the chance at Atavism. Perhaps there was a way to deal with all these matters in one fell swoop. Zac would have to get a whole lot stronger before enacting such a dangerous scheme. He also needed capable helpers and some scapegoats to pave the path and shoulder the fallout.

Luckily, he knew just the people.
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LIGHT FROM DARKNESS


The roiling oil of the upper seas created a nauseating green light show on the windswept range below. The lack of sound forced by the region’s current taboo amplified the kaleidoscopic torture. Ogras preferred it over having any of his other senses sealed. Attackers wouldn’t make a sound before striking in either case, and the unusual light from the noxious seas dispelled most obfuscation skills.

The tearing pain finally abated. Ogras spat as he recalled his illusory lifelines from the surroundings while ripping out the rune dagger from his enemy’s chest. The underlings created with the Dreamgeist’s Bloodline Talent could become his true body in case of a deadly ambush. It looked like there would be no need for that today.

There was no movement or signs of more faceless lunatics in the area, though that didn’t mean much. It wouldn’t be the first time [Worldly Cognizance] failed to expose these intrepid assassins despite being a Supreme-level scouting skill. Ogras thought his horizons had been plenty widened after years of struggle inside the Perennial Vastness. Months of painful and deadly lessons had proven there was always more to learn.

At least the benefits matched the dangers. Ogras had never heard of a realm like this accursed place. How could there be a world under Heaven’s purview where fundamental functions such as Kill Energy were subverted? How could the Ruthless Heavens abide what the Heart Burial Domain provided instead? Stealing the foundations of the slain to temper one’s Heart, Soul, and Body came awfully close to the heretical methods of the Kan’Tanu and similar cults.

Ogras still wasn’t sure whether he should thank or curse the mysterious assassin who abandoned him here. Well, not so mysterious, it turned out. It hadn’t taken much digging to learn his new teacher was called Ponel Pustori. The name was known by every single assassin he’d fought since entering the Heart Burial Domain. Some had even visited his homeworld as part of a pilgrimage, leaving a red handprint on the walls of his courtyard.

An assassin having his identity exposed normally meant death. Ponel was an exception to the rule. Ogras couldn’t blame the relatives of Ponel’s innumerable victims. Who’d be foolish enough to seek revenge from one of four known assassins who’d successfully dragged down a Supremacy from their throne? Might as well skip the middleman and jump into the netherworld yourself.

Famous or not, Ponel’s guidance left much to be desired—no explanation or preparation before dumping him in this barghest pit. Ogras shuddered at the memories of his first days after arriving. Before he understood the rules of survival or how to benefit from the realm’s sinister blessings, the shifting taboos added uncertainty and danger.

Ogras was initially reluctant, despite not having much choice but to partake. His core was just formed, and there were thousands of established Hegemons skulking about in this demented world. So what if it was another tally on his mottled Karma? He was already so deep in debt that some new additions wouldn’t make much of a difference.

‘Took you long enough. That means this is a good’un,’ K’Rav gleefully hummed, gazing at the fallen assassin like he were a delectable meal.

Ogras grunted in acknowledgment as he spread corpse-eroding dust over the body while the goblin extracted his soul before it could dissipate. Ponel was a right bastard. Ogras thought he’d at least get to enjoy some peace and quiet after enduring K’Rav’s incessant chattering for years, only to find out the [Shadewar Flag]’s seal was limited to the trapped spirits. The annoying goblin could still come and go as he pleased.

Then again, it would have been impossible to decipher the ancient scribbles hidden throughout the Heart Burial Domain without K’Rav’s help, giving him a much-needed up on the competition. Enduring some sarcastic remarks was a small price to pay for life and power.

Cascading waves of resentment pushed against his sanity as another soul was added to the rising tide inside the flag. A bout of darkness gripped him, different from the agony of heretical refinement or the lost windows of time where his alter egos took over.

This was a darkness that had to be fought with tooth and nail, as succumbing meant joining the ranks of his Shadewar Army. The torment relented, and Ogras took a shuddering breath as he reoriented himself. Two seconds lost. Not bad, not great. Ogras sank into the shadows, picking a route at random. If he didn’t know where he was going, then neither would any daggers hiding in the dark.

Ogras wanted nothing more than rest after months of looking over his shoulder, of playing a deadly game of cat and mouse with the other participants. Unfortunately, he was fighting against the clock in more ways than one. Ponel had given him a year in the Heart Burial Domain. Half that time had passed, and there was still much to do.

And Ogras had a sinking feeling that seemed more likely by the day. If he didn’t finish the transformation in here, the chained spirits would drag him under. Almost all the souls inside the [Shadewar Flag] were replaced by Faceless Assassins by this point, and their numbers had grown a few times over. Ponel hadn’t been lying when he said this was the perfect place to raise an army.

Ogras had been fearful his unorthodox cultivation methods would make him stick out like a sore thumb and attract the overseers of the training ground. Laughable. At least two-thirds of these insane bastards practiced various forms of heretical cultivation. The rest were no better. The amount of fell Karma they carried was strong enough to blot out the sky, making his dabbling in unorthodoxy appear as an innocent dalliance.

Did Ponel know the plan for the [Shadewar Flag] was doomed to fail when he threw out his hint? No, how could he? He must have thought that such foul auras would be a good match to such a foul weapon. Ponel shouldn’t have realized unorthodox souls were necessary to turn the flag into an orthodox weapon that wouldn’t accumulate a Karmic debt every time it was used.

Even Ogras didn’t at first. Not until they deciphered the first set of scribbles. Ogras’s original plan was to turn accumulated sin into an illusion, replacing darkness with light when real became fantasy. Even if the crazy plan cooked up under Ultom’s guidance had the legs to stand, it was only a piece of the puzzle. The best lies held a seed of truth, and the strongest illusions were based on something real.

The [Shadewar Flag] broke the Laws when it trapped the souls that should have been returned to the Cosmos. Balance was broken, and the crime would only get worse the stronger the flag grew, and the more it affected the River of Fate. Ogras needed to generate merit if he wanted to subvert the sin of the flag’s operation. The scattered mentioned a cruel road of spiritual cannibalism.

If practicing a heretical method went against the natural order, then slaughtering all other practitioners would help restore balance. Sin as much as you wanted, so long as you enforced the same law as you broke. This was what the [Shadewar Flag] lacked, what prevented him from transforming its innate nature.

Going forward, it would become a purgatory punishing those who went against the Heavens. It would generate merit by stopping heretics from breaking the Laws any further. The fouler the Karma of those he captured, the higher the chance of success.

He only had to survive until then. He hadn’t come close to the levels of trapped sin required for his plan to work, and K’Rav was years from brainwashing the stubborn assassins. Yet every sinner he added to his prison increased his spiritual burden. Giving up wasn’t an option, either. K’Rav was right. His fate was indelibly stained now that he’d set down this path. He’d have to see it through to the end, or the resentment would drag him under.

The key to success, or at least survival, could be found in the Heart Burial Domain. The fourth of seven rune daggers should be nearby, the next fragment of the [Red Hand Avinasa]. One of the seven strongest methods strewn across the training realm and the inheritance left by his introducer. The simplified version he practiced when wielding the rune daggers was already overturning his understanding of what was possible and allowed him to advance far quicker than the other trialtakers.

Ponel probably hadn’t been exaggerating when saying his foundations were much too weak to endure his methods. The tempering method was the key to surviving his true heritage while giving him the strength and resilience needed to drag the [Shadewar Flag] into the light. He’d truly become the Shadewar Sovereign, a ruler of the underworld who guarded the order through steel and blood.

A natural predator to those heart-cursed bastards.

[image: ]


‘It’s time.’

Perala’s eyes slowly opened, the storm in her heart mirrored by the blight ravaging her Inner World. She briefly considered using her injuries as an excuse to avoid facing reality, then rejected the notion. The River of Fate would keep flowing, uncaring of her thoughts on the matter. How could she not be there for her disciple at this time?

A flash of anger ignited in Perala’s heart as she ripped open a passage. Why did that young man insist on creating problems? Why did he have to steal what little time they had left? If not for him, wouldn’t her old friends still be alive today?

Perala adjusted her mental state before it affected her Inner World. It was easy to blame Zachary Atwood for thoughtlessly throwing oil on the raging flames of war. There was also nothing that said they would be any better off if the fate of the Centurion Lighthouse went another direction. Still, it was hard to completely erase the seed of resentment as she stepped into the small courtyard.

They were still inside the War Fortress, with arrays and foliage giving the illusion of a countryside manor far removed from the woes of the frontlines. The truth couldn’t be hidden from Perala’s senses. The empty cultivation chambers, the nuns anointing the few fallen who left a body to put to rest. The suppressed atmosphere of an army whose belief in victory had been suppressed by superior force.

“Y-Your Eminence,” Vai stuttered as she shot to her feet.

“Master! You shouldn’t be running around with your wounds!” Leyara fussed as she rushed over to her side, her eyes wide with worry. “What’s wrong? Is he back?”

“No, he’s gone,” Perala said with a gentle smile, hiding the pain in her heart.

So many had died in that sudden burst of violence. Perala could still see Kantaja’s blazing eyes as she stood by the unmoving body of her husband, the hatred burning in her heart as she struggled with the harsh reality of her insufficiency. How many in Zecia could withstand the Chapter Heads of the Kan’Tanu? Ten, maybe.

A newly ascended Monarch was nothing before them, and four Chapter Heads had been deployed to break the Alliance’s offensive and Zecia’s will. And they were just the appetizer used to draw out the real targets.

“The Lord of the Kan’Tanu should be unable to emerge again for the time being. Our final attack destabilized his Inner World enough to force him back into seclusion. He can’t leave a single blemish on his foundations with that monstrous curse he’s nurturing.”

In truth, their sacrifice had only bought them a year or two, and it cost them four of the most powerful Dao Reserves hidden in their sector. There would be no Eimon Dravorak, Tasil Allbright, or Aposto Heliophos to push him back. With the other sacrifices, Zecia lost over thirty powerful Monarchs to kill one Chapter Head and buy some time.

She was supposed to be detached from this mundane struggle. Perala’s heart bled at seeing the flickering hope of her home die out.

And now, destiny had come for her disciple.

“It’s something else. Come with me.”

Another gate opened, and Perala led Leyara into a chamber hidden in the War Fortress’s depths. A solemn air swallowed all sound as they stepped onto ancient stone. Leyara opened her mouth, yet no words came out until Perala covered her disciple in a protective barrier.

“This place…” Leyara muttered, her gaze stopping on the illusory flame silently burning atop a small podium. Unfathomable barriers protected its essence, yet it was impossible to fully isolate the tremendous truth hidden within. In that flickering flame, the past, present, and future converged, forming a bridge to the beyond.

“Is this a seal? No, it shouldn’t be,” Leyara said with a frown, looking at Perala with unanswered questions. “Unless it’s a Flamebearer seal? Why would such a thing be here?”

“Because we are the Vigil,” a third voice answered, and Leyara jumped in shock upon noticing a woman standing by her side.

“Who are you!”

“The Vigil’s core tenet is non-interference,” the woman continued like she hadn’t heard Leyara’s question. “However, occasionally, we have to light a candle in the darkness to illuminate the path. Simply watching when fate’s led astray could undo untold sacrifice.”

“Silsea Tromok, Emissary of the Eternal Watch,” Perala said with a neutral expression.

“Eternal Watch? The headquarters?” Leyara said before her face rapidly shifted, and she turned to the ancient altar. “Then this is…”

“A Flame of Destiny. The destiny,” Silsea confirmed, finally turning to Leyara. “We all have a destiny we must carry, and I admit our burdens aren’t made equal. I understand you have misgivings regarding the matters of the Vigil. That you believe your life’s path has been subverted by distant matters with no connection to you. Yet we can wait no longer, or we’ll be consumed by fate’s rising tide.”

“That’s…” Leyara hesitated, unable to meet the intense gaze of the nun.

“I’ve met the man who left a mark in your heart,” Silsea commented. “He’s a storm, rudderless and unpredictable. Dangerous. He’s already hastened the pillar’s ascent by half a year, causing tremendous ripples on fate’s tapestry. Steering us into an unknown sea. Many will rail at having their trajectories and plans undone. This is your chance. You can calm the storm and lead him back to the light.”

“You want to control him through me? Forget it.” Leyara glared. “I’ve already gone against my beliefs over and over to live up to your rules despite being kept in the dark. That’s nothing compared to Master’s grace over the years. But I won’t betray Zac. He’s not just a friend or a participant of some event. He carries the fate of Zecia! You might not care what happens if the Kan’Tanu wins, but I do!”

“This is not about control. It’s about balance,” Silsea said. “The Vigil does not wish to dictate which Flamebearer enters the court or what choice they make. Your friend is no different in that regard. With destiny in flux, he might uncouple the river altogether. The pillar would return to the depths, delivering an irrecoverable blow to the Heavens.

“Where would that leave him? He’d become an eternal sinner, an enemy of the Cosmos. Thrones or Seals, destruction, rebirth. It won’t matter if the gates remain closed. Destiny’s river must be allowed to keep flowing.”

Perala’s heart trembled as she saw the confusion in her disciple’s eyes. She’d tried to explain, to prepare her, since the first signs appeared. Perala only truly understood a corner of the truth. She was but an outer disciple stationed in a desolate corner of the frontier. Leyara’s connection with the Vigil was even more tenuous. Asking her to take on such a mission was asking too much.

“You don’t⁠—”

“If I absorb this, I’ll become a Flamebearer as well? Will I be able to enter the Left Imperial Palace?” Leyara interjected, her eyes somber. “Master said my identity is unique. That it would award me certain influence?”

“You will gain entry, though not as a Flamebearer,” Silsea confirmed. “You’ll become the Vigil’s Flameguard, protecting the flame of hope from the winds and rain.”

“Will… I… remain?”

Silsea stared at the flames for a few seconds before lightly shaking her head. “I don’t know. You will be annealed in the purpose of our undertaking, reborn to withstand the weight of destiny. Part of you might remain, just as you might fade under its light. It depends on the strength of your conviction.”

Leyara looked at the flickering flames for over a minute before a radiant smile appeared on her face. She turned to Perala, who found it harder to meet her eyes than face the assault of the Chapter Headers.

“No matter what, I’m confident I’ll always remember you.”
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BLACKWOOD COLLEGE


Zac stepped off the platform, taking in the fresh air of Earth. Even the Dao of Life was the sweetest perfume to his Draugr body after smelling nothing but ash, steel, and blood for over two months. The honeymoon phase after dealing a blow to the Kan’Tanu had been woefully short, and the shocking appearance of the Kan’Tanu pope hadn’t stopped the battles at the lower levels. If anything, the Alliance was desperate to communicate they weren’t backing down.

The worry hidden in the corners of the frontline soldiers’ eyes was present in his subordinates back home. The Alliance tried to keep things under wraps, yet how could the Kan’Tanu pope’s terrifying prowess be kept under wraps? Three Field Armies had been annihilated to the last man, turned into fodder for a Heart Curse the size of a planet.

Even then, the common populace didn’t know just how bad it actually was. Zac had pieced together the truth by extracting snippets from his many connections over the past month. Dozens of Monarchs had fallen during the assault, including three of the extremely rare Late-stage Monarchs of the sector. Two more Late Monarchs were grievously wounded. With their advanced ages, they were essentially out for the count.

In addition, multiple Clan-protecting relics had been expended to drive back the bloody pope and his subordinates. Altogether, it was a devastating blow to Zecia’s peak strength and a painful reminder that numbers couldn’t make up for raw strength in the Multiverse. When the pope returned, there would be fewer guardians to hold him off. If they failed, Zecia would have another Eveningtide Asura event on their hands.

The outsiders didn’t participate in the battle, though Zac admitted they had a hand in making the Kan’Tanu back off. It wasn’t out of benevolence or camaraderie. They couldn’t let the war end early, as it was the best way to form Karma with the upcoming event. Ideally, they wanted a stalemate, where their champions could gather fate by wantonly butchering natives in a locked war.

If you needed to find something good coming from the disaster, it would be that the added pressure acted as a catalyst for growth. Everyone was feeling the pressure, the abject weakness before the Kan’Tanu’s peak masters. It broke the spirits of some, while hearts were tempered by close to a year of constant battle.

His subordinates were no different and used the suffocating pressure as fuel for change. They worked harder than ever, and not just the soldiers. Zac could barely recognize the war camp as he passed through it on his way to the teleportation station. It had been completely rehauled, turning into a monolith of steel and impregnable strength.

The ingenious designs would be familiar to anyone who visited the Ensolus Ruins or any other remnant of the Limitless Empire. The bases were simplified versions of the ancient schematics Galau brought back from the fortress.

The designs collected in the Sixth Centurion Lighthouse and Galau’s insights into arrays triggered an industrial revolution. Ishiate Tinkerers, Volor Stoneturtles, and artisans worked tirelessly to expand their operations. Millions were hired to open up huge foundries on Pangea and Ensolus, and the first prototypes had already left the production line. It wasn’t enough to change the overarching direction of the war. It would merely make the Atwood Empire’s upcoming ascension smoother.

The three designs far beyond the Atwood Empire’s capabilities, which they provided the Alliance free of charge, could potentially nudge things in Zecia’s favor, though Zac wasn’t overly optimistic. He’d seen the schematics and their unbelievable intricacy. Construction would take years of trial and error, if it could be done at all.

Nevertheless, Galau was personally making great strides since joining his ranks. His war designation became Chief Engineer, and his seal quests were progressing even faster than Zac’s shipyard quests. He’d given up on any hopes of becoming a true Merchant already, shifting his goal to becoming a titan of the arms industry.

There were still a few hours before the meeting, and Zac didn’t want to seclude himself in his cave until then. The course had already been set, and he would spend enough time in seclusion already. Instead, Zac toured his empire, visiting cities on both Ensolus and Earth. It was impossible to escape the notices plastered everywhere, and the messages were always the same.

Half were the recruitment posters for the army and its support branches. The second was the upgrade notice. In three days, Earth would ascend, becoming a Middle D-grade world. The notices urged everyone to stay calm during the upheavals. Zac had already seen recordings of F- and E-grade worlds. The upgrade didn’t create much of a commotion. The energy levels involved were far lower than what Earth would face.

Zac walked unnoticed among the populace despite his unique Draugr appearance, thanks to the shrouding items he wore. He found himself before an institution he hadn’t visited before: Blackwood College. It made him recall a few matters. He deactivated his equipment, which caused some commotion among the guards until they realized who’d just popped out of nowhere.

“Emperor Umbri’Zi!” the Revenant soldiers greeted with respectful bows.

Blackwood College was one of Elysium’s elite training grounds and where many of the martially endowed Revenants ended up after their six-month general orientation. Raising undead citizens was quite different from their living counterparts, at least in Port Atwood, where the naturally-born undead still made up less than one percent.

A Revenant raised from a cultivator could technically restart their journey the moment their spirit awoke, and madness gave way to sapience. However, these people were blank slates, ignorant of everything you’d normally learn as you grew up. As such, newly awakened had to go through a comprehensive course that would allow them to function in society.

It sounded almost impossible to impart the upbringing, experience, and basic education that young adults possessed in such a short time. Then again, awakened Revenants were born with fully formed minds and bodies, and the orientation’s first two weeks were a training course that allowed them to get used to their bodies while gaining levels and a few titles.

At that point, they’d have enough attributes to be considered unprecedented geniuses in a pre-integration society, and they rapidly soaked up everything they needed to know. They even appeared to be relearning as much as learning, with their predecessors’ experiences becoming something akin to instinct. Still, orientation would normally last three full years to provide better foundations and give them more time to find themselves.

That wasn’t possible with Zecia’s current situation. They had no choice but to accelerate the process so the awakened could graduate to military training camps, factories, or the many other departments that screamed for manpower. Only those displaying the greatest potential could continue their studies in elite institutions such as the Blackwood College or the Atwood Academy.

“Good work. Don’t mind me,” Zac said to the guards, smiling as he saw Pika run over.

“Lord Atwood, we weren’t expecting you today,” Pika said. “Are you performing an inspection? Is it the Echelon Class?”

Zac nodded after some thought. “In a bit. I’m here to see Max first. Where is he?”

“Max? He should be on the Sword Plateau,” Pika said, her head gaining a hesitant tilt before continuing with a whisper. “He’s… confused. There is something wrong with his weapon.”

“I heard. I’ll deal with it; you don’t need to accompany me,” Zac said.

“I’ll arrange everything with the Echelon Class, then,” Pika said and hurried away.

The world darkened and time slowed to a crawl as Zac activated [Abyssal Drive], careful not to impact the students and teacher with its domain. It wasn’t difficult finding the Sword Plateau despite not knowing the layout. It resembled a large sparring platform in the woods behind the main building. Three array pillars surrounded it, each emitting sharp auras.

It was a training array that could conjure large numbers of flying swords that would attack anyone atop the platform. You could meet the onslaught alone or in the group, and you could train anything from battle technique to evasion within. Since the arrays were made based on the Dao of Swords, cultivators could also search for inspiration in the heat of battle.

Right now, the array wasn’t running, and the area would have felt abandoned if not for the young man sitting atop one of the pillars with a shortsword in his lap. Zac felt a twang in his heart as he saw the familiar features. He didn’t know why he felt the need to see the young swordsman, he just knew better than to carry this knot when entering seclusion. He might be overprepared for his upcoming breakthrough, but that didn’t mean it would be easy or fast. This time, he didn’t have the Perennial Vastness to help out.

There were also troubling reports of Max talking with the sword when he thought no one was looking. There were no signs of damage to his soul. The doctors said it was possible something went wrong because of the rare resources that went into Max’s awakening. That splinters of his previous soul were lodged in the depths of his aperture, causing a mental illness resembling schizophrenia.

Seeing Max this close up, Zac had another theory. The easiest way to uncover the truth was to apply some pressure. Zac shot right for the boy, only returning to his corporeal form at the last second. Murderous intent covered the plateau as [Love’s Bond] descended toward Max’s head in a brutal arc.

[image: ]


Max sat in silence, feeling the buffeting of [Second Wind] against his mind. It helped calm his nerves. He didn’t know why he’d been so on edge today. He’d heard the whispers among the custodians. Something had gone wrong with the war. Those matters felt distant and abstract. It wasn’t the source of his unease.

He sometimes missed the days before the clouds in his mind parted. It was only him and his companion, free from any errant thoughts or troubling matters. Every day, he learned something new, and the joy of discovery started to turn into a suffocating pressure. The world was growing too fast. He didn’t even know himself, so taking it all in was becoming too much.

These escapes into the wilderness, where it was only him and the Dao, were the only thing that kept it from spilling over. Max smiled as [Second Wind] incorporated another sliver from the pillar. At least he wouldn’t be alone forever.

The tranquility was broken by a roiling wave of deadly peril. Max gaped in fear upon seeing a terrifying man appear before him, reeking such bloodlust the ichor in his veins froze over. Yet Max’s arm moved on instinct like he’d been in this situation a thousand times before. The shortsword rose to meet the descending edge. More than ever, [Second Wind] was an extended part of him.

Reacting in time wasn’t enough. Instructor Dwayne would have shaken his head, complaining about form without purpose. How could you bring out your true strength when your heart was in turmoil?

Rationally understanding the problem didn’t magically solve it. The immense force within the axe was like a collapsing mountain, and every bone in Max’s body threatened to break as he was thrown off the pillar and into the arena. The pain helped dispel all errant thoughts, at least, allowing the training to kick in. Max rolled to his feet, his sword held in a defensive position as he found his bearings.

His attacker was already standing before him, his features hidden by a cloak and a haze of Death. Powerful, incredibly powerful. Max anxiously listened for the footsteps of guards running over—the forest was deathly silent. It was as though the arena had been cut off from the world and his chances at survival with it.

“Who—”

His question was answered with more violence. The gleaming axehead moved in for the kill, the intent imbued in the strike far surpassing the murderous air of the visiting veterans. Yet the sharper the killing intent levied against him, the louder the swordhymns grew in his ears. Max followed its urgings, meeting the overbearing attack with a glancing deflection that allowed him to move within his larger opponent’s reach.

Where a fist was waiting.

Max saw his impending doom, yet his body wasn’t ready to give in. A narrow dodge reset the battlefield, yet the pressure returned. Max desperately endured, his grip on reality slipping. The swordhymns were joined by roars and flashes of unfamiliar scenes of foreign lands. Of furious struggle, and twisted faces glaring at him from the other side of a set of clashing weapons. [Second Wind] burned hot in his hands, a fire that gave him the courage to fight back against this terrifying opponent. Dreams and reality converged as Max followed the call as though possessed.

Yet it wasn’t enough. Whether real or fake, Max was being suffocated as he steadily lost ground. Max could as well have been fighting ten people from how the axe seemed to be everywhere at once. Even then, his mind settled as he was pushed closer to the inevitable end. Now that a few seconds had passed, Max understood the truth. If this man wanted him dead, he’d be dead after the first exchange.

This was a test.

“Not bad,” the man said when Max couldn’t resist before removing the cowl hiding his features.

The previously calmed heart threatened to jump out of Max’s mouth as he stared into the pitch-black eyes of the warrior. They were the true expression of Death. The true face of the very land he stood on.

He was such an idiot! Why didn’t he realize sooner?

“H—hello, Emperor!”

Max assumed it was another veteran Headmistress Pika had brought to share their experiences and insights with the students. Maybe he’d seen Max sitting atop the pillar and decided to test him out. To think it was Arcaz Umbri’Zi, the ruler of the whole Empire!

The realization brought a new dimension to the questions he’d grappled with over the past months. Of the inexplicable treatment he enjoyed. He was no slouch, and he did work hard on his swordplay. But he couldn’t hold a candle to the talents of the Echelon Classes. So why the special treatment? And what about the other odd things he’d noticed?

Was he really someone special in his past life?

“Do you know me?” Emperor Umbri’Zi asked as his axe transformed into a beautiful necklace.

“Uh,” Max hesitated, his soul trembling under the intense stare. Was it a test? “N—no. I don’t remember anything from my past life. There’s just only one person with your eyes. Th—there’s a painting of you in the commissary.”

“Hm,” the emperor nodded, his expression growing distant.

Max couldn’t bear the silence or the questions rattling in his mind.

“Can—can I ask who I was before I died?” Max asked.

“You should have been given the report.”

All reanimated citizens were given a file on their old life, containing a brief description of their past selves. It was up to them whether they read the report and whether they wanted to apply to meet their predecessor’s family. Only the situation with the Echelon Class seemed different. Max was normal in this regard.

Of course, he’d looked. Who wouldn’t be curious about their background? Max also believed it held the answers he sought about [Second Wind]. Why did he awaken with a weapon already bonded with his soul? In the end, the short life story in the file had left Max sorely disappointed.

“It doesn’t make sense,” Max pressed. “According to the report, I was a nobody. So why do I retain more of my cultivation than the others? Why do I have access to better resources? Is the report fake? Who am I?”

Emperor Umbri’Zi sighed and shook his head. “A nobody? He had friends, family. Companions who trusted their backs to him. He was hard-working. He had aspirations. He wasn’t a nobody. His journey simply ended early. That doesn’t mean he didn’t leave a mark or that he didn’t matter.”

“Then… it’s true?” Max said, his eyes glazing over as he felt the fantasies he’d built come crumbling down.

He’d often daydreamed his differences came from a hidden identity. Maybe he was the son of one of the Empire’s generals. The truth of his origin was obscured to protect him, and he was left [Second Wind] as a safeguard. One day, they’d step through the gates of the Blackwood College and bring him home.

It was all nonsense.

Max gasped as he felt [Second Wind] fly out of his hand.

“I understand things don’t make sense right now,” the emperor said. “The best explanation I can give is that Karma connects us. I was the one who gave you this sword when you were a human child, before you’d even stepped onto the road of cultivation. It was a chance encounter, and I didn’t see you again until the moment you fell in battle. You died the day I returned.”

The sword returned to Max’s side, and he breathed out as he felt whole again. Yet he didn’t know what to think. His treatment was simply the result of a coincidence? A simple word from the emperor, and he could enjoy unearned benefits.

The next words from the emperor blew the gloom away.

“Are you willing to take me as your master? You’d become my second disciple after Emily Larkin.”

“Disciple?” Max’s eyes lit up before a cloud of hesitation put a lid on the excitement. He glanced at the necklace around the emperor’s neck. “Would I have to…?”

“You don’t need to switch to an axe,” the emperor laughed. “I’m walking the path of conflict. The axe is how I understand this Dao. There is nothing preventing you from doing the same with the sword. Besides, I’m pretty hands-off. I won’t interfere with what direction you take.”

What else was there to say?

“I’m willing!”
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ECHELON CLASS


The knot in Zac’s heart loosened. He initially had no plans to take Max as a disciple, and the young swordsman’s strength, frankly, wasn’t impressive enough to warrant it. His affinities had clearly risen compared to his human counterpart, thanks to the special attention that went into his awakening. It was still only at the level of an elite, a noticeable gap from people such as Vilari and the Echelon Class.

Reaching Hegemony was up to fate, and rising above would depend on the unique bond he’d formed with his Spirit Tool. Although, it was more accurate to call it a Soul Sword now. The nascent spirit in the sword Zac gave Max after returning from the Orom World had fused with Max’s original soul. The sword was now closer to [Love’s Bond] than a normal Spirit Tool.

Max’s connection with the sword might be even stronger despite the spirituality still being weak. There was some sort of unique entanglement happening. Zac had no idea what would come of it. Perhaps it was a blessing; perhaps it was a dead end. He saw an echo of his situation in Max. With their Karmic entanglement already there, Zac felt it made sense to take him as a disciple.

Or was Zac just seeing what he wanted to see?

“You have been nourishing your blade with the latent energy of the Sword Plateau. Such an effect is limited, and the sword is of average quality. It will not be able to keep up with your advancement as things stand. I have better swords⁠—”

“I’d like to keep using [Second Wind]!” Max said with dogged determination, though the young Revenant failed to hide the panic in his eyes.

Zac was gratified yet worried, his thoughts returning to Vivi. What would happen if the sword snapped? Max’s dependence on [Second Wind] was far greater, to the point his soul might as well live and die with the blade. Would he even survive its destruction?

“What if you face a strong enemy like me? Taking [Second Wind] into the battlefield will only harm you both.”

“I’ll find a better way to make it stronger!”

Zac slowly nodded. “Let me take a look at it.”

Max was hesitant, but he still handed back the shortsword. Zac scanned the Spirit Tool for over ten minutes, comparing it with the materials available in his Spatial Ring. Its grade was low, and the materials that went into its creation were ordinary. The craftsmanship was solid, at least. Giving it a boost with [Cosmic Forge] was child’s play.

“There is currently a mismatch. The spirit you’re nurturing is marked by death, something that the materials that went into [Second Wind] lack. How about I strengthen its spiritual nature and infuse the Dao of Death?” Zac said. “It will deepen [Second Wind]’s foundations and make its transition into E-grade smoother. Of course, you will still have to figure out the way to nourish the blade and its spirit yourself.”

“I will, thank you, Master!” Max said with excitement.

Zac nodded, and dozens of attuned materials flew out of his Spatial Ring to form a constellation around him. The Omnitool came next, and Zac began the delicate process of extracting heterogenic strings from the weapon before weaving in an intricate pattern of Death and Conflict. Crafting Dual-attunement equipment was much harder than just sticking to one Dao. Then again, Zac could craft this particular combination in his sleep. It was essentially his Inexorable Path, with some minor alterations to remove any connection with axes while reinforcing the budding Dao of Sword the Soul Sword already held.

Layer after layer was added with pinpoint precision. Zac’s skill in [Cosmic Forge] had reached new heights after three months of diligent preparation. Zac still wasn’t at the level where he could complete the quest to unlock [Essence Union]. Still, there were noticeable improvements to his control over the fragile tendrils of essence compared to his time in the Perennial Vastness.

The newfound ability didn’t just come from practicing the method during any breather he had. Much had happened in the ten months since he emerged from Sendor’s domain. He’d elevated both constitutions, moving them closer to the Daos of his path. His Daos had also broken through, becoming Late Branches.

He’d even touched upon the Four Laws and the One Destiny when using the Tribulation Throne, an experience that couldn’t be compared to the illusory hints he’d witnessed atop Mount Illumination. With deeper foundations, progress came easy. At least when dealing with refinement connected to his path.

The upgrade only took an hour, at which point Zac had infused one and a half cycles into the sword. While it wasn’t its limit, Zac felt it better to leave some room. The more spirituality he infused, the more it would mirror his path. Max should be the one who decided the sword’s direction. Besides, gathering the materials to upgrade your equipment was a fundamental aspect of cultivation. It would harm Max’s progress if Zac just handed everything to him from the get-go.

“This should let you walk a bit further,” Zac said as he handed over the sword.

Max lovingly looked at the blade, which had gained a darker hue while its inscribed edge emitted a cold sharpness.

“This is my first gift as your master. My second gift is an opportunity,” Zac continued. “There is a Dao Repository in the Atwood Academy in the capital, and there is a sword inheritance inside. If there’s anyone in my empire who knows how to nurture a sword and its spirit, it’s the Blade Emperor.

“However, nothing in this world comes for free, even if you’re my disciple. Only seven individuals in the Empire can accept the inheritances of the Towers of Myriad Dao. Half the slots are already taken. You currently have a Late Seed of Sharpness and an Early Seed of Hardness. Form a Fragment of the Sword aligned with your path within six months, and the opportunity is yours.”

He’d expected reopening the doors to Irei’s inheritance to dredge up some unwelcome memories, but his heart remained calm. Zac recalled those days when he sat under a tree, pondering on his path while Thea swung her sword in the yard. Those tranquil years between the Integration’s end and Leandra’s return felt like a distant dream most days, and now they suddenly felt very real. It was bittersweet.

“Blade Emperor…” Max intoned, nodding with determination. “I’ll work hard and prove myself worthy! Master, could I join the Military Camps? That way, I can visit the battlefields and gain experience.”

“Don’t be too eager to step onto that stage. There are other ways to accumulate experience and comprehension,” Zac rejected. “Your predecessor made the ultimate sacrifice. Don’t let his gift be in vain. You walk the path of the sword—you’ll see enough bloodshed in your life whether you want to or not. For now, come with me. I’m speaking before the Echelon Class, and you should listen in.”

Zac grabbed Max’s shoulder and took him away from the Sword Plateau. The two appeared before the doors leading into a small auditorium, with Pika and a group of lecturers and instructors waiting outside.

“They’re all assembled,” Pika said. “Is there anything you need from us? We have prepared some activities in case you wish to gauge their progress.”

“That’s okay,” Zac rejected. “I’ve read the reports; you’re doing great work. I’m just here to see them and share some of my experiences.”

“That’s—Do you think we could…” Pika said, glancing at the eager-looking teachers behind her.

“The more the merrier.” Zac smiled as he pushed open the door.

Zac led a nervous Max inside, and the silence was deafening as sixty-two sets of eyes focused on him. Zac pointed for his disciple to take a seat at the side while the instructors lined up in the back. He didn’t say anything for a minute after taking his place behind a podium, taking in the familiar faces and recalling the memories that came along with it.

A trio of humans sat in the front, together in death, just like they were in life. They emitted a dark, stable aura that made Zac think of a tomb that endured the winds for ages, soaking up the Death and Earth of the cemetery it stood in. They were the believers in Azra who targeted him at the beginning of his visit to the Perennial Vastness.

Not that far away sat a reptilian cultivator with a line across the scales of his throat, whose aura almost perfectly blended with the environment. Sendor’s seal had locked away the specifics of the zones he visited during his training, but Zac could still recall the series of events. He’d broken through with his soul, at which point the reptilian tried to ambush him.

He’d found the life-death [Calamity Core] that later became the nucleus for his Cosmic Core, and the three Earth cultivators tried to intercept him on his way out. Each face carried a similar story of conflict and struggle at the edge of life and death.

Zac’s eyes shifted to a muscular Revenant resembling a statue. Astara, or Lesindi as she was now called. They’d arrived around the same time, and the spearmaster was the strongest opponent who became attracted by the global notice targeting him.

She’d approached him again after he claimed [Cosmic Forge], proudly declaring she’d be the one to leave her name behind in the end. Zac hadn’t put much thought to her proclamation and moved on with his matters. It turned out he’d taken up a much larger place in her heart. His series of explosive achievements became daggers stabbing into her Dao Heart until she couldn’t bear it any longer.

His second run-in with Astara was a full six years after his arrival, making her the second-to-last guest he killed before forming his core. She’d tracked him down during an outing for resources. What followed was a short, brutal battle where she sought to kill him to disperse the demons that plagued her. Now, Lesindi was one of the standouts of the Echelon Class.

Astara’s fate left a bitter taste in Zac’s mouth. She was a rare genius who managed to nurture both Intent and Technique. With her immense foundations, she’d easily climbed to the ninth echelon. For her to fall in the E-grade was a huge joke. At the same time, Zac didn’t feel pity. The weakness in her Dao Heart led her down the wrong path, where she tried to murder him solely to reinforce her convictions before breaking through.

The Echelon Class was fully made up of the elites he’d killed inside the Perennial Vastness, except for a handful who’d been dealt with by Catheya and Ogras. Imperial Deathsworn, handpicked by Valsa Planur, carefully nurtured scions from vaunted backgrounds and rare geniuses who had seized a Vastness Token one way or another. Each was a talent that would easily have broken into the Stars of Zecia Ladders were they still alive.

Zac hadn’t spared any expense for their awakening. Catheya had worked on the corpses for years inside the Perennial Vastness, and he used the best available methods and rare treasures to facilitate the transition. Furthermore, the catalyst of their awakening was Zac’s fully awakened Draugr bloodline, which awarded them an even greater affinity with Death.

They quickly gained sapience and were put on individualized training programs based on his memories of their talents and the methods he found on their bodies. Boje Zethaya, who was still relearning his Alchemy by starting at F-grade recipes, provided top-tier medicine to expedite their growth.

Like Max, they weren’t strong enough yet to join the war effort. He could tell they were all at Peak F-grade, currently in the stage of building sturdy enough foundations to target Hegemony and beyond.

The former Heaven’s Chosen stared at Zac with emotions ranging from veneration to fear. Pika, Vilari, and Rhuger all believed that explaining their origin was for the best. Their unique composition of races, some of which didn’t exist in Zecia, would expose that they weren’t like the other newly-raised Revenants of the Atwood Empire.

Zac felt odd coming face-to-face with a roomful of people who’d tried to kill him before, whose life he’d ended himself. He could only imagine how it felt for these children. If nothing else, the mythos of the dual Emperors of the Atwood Empire had only grown greater during the war. His human persona stood in the limelight when it came to the sector at large, whereas Arcaz Umbri’Zi was figuratively and literally the founding ancestor of Elysium.

“I’m Arcaz Umbri’Zi,” Zac simply said. “While this is the first time we meet, I have been following your progress from a distance. I’m sure this is all confusing, and I know we’ve pushed you kids hard. I’m sure you’ve understood the reason already. Your talents are extraordinary, and you carry seeds of great potential.

“Rest assured, the Atwood Empire doesn’t employ deathsworn. And no matter what rumors you’ve heard, we’re far from reaching the point where we need to send children onto the battlefield. Neither is there any grudge between me and you all. It’s true that I’ve fought most of your predecessors, which is why you’re sitting here today. Remember. They are they, and you are you.

“Your predecessors can only give context to your being. The future is solely in your hands. You are free to choose a different path than the ones detailed in your inheritances. All of your predecessors were great warriors, but that doesn’t mean you have to follow in their footsteps.

“There are as many roads as there are cultivators, and those who travel the furthest aren’t necessarily the most talented. It’s those who have found their calling, whose conviction and drive let them brave the winds and endure the loneliness of their long journey. I gathered you here today because I wanted to dispel these doubts and share some pieces of my journey in hopes you can find something similar for yourself.”

Zac began sharing the stories and insights he’d gathered over the years, starting when he was alone and fumbling in the dark on Demon Island. He hid nothing, smiling while retelling some of Emily’s favorite stories that greatly clashed with his current status and renown. Those mistakes and misadventures were his first lessons in the realities of cultivation.

He didn’t speak on the Dao beyond the joy of coming closer to the truths he sought and of the struggles he’d faced when formalizing a path that resonated with the essence of his being. Instead of techniques, skills, or battle, he covered heart, aspirations, and purpose.

Soon enough, Zac was speaking to himself as much as the captive audience. The words just kept flowing. It was a reaffirmation of his path, of why he stood here today, and what he needed to do. By the time Zac finished half an hour later, he found more than a few students had the glazed over, distant gaze of someone swept up in their cultivation and at the cusp of an epiphany.

A few had gone even further, closing their eyes as their auras gave hints of breaking through. The teachers in the back were similarly affected, but they quickly isolated these students with arrays, making sure they wouldn’t be disturbed by or disturb the others. Max was in this group, his eyes shut as he tightly gripped his weapon.

Disappointed looks appeared on many of the remaining students as they furtively glanced at their classmates.

“There’s no point in being jealous of others when it comes to cultivation. We all have our own roads to walk. Today, these children managed to take another step forward. Tomorrow, it might be your turn.” Zac smiled. “What’s important is that you find something you’re passionate about and work hard at reaching it.”

The silence stretched for a few seconds before one of the Revenants eagerly raised his hand.

“Uh, Mister Emperor,” the scarred man asked, leaning forward with excitement. “Is it true you have visited many amazing places? Other worlds? What are they like?”

The one asking was once one of Valsa’s deathsworn, and the bubbly youthfulness looked incredibly off on the face of a hardened warrior. It was doubly so for Zac, who remembered his steely demeanor during their deathmatch.

“It’s true,” Zac grinned. “All kinds of places. I’ve seen things you wouldn’t believe. Worlds fully underwater, worlds so hot an F-grade cultivator would turn to ash. Stars holding thousands of worlds inside. I’ve even been swallowed by a fish larger than this whole continent.”

“What, really!”

Soon, another lecture took place, with the elites of the Echelon Class more resembling a gaggle of schoolchildren who hollered and giggled as Zac shared more misadventures. It was only an hour later he left the group with a smile. He was already late for the meeting. It was worth it.

His heart felt full, clear, and ready to face Middle Hegemony.
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FACING THE BOTTLENECK


Zac hadn’t realized how much he’d needed a short break from the pressures of office. The bloodshed and constant threat of death were bad enough. He also had to play the roles of the Atwood Empire’s tyrannical emperors. Any hint of weakness could ripple through the ranks of his men or invite trouble from those eying their wealth and position.

The wide-eyed innocence of the newly awakened allowed him to put all that aside. He’d felt like an uncle entertaining a gaggle of kids at a family gathering. Zac was also happy to see his impromptu appearance helped the Echelon Class let go of some worries. More than one had carried misgivings about their purpose and role in the Atwood Empire.

Just knowing that no one was out to get them helped as much as his lecture on cultivation. Altogether, eight managed to elevate their Daos, while two rekindled the abilities of their predecessors. One was Lesiti, who formed her first sliver of Spear Intent. The other was the curious deathsworn, who was now called Wright. He’d actually triggered a bloodline resonance, awakening a Bloodline Talent that seemed very useful for scouting.

Max’s gains were harder to nail down. He didn’t seem to understand it himself. The link between himself and his Soul Sword had grown stronger, forming a give-and-take similar to his [Adaptive Symbiosis] with Haro. It was interesting, but Zac had no plans to delve deeper into Max’s secrets.

Ultimately, Zac had too much on his plate to give point-by-point instruction to his new disciple, and he couldn’t very well bring Max back to the frontlines. He’d already provided a path forward, and Max would have to prove himself by accomplishing the task he’d laid out. Hopefully, the challenge would become his first step in formalizing a path of his own.

Zac was even less worried about the Echelon Class. With their talent, it wouldn’t be long before they made a name for themselves, no matter if it was on the battlefield or in other departments. They did, however, hint at a worrying trend. The undead side of his empire was starting to become too powerful, eschewing the balance between Life and Death.

Their population was just a fraction of the number of living citizens, but Elysium was producing an excessive number of extraordinarily talented cultivators because of him. It hadn’t been an issue when there was only Vilari and Rhuger who stood out. The Echelon Class would blaze through the ranks until Peak E-grade, as the foundations for the first two grades had already been set by their predecessors. Between their talents and Earth’s upcoming upgrade, they wouldn’t need to waste much time before pushing for Hegemony.

Furthermore, the Echelon Class was only the latest addition to Elysium’s ranks. There were also the Revenants and Corpselords from high-quality corpses collected during the war. The Kan’Tanu rarely left usable corpses, but Zac wasn’t limited to only collecting those his soldiers slew.

The Kavriel Province’s agreement with the Alliance to buy any usable corpses faced a lot of resistance. It wasn’t easy to forget the eons of enmity. Many were cautious about providing their old nemesis with too much ammunition, afraid it would come back to bite them in the future. The Atwood Empire didn’t face such issues, and they’d been able to set up multiple channels to discreetly procure bodies for cents on the dollar. Then there was Ultom and the elites who’d participate. Zac’s Corpse Sack would soon fill up again.

How was the living supposed to keep up?

Certainly, Earth had an unusual number of cultivators possessing bloodlines. But so what? The purity wasn’t very high, and the locals wouldn’t measure up to the Echelon Class even if they managed to trigger a bloodline awakening. Their predecessors would be considered talents anywhere in the Multiverse, and most had stronger bloodlines than the descendants of the Tsarun Clan’s research subjects.

Let alone Earth, barely anyone in Zecia could stand shoulder to shoulder with the Echelon Class in terms of pure talent. Even the established clans in the Undead Empire Heartlands would fight tooth and nail for such an incredible batch of corpses. Any one of the sixty-two had the potential to become the ancestor of a powerful branch.

If nothing changed, the Atwood Empire would be divided into a small group of powerful undead ruling over a larger population of living citizens. Take it further, and a day might come when the undead felt it a waste to have a bunch of dreamers running around. If all the leaders and guardians of the empire were undead, why not just realign the whole faction?

Zac could quash any such developments while around. Unfortunately, he couldn’t stay on Earth forever. There was his mission to Sanctuary, which could take decades, depending on the distances involved. Furthermore, his road was growing increasingly narrow on the frontier. Zecia couldn’t provide the resources and facilities needed for someone like him to target Peak Hegemony and beyond. Just Middle Hegemony would have been a headache if not for the contribution store and the other opportunities the war brought.

These were all problems for later, though, and the imminent rise of the Echelon Class did help him in the short run. As expected, Kator had been on his case since Zachary Atwood shot straight to the top of the ladder. Giving his undead followers some extra attention was one way to show he hadn’t forgotten his Draugr side. Thank God the Reaver successfully stepped into Late Hegemony two weeks ago, and his human side wouldn’t compete with Kator for the top spot on the Middle D-grade ladder.

The other participants were already waiting in the meeting room when Zac arrived. Representatives from all races were present, as were the branches of government and military. His human half was sitting at the seats of honor, and Zac nodded at himself as he took the seat to his left.

“I’m sorry about the delay. Let’s begin.”

At this stage, there wasn’t much left to discuss. The plans had already been drawn up and implemented, so the meeting was more of a once-over to confirm everything was in place. Zac hadn’t been very involved in the nitty-gritty, leaving the details of Earth’s upgrade in more capable hands. He’d read the reports and provided general direction. The short of it was that they’d purchase the energy upgrade for Earth the moment Zac’s successful breakthrough was confirmed. Meanwhile, Zac would trigger the shipyard’s upgrade.

Some final details were ironed out, and Zac added a few notes of his own. Altogether, they were done within two hours.

“Is there anything else before we wrap things up?”

“There is,” Ilvere said. “We just received a report. The bell was spotted again.”

“Is it still only attacking Kan’Tanu?”

“Yes, but a Monarch appeared to snatch it. He failed, and the bell seemed to have taken some damage before it slipped away.”

Zac frowned, shaking his head. “It’s fine if it managed to escape. Its actions prove that Vilari is still in control. She’ll be more careful going forward.”

Zac was only making educated guesses. There wasn’t much else he could do. He wasn’t ready to deal with the [Epiclesis Bell], which was one of the reasons he was pushing himself so hard. Vilari’s plight reignited the urgency burning in his heart. He stood up and turned to the door when a hesitant call stopped him.

“Wait! Should… Should both of you really break through at the same time? The risks involved…”

The one who asked was Julia. It was a valid question for those who didn’t know the truth of Zac’s split existence. If something went wrong, the Atwood Empire would lose both pillars at once. The empire would descend into chaos, and their riches would be eyed by Kan’Tanu and locals alike.

“That’s precisely why we have to go at it as a team,” Zac said while his other half nodded in agreement. “We were once one. Our Mental Energy is still indistinguishable, and we have a complete understanding of each other’s paths. One might be able to help the other through the process, significantly reducing the risks.”

“But using a Temporal Chamber is too dangerous.”

“What choice do I have?” Zac sighed, even if he wholeheartedly agreed with Julia’s warning.

He was taking a big risk by stepping out of the River of Time once again. He’d already borrowed too much between his seclusion and the Perennial Vastness. The disjointed time flow he’d experienced after returning was his final warning. With another infraction, the river would come to collect.

“It’s not just Vilari—we’re all running against the clock. You have grown immensely over the past year, but the past months have proven how quickly disaster can strike. Even if I were willing to hand over the reins and seclude myself for a few months, how am I supposed to focus on my breakthrough with constant worries rattling around in the back of my head? Don’t worry; I have found some methods to weaken the temporal imbalance. One quick seclusion should be fine.”

There was one more reason Zac reluctantly decided to take the risk, one not suitable for such an open forum. Suddenly and without warning, the sealbearer quest’s deadline had jumped 197 days closer. Instead of two and a half years until the trial began, they now had just under two.

The shift was related to his actions inside the fortress according to Tavza. Zac didn’t understand why that should make any difference. The Lighthouses and Centurion Project were only tangentially related to Ultom. At the same time, the timing and that nun’s presence on the Everfast Monarch’s vessel couldn’t be a coincidence. The fact that the Void Gate completely cut ties with him shortly after gave Tavza’s theory more credence.

Since the deadline could change once, there was nothing that said it wouldn’t happen again over the upcoming months. There was also his mission to call forth the Foreign Gods and seize the final piece of his seal. If a Lighthouse could cut six months from the Fifth Pillar’s ascent, what about the real thing? It could immediately trigger the trial, depending on when he took action.

Middle Hegemony was only his minimum requirement. Ideally, Zac wanted to reach the peak of the stage and upgrade his Daos before it was time to set off. He no longer had the luxury of spending months on core breakthroughs and redrawing his pathways.

Zac left for the closest teleporter, with both bodies appearing in the lobby of his cultivation cave. Triv was already waiting for him, while Galau arrived soon after.

“How is it?”

“We’ve gone over the arrays and installments twice over the past week. Everything is in order,” Triv assured.

“Or damaged in a way that’s beyond our capabilities to discern.” Galau shrugged.

“How can you curse the lord right before his seclusion!” Triv chided.

“It’s fine,” Zac said. “Thank you for your hard work.”

“Then, good luck, master.” Triv bowed. “I will stay nearby should you require my assistance.”

“Be careful about getting too close. I might generate dangerous energy storms,” Zac said before turning to Galau.

“I’ll be careful. I always am,” Galau said, and his brows furrowed. “I spoke with Average and the others.”

“How is he?”

“Not good. Ultimate was their pillar for so long. The family is floundering without his leadership. Most of them are meatheads, so they’ve thrown themselves at the Kan’Tanu like they’re holding the answers.”

“We all have our process to grieve,” Zac said. “Our plan?”

“Average doesn’t think it’s a good idea. At least not now,” Galau said. “Kantaja is out of her mind, and Greatest is facing immense pressure to hold it all together. He’s desperate for power. If we bring him here…”

“He might do something drastic,” Zac filled in. “Alright, we’ll table the matter. Please keep looking for other ways inside when you have time.”

Apart from rehauling Earth’s defenses over the past months, Galau had also dealt with the Ensolus Ruins. The majestic temples were now properly hidden, except he hadn’t found any way inside using the knowledge gathered in the fortress. Zac’s backup solution was to roll the dice and bring Greatest Peak to force the barriers open. The only other Monarch Zac could even consider bringing to Earth was the Void Priestess, an option that was also out the window since their attitude changed.

It looked like the temples would stay locked down for the foreseeable future. Zac had already tried using the beacon to pass through the barriers. The two didn’t seem connected. In fact, he’d confirmed the breach wasn’t anywhere near Zecia by activating it in different regions. The beacon’s only response was imparting a sense of incredible distance. The quest wouldn’t be solved with a quick skip into the Million Gates Territory.

Zac went over the details of the arrays with Galau before entering the inner section alone. The cave had seen a large overhaul since he visited last time. Galau and Triv had worked in tandem to upgrade and expand the arrays and natural formations. The energy density was more than twice as high, though it still couldn’t quite compare to the environment atop Mount Illumination.

Improved energy wasn’t the only difference. At the cave’s nexus, his prayer mat had been replaced by a scarred totem pole over five meters high. It emitted an incredibly fierce aura, to the point Zac felt small scars appearing on his skin when he came within ten meters. It stirred the ambient energies, generating a storm far greater than anything Zac triggered while cultivating.

The pillar was called [Might of Ourombos], and one of the awards he received from the Alliance for his contribution. It was a unique treasure excavated from a special realm under the control of the Deonsir Clan, one of Zecia’s ‘Eight Grand Clans’ and a founding member of the Alliance. The realm was called Tribulations of Ourombos, and it was a System-controlled trial zone like Twilight Ascent.

It was only accessible by Peak Hegemons and only opened once every 83,000 years. Since it held opportunities that could increase the chances of opening a proto-space, the Deonsir Clan was forced to hand out some of the entry slots every time. [Might of Ourombos] had been brought out three trials ago by a talent from the Tribal Constellation. The troll had paid an immense price to seize it and died soon after from his wounds. His tribe declined without his protection, and they opted to pawn off the totem pole before it was stolen.

It wasn’t clear how it found its way to the Alliance coffers. It proved to be a powerful Conflict-attuned amplifier, taking unattuned energy from the Nexus Veins below and turning it into Conflict-attuned energy. [Might of Ourombos] was extra valuable because it didn’t add any will or resentment to the energy, something which was often a problem with treasures attuned to Conflict.

Because of it, his cave finally had all three elements of his path, where Conflict in the middle kindled and elevated Life and Death. The pillar wouldn’t last forever, but it was a Peak D-grade treasure that could keep chugging along for millennia before being exhausted.

Surrounding the pillar were nine densely engraved boxes as tall as Zac—three for each of his elements. They were Spatial Treasures holding immense amounts of stockpiled energy. They were also connected to pure Nexus Veins on Pangea and Elysium through spatial gates, allowing them to bring over even more energy if needed.

Zac didn’t want to recreate the desolate scene around Mount Illumination, even if he didn’t think his breakthrough would be as energy-demanding. Most of the energy from the drained mountains went into upgrading his Duplicity Core and erecting his Quantum Spaces. Without their pull, Zac would provide most of the energy needed through the treasures going into his core. The Spatial Batteries were a safeguard in case his estimates were wrong.

Continuing into the heart of the Life-attuned half of his cave, Zac found the next addition in the form of an ancient array platform—another reward from the Alliance. Actually, most of their rewards were centered around facilitating his breakthrough.

Sharing his Shipyard quest had clearly made them burn with anxiety, and the recent setback only increased their desire for strong weaponry. If his Cosmic Vessels could lessen the pressure from the Kan’Tanu’s general assault, then the Alliance could divert more resources to prepare for the pope’s return.

The platform was an ancient relic extracted from a treasure realm, a Core Formation Array borrowing certain concepts from the Limitless Empire. The array had been repaired and further modified by a Monarch Array Master following Zac’s specifications, and there was an identical one in the Death-attuned half of the cave.

His unexpected split into two bodies had thrown many of his plans on their head. Though Zac did believe it worked in his favor when it came to his core. One of the biggest struggles Zac faced during his Core Formation was that one of the three elements in his core was always in a quantum state and impossible to manipulate. With two bodies, he’d be able to manipulate his core from both directions. It would speed up the process and drastically lessen the risk of the imbalances that lead to explosions or imperfections.

It was a much-needed advantage, considering the other hurdles he needed to cross.
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A BATTLE AGAINST FATE


Hegemony only had three bottlenecks to E-grade’s seventy-five. In return, each was like walking a tightrope where the smallest mistake meant death. The only way to upgrade one’s core was through a process of breaking down and rebuilding. Pathways needed to be multiplied and expanded, and schematics needed to be upgraded to accommodate higher energy levels and loftier Daos.

Tackling the minor bottlenecks of Hegemony could be broken down into three stages: ignition, ascension, and formation. The fuel for the process was already stored within the core. It was the spirituality you’d infused into your somewhat barren Cosmic Core during the first twenty-five levels of Hegemony. Ignition meant unleashing those accumulations to return the core to a malleable state.

A cultivator’s Cosmic Core had natural fault lines allowing for a controlled release, lessening the risk of damage or death from the ignition. Even then, the forces involved were far too great for the core to withstand. Like a tree bending with the winds instead of forcibly enduring, the core would actually collapse into a set number of pieces. Ascension meant upgrading those pieces individually, while formation was to put it all back together.

Simple enough, in theory, at least. The reality was seldom so neat and clean. Pretty much all cultivators had imperfections in their cores, stemming from lacking comprehension, Daos, and mistakes or mismatches in the Cultivation Manuals. Using treasures or pills to assist the Core Formation also left its mark.

Every blemish was an unplanned faultline during the ignition. As a result, the controlled release usually devolved into a chaotic explosion. Some turbulence was fine, even expected, so long as you kept the overall situation in check. Yet most who challenged the bottleneck died from the ignition.

Mortals, true to form, were even worse off. Their cores were mashed together with foreign materials. They absolutely had faultlines, though they were rarely planned. Beyond the imperfections they shared with cultivators, they also had to deal with the seams of improperly fused materials and sequelae from the crude Core Formation Method used—a far cry from the natural breakpoints formed by the Dao.

Even in the best of scenarios, triggering a breakthrough could be likened to activating a bomb. That was why mortals, and most cultivators on the frontier, aimed for as weak a Cosmic Core as possible. It was the only way they’d survive the initial eruption. If they somehow survived, they could try to reform something better from the rubble while adding new materials to raise its grade.

Whether Cultivator or Mortal, everyone wanted to minimize the danger of the first step. A popular method on the frontier was to bring the Cosmic Core out of your body and dismantle it in a reinforced pressure chamber similar to a Skill Upgrading Array. And although it lessened the dangers, it would severely worsen the quality of the finished product.

Not that it was an option for Zac, who couldn’t remove his Cosmic Core from the quantum space. Established factions had better methods to assist through the three stages, relying on a common heritage or bloodline. Zac had gotten a few such methods from Tavza, which turned out to be useless for him. His path was too different, and you had to be a cultivator to use them.

Zac considered reworking one for his future breakthroughs, considering each bottleneck would be deadlier than the last. Today, he’d opted for a simpler process, and the difficulties he’d face would let him adjust for the future.

The Core Formation Platform before him was the best solution Zac could find. It was based on designs from a pre-System age when energy was impure and cultivation more heterogenic. Cultivators faced danger levels similar to the mortals of today, so the Core Formation Array came with unusually sturdy barriers. Hopefully, they’d be sturdy enough to contain the ignition of Zac’s immense foundations.

Surrounding the main array were refinement arrays, just like during his first breakthrough. They were obviously not as good as those in the Perennial Vastness, but they had been custom-designed to deal with the materials going into his breakthrough.

Zac inspected every single array twice over. He did trust in Galau’s discernment, the unique insight awarded from the tainted lake water simply had a penchant for finding things others missed. Truthfully, he’d already performed these scans when getting the arrays, and everything still looked in order.

Instead of rushing into things, Zac sat down atop the two refinement arrays and closed his eyes. Dense clouds of Death and Conflict surrounded his Draugr half while his human side enjoyed the vibrant air of the Life-Conflict-attuned forest.

Zac’s two bodies were rarely in the same place, mostly by design. Dealing with the confusion brought by overlapping sights and sensations had gotten easier, though he still fought better when keeping his halves separate. As such, each side was always off doing its own thing, and Zac had long since grown accustomed to having two trains of thought run parallel, helping him accomplish more during his limited time. There couldn’t be such a disconnect during his breakthrough.

Gradually, it all crystallized into a singular. Thoughts harmonized, and the line between Zac and Arcaz disappeared. Zac remained unmoving for another five hours, taking in the surrounding Daos before the Temporal Chamber distorted them. Finally, it was time. His two bodies moved as one, converging in the cave’s center.

Zac took out a glistening orb thrumming with Temporal Energy and activated it. A storm of time rippled out from the cave’s center, covering more and more ground. The Temporal Chamber he’d used was one of the best available in the Merit Exchange, costing more than ten times as much as the single-occupant versions his subordinates used.

Paying over 150,000 Merit for a Temporal Chamber hurt, but it was the only way to cover his whole arrangement. Luckily, he’d only needed to spend another 55,000 on materials as the Alliance and the Undead Empire provided everything else he lacked. The cave and its clouds of energy froze in his vision before regaining its momentum when swallowed by the expansion.

The Conflict-empowered war between Life and Death shook the two-thirds of his cave that had become temporally locked. Some slipped through the Temporal Chamber’s barrier, instantly freezing because of the difference in time flow. Leakage was impossible to avoid since the Spatial Batteries were still running, readily replacing what was lost to maintain the required density.

The escaped energies were forming an opaque bubble. When his cave returned to the River of Time, the accumulated leakage would become a bomb shaking the whole mountain. Zac didn’t have the time to worry about that, facing a more immediate threat.

Zac groaned as time unraveled around him, trying to simultaneously enforce two trajectories on his bodies. Part of him was being pushed to rejoin the natural velocity, while some remained outside time’s domain. It was impossible to exist in two separate times at once, and Zac felt his body being ripped apart on a molecular level.

Having expected the outcome, Zac threw out a small clay puppet that grew into an alien figure with four arms. Glowing runes appeared on its hands that absorbed the temporal paradox appearing around Zac. Cracks rapidly appeared across the puppet as it took on the punishment meant for someone else. It shattered in seconds after having borne the brunt of the gathered forces. Still facing his bodies’ disintegration, he was confident now that energies had reached manageable levels.

Time, ultimately, was Dao rather than Law. And Dao could be countered. Two spheres of [Void Zone] doused the energies in the Temporal Chamber’s center, superimposing as Draugr and human stood next to each other. Releasing his Bloodline Talent from both bodies simultaneously actually strengthened its nullification, and the tearing agony was reduced to dull pain.

Zac kept [Void Zone] running for the next thirty minutes until the punishment relented. Zac exhaled, having come out mostly unscathed, except for the thousands of micro-tears that opened within his body. The small wounds were already closing thanks to the monstrous recovery awarded from his Void Vajra Constitution.

Still, this was just the first temporal infraction. He’d have to endure an even greater calamity upon returning to normal time, one that would grow deadlier for every second he spent on the inside. He’d exhausted two-thirds of his Void Energy to tide the lesser of the two backlashes. Would his energy stores be enough when he emerged? Zac shook his head as he took out a Void Core. Like the energy accumulating outside, that was a problem for later.

Time was limited, yet Zac spent the next twelve hours recovering to a perfect state, using the pause to review his blueprint and Cosmic Core. The temporal fluctuations around him had mostly stabilized at that point. He still felt slightly out of phase with the Temporal Chamber, though not to the point where he had to delay his breakthrough.

Zac was already sitting atop the individual Core Formation platforms. He couldn’t see his other half through the dense energy and trees, but his Soul Senses could just barely touch in the cave’s center. Not that he was interested in looking around. His attention was turned inward, on his Duplicity Core, to be exact.

The Kayar-Elu presented him with a shocking surprise the last time he broke through. As this day crept closer, Zac often found himself scanning the indecipherable patterns covering his Duplicity Core, trying to discern or intuit if something similar would happen again. He never found anything suspicious, though it didn’t do much to alleviate Zac’s fears.

His current state of two separated bodies wasn’t part of the original script, which could cause unexpected problems when reforming his core. There were no indications that was the case, and Leandra’s tepid reaction to his two-body situation actually felt quite reassuring.

There was only one way to find out the truth. Zac took a steadying breath as he pushed against a particular spot on the Duplicity Core. A hatch opened without complaint, and Zac felt a tremendous drain on his Void Energy and Dao Avatars. A flash of panic galloped through his mind before he noticed a mysterious undulation. One was followed by another, and the energy within his Cosmic Core stirred.

The Kayar-Elu had come prepared.

A Cultivator only needed to rotate their manual and channel their Daos to trigger the spiritual ignition. A Mortal lacked that kind of connection with their core and had to rely on more forceful methods. Zac had prepared pills and talismans just for the occasion, but it looked like they wouldn’t be needed today. His Duplicity Core was mimicking the effect of a Cultivation Manual perfectly attuned to his core, which would ignite when the ripples grew strong enough.

Zac took out another Void Core to refuel through [Void Heart] while monitoring the progress. He had no firsthand experience with what would come next. He merely understood his core better than almost any cultivator. When Zac felt the ignition imminent, he finally activated the Core Formation Arrays.

Hundreds of glimmering runes echoing his Evolutionary Path appeared in the Life-attuned forest, forming a bubble around him. Meanwhile, Inexorable Runes drenched the Miasmic forest in darkness. All ambient energy was dragged over, and it looked like it simply disappeared when touching the runes.

In reality, the energy was absorbed and funneled into matching sets of runes that had sprouted inside Zac’s bodies. Initially, they formed a protective barrier enclosing his Duplicity Core. Zac activated [Void Mountain] and pushed the arrangement through the hatch inside a blob of Void Energy.

Life, Death, Conflict, and Void joined together, and two spheres became one. An impregnable barrier based on the same concepts as his Cosmic Core shielded the Duplicity Core’s inner wall, just like [Hollow Core] did during his previous breakthrough. Zac grinned at the effortless formation. His new Bloodline Talent was truly a gift from the Heavens. It unified Dao and Void, effortlessly replicating the harmonizing effect of the Chaos Motes.

No, it went one step further. The illusory mountain disappeared, yet the trinity barrier remained as stable as can be. All the requirements for forming a stable structure inside the quantum space were already in place. The Duplicity Core’s undulations also passed through the barrier without issue, pushing his core closer to ignition.

Zac’s core wasn’t like a normal mortal’s. It was made from outside materials, but each addition had been woven into a whole with skill and precision. The core was already qualified for a second breakthrough after its formation, and had seen great improvements since. With his Duplicity Core triggering a more harmonic ignition, he was even better positioned.

Yet beads of sweat trickled down Zac’s backs as the energies within his core grew stronger. Soon, his core was vibrating from the pent-up pressure. He might have everything in place, but his core was far beyond the norm. The System categorized it as S-grade Energy Capacity and Potential, and he needed shocking amounts of energy for every level. Even elites could have reached level 175 ten times over on the energy he’d accumulated. Now, ten months of struggle were about to be unleashed in one go.

The first cracks finally appeared at the seams between materials, releasing terrifying discharges of spirituality like solar flares painted in his Dao. Zac covered the spots with layered Mental Energy to contain the leak and balance the energy distribution. It was futile. His barriers may as well have been paper when the first cracks triggered a destructive chain reaction.

The explosion felt like a true death, with Zac’s vision momentarily going white. Like a sun going supernova, his core rapidly expanded while a shroud of supercondensed energy and Dao took the vanguard. The pain was unbearable, and the shock to his mind even greater. While his soul hadn’t been damaged, the scene taking place in the quantum space was breathtaking.

Zac felt like he was witnessing the birth of a universe—a universe fully crafted according to his path. That feeling only grew stronger as the shockwave rapidly expanded, warping Zac’s perception until the small quantum space held an area larger than his mountain range.

The immense forces released from the spiritual ignition created a temporary subspace. It wasn’t wrong to say it was the embryo of the Inner World you’d form when stepping into C-grade. This was just a taste of what Monarchs experienced every day. Zac’s thoughts couldn’t help drifting to the distant future when he formed the real thing.

How extraordinary would that scene be? Of course, this subspace wasn’t stable enough to last very long. Exactly how long you had mainly depended on the number of imperfections in your core and your control over the process.

Anything over thirty days was generally considered a perfect ignition. If you barely survived or other missteps occurred, you only had days to put everything back in place. If you really messed up, the space would collapse and take you with it.

The sobering notion cleared Zac’s mind. He rallied his soul, pushing Void Energy and dozens of Mental Tendrils into the storm the moment it crashed into the Core Formation Array’s barrier. The array was among the best Zecia had to offer and tailored to his needs. And yet, the shield groaned and strained under the monstrous amounts of unleashed energy.

The arrays fought back, forcibly drawing immense amounts of energy to bolster its defenses.

The full weight of Zac’s Cosmic Core couldn’t be denied. Cracks spread in the shield, and streaks of energy pushed through the gaps. Zac looked at the Duplicity Core with worry and swore when the streaks passed right through it. Zac’s bodies were the ones to withstand the blast.

Curses turned into wet groans as Zac’s midriffs exploded with almost perfect symmetry. The rampaging energy only lost traces of its momentum from digging through his flesh, and the Core Formation Array’s outer barrier only managed to trap half. The rest continued into the forest, undoing Triv’s efforts in one swoop.

Every streak escaping his arrangement meant his core was permanently losing spirituality while the temporary subspace grew more unstable. It was regrettable, even if Zac knew from the get-go this was an inevitable outcome with his foundations. Not being knocked unconscious while your core ripped you apart from within was considered a rousing success.

Blood and ichor pooled atop the platform, triggering soothing energies to rise from below. They helped his natural recovery, yet new wounds opened as old ones closed. The storm was only growing fiercer after being rebuffed by the barrier. Zac needed to take charge of the process before he became another cultivator dying from overestimating their capabilities.

This was a battle against fate, one Zac intended to win.
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STEP OF DESTINY


The unfettered storm raged within Zac’s quantum space. He was the universe, ripped apart and reborn in a Big Bang of his own making. The next minutes would decide whether the road that led him here was paved with discernment or hubris. The calamitous mayhem failed to perfectly adhere to his path. There were hundreds of discordant notes in the mix—disarray brought from the core’s imperfections.

His Cosmic Core may have been high-quality in terms of qualifications. There still remained weaknesses to its makeup. Even he faced the unavoidable problem of incompatibility brought about by using external materials to forge his core. These hidden daggers of heterogeneity were now trying to impose their beliefs on the universe. If left unchecked, they would destroy what he’d created with blood, sweat, and tears. He wouldn’t let it.

His first set of Mental Tendrils had already been shredded, so he conjured a second one. Many were destroyed before they even reached his Duplicity Core because of the energies ravaging his body. Each loss was a cut on his soul. A few fared marginally better and successfully entered the quantum space. Where the destructive forces of dimensional genesis waited.

A miserable cycle of destruction and reformation began, where Zac desperately tried to connect his Dao and Mental Energy with the struggling barrier to bolster its defenses. With every defeat, Zac’s resources dwindled while the opposition grew fiercer. Zac’s plight only worsened when the first pieces of his shattered core crashed into the barrier.

The array had already shown incredible resilience withstanding the energy shockwaves. It just wasn’t capable of dealing with the monstrous force released from Zac’s Trinity Core. Cracks multiplied and spread, worsening the punishment Zac had to bear. Blood and ichor fell like rain, to the point Zac had to keep his bodies together with willpower and energy. Any other mortal would already have died from the onslaught.

The situation far exceeded Zac’s expectations. Treacherous thoughts and seeds of fear were strangled and replaced with determination and purpose. So what if his ignition surpassed any recordings or estimates he’d seen? It only proved his path was one aimed at the peak. And like many times before, he’d prove he possessed the qualifications to tread this path of supremacy.

Zac roared as Hidden Nodes went into overdrive, and space buckled when he unleashed his constitutions to their limits. Human skin turned resplendent gold as grievous wounds wriggled and closed, and archaic scripts echoing the bottomless darkness of the Abyss covered his Draugr body. The unbreakable strength and conviction of the Vanguard joined the enduring composure of the immutable Void Vajra to turn him into an everlasting kingdom.

Abyssal Ponds and life-giving hurricanes flooded his bodies with primal power, generating an immense pressure. Errant streaks of spirituality were caught and pushed back into the quantum space, and the mayhem was corralled into a retreat. Following in the wake of the rallied defenses was a storm of Dao-Empowered Mental Energy.

Zac knew grit and determination alone couldn’t tide him through this calamity. It would, however, suppress the ignition long enough to connect with the Core Formation Barrier. Stabilizing it would be the first step in creating a stronghold from which he’d mount a crusade of reclamation on the quantum space.

Dao descended on failing runes like rain replenishing parched lands. The essence of Zac’s Life, Death, and Conflict strengthened and subtly reformed the shield, allowing it to better combat the ignition’s matching energy signature. The tides were finally turning.

A tremendous clap of thunder shook the Temporal Chamber, disrupting the energy streams supplying the Core Formation Arrays. The sudden blast was like a hammer to Zac’s consciousness, almost forcing his soul out of his Soul Aperture. The connection with the Core Formation Array was cut, and dozens of flickering runes were destroyed when the array failed to supply the necessary energy.

Zac came to and desperately slapped a talisman against his chest, generating an immense gravitational force. Bones snapped, and new imperfections were introduced into the unstable storm. The sacrifice was enough to temporarily force back the escaping energy before he reached a point of no return.

Wrath matching his attacker burned in Zac’s eyes as he glared at the ceiling. It felt as though his stare pierced time and space to gaze upon the storm gathering above—a Heavenly Tribulation, something that shouldn’t appear when stepping into Middle Hegemony.

The why didn’t matter. He’d been targeted, and the Heavens weren’t done with him yet. The animosity almost felt personal, and the timing ruined the ace he’d prepared. It wasn’t easy to ignite his constitutions to that level, and it cost huge amounts of Vigor. Recreating the effect in the short run was impossible, and both barrier and spiritual storm were in a worse state than before.

Zac gritted his teeth as fury almost overcame reason. The burning anger helped rouse his defenses and somewhat stabilize the situation, it just wasn’t enough. Zac’s mind moved a mile a minute as he went over plans and contingencies, finding none of them suitable. How could he possibly have expected a tribulation to appear, especially when his breakthrough had barely started?

The world had gone insane, so he would embrace the madness.

A primal axe burning with desire to break the chains of fate and tear the Heavenly veil appeared in a hand scarred by endless slaughter. The darkness grew deeper atop the other platform as a gleaming edge released a keening cry filled with such inviolable command neither Dao nor destiny could escape.

Together, they pointed at the Heavens in an undisguised challenge. The Heavens wanted to stop his ascent? It could try. A second clap of thunder answered, resounding like a war drum heralding the primordial forces of abrogation.

Zac’s eyes gleamed with insanity as he swung his companions. Three streaks of Dao and fury ripped apart the lingering woods as they converged in the cave’s center. Three Spatial Batteries exploded, unleashing a hurricane of stored energy and compressed space.

Time and Space converged and collapsed, releasing a paradoxical blue light that led to the crossroads of Destiny. The Dao of Continuum. The flash was gone before it appeared, but Zac’s fate and memories refused to be rewritten. An aura older than time itself had joined Life and Death in Zac’s bodies as the illusory Void Mountain declared its defiance against the Heavenly wrath.

A grabbing motion formed Void Vortices where the Spatial Batteries once stood, forcing their way into the echoes of the Spatial Tunnels. Waiting on the other side was the fuel Zac needed to take control of his breakthrough and fate. Pristine Nexus Veins on the other side of the planet collapsed in a puff of paradoxical spacetime as they were dragged out of the River of Time.

Torrential amounts of Life, Death, and unattuned energy poured out of his cells as the Void complied with his demands. There was no Nexus Vein holding the Dao of Conflict on Earth, but Zac didn’t need it. Facing the rumbling sky, he embodied the most fundamental conflict of cultivation. Man against Heaven. Desire against fate. He was both source and terminus for his path.

Energies wild enough to match the storm raging within the quantum space threatened to rip Zac apart before his ignition could. Meanwhile, the Soul Cores in his aperture were releasing blinding light. The galactic shrouds surrounding them spun with such speed they’d almost fused with the cores.

“Go!” Zac roared, and his Soul Cores took flight.

Like the previous time they moved, they crashed into each other with apocalyptic force. Zac’s thoughts and memories fractured when a tsunami of Mental Energy was shaken loose. He kept it all together and extracted the spiritual ocean from his Soul Aperture. Soul, Dao, Void, and limitless energy joined into an unstoppable army with billowing momentum.

Even the Duplicity Core seemed subdued, turning illusory to not get caught in the crosshairs. Zac’s all-out assault flooded the quantum space. The destructive storm that effortlessly destroyed his Mental Tendrils became prey to a fiercer predator. Imperfections were swept away, destroyed, or consumed. Zac didn’t try to control the storm. He became it, seizing authority to dictate fate.

The chaotic mix of energy and shrapnel was put under control with unprecedented speed, and the immense infusion of energy added to the virgin dimension’s stability and strength. So long as the space didn’t collapse from energy overload, the added spirituality would help him through the next steps.

The Heavens appeared personally affronted upon seeing him continue with his breakthrough. The pressure mounted, and Zac couldn’t help shuddering as red strings of distilled extermination formed just a few meters away from him. Their appearance was the beginning of the end, and the Temporal Energies keeping his chamber stable began to unravel.

It was the same sort of sanguine rift that formed just before the final bolt of his previous tribulation. He’d been absolutely helpless before that level of destruction and only survived thanks to his Duplicity Core hiding his location. This time, the strings appeared before the first bolt formed. Just how much animosity did the Heavens hold against him? What Laws was he violating to elicit such a response?

No Kayar-Elu barrier sprung up to save the day. The Duplicity Core may as well have become an empty casing from how it had completely erased its presence. Zac snorted and took out a gleaming crystal covered in golden runes.

“This isn’t right! This isn’t balance!” Zac roared over Time’s collapse as he infused his will into the portable Nexus Node. “If you want to see the Void Emperor’s bloodline reach maturity, you’ll block the Heavens for me!”

Zac was well and truly pissed off, but he hadn’t lost his mind. How could he possibly defy the Heavens while the ignition tore him apart and the Temporal Chamber collapsed? His confidence came from a second presence hiding in the shadows of the heavenly wrath. The System had already descended, attracted by him or Heaven’s unexpected appearance.

It hadn’t intervened so far, content to observe the events unfold. Zac wasn’t sure what it was waiting for or what it wanted to see. After having some light shed on his origins by Leandra, Zac often wondered if he really was a crop being raised by the System. If that were the case, then the System would have to protect its investment from the winds until it was ready for harvest.

Zac had shown his increased control over his bloodline, conveniently using it to deal with the mess with his core. The rest was out of his hands. Zac still held Sendor’s seals, but there was no way such an ancient existence was willing to go to bat against the Heavens for him. Interfering with another’s tribulation was a good way to conjure one on yourself. And the Realm Spirit had somehow achieved false immortality, one of the greatest taboos.

Each second was an eternity, and Zac breathed out in relief as an immense silence swept away the chaos. The heavenly wrath was still there, its advance having slowed to a crawl. Time stabilized, and the red strings shifted into purple before disappearing. The System had come through, restraining the Heavens for him. While the suppression wasn’t complete, the situation didn’t seem hopeless any longer.

It was a stay of execution.

Zac had no idea how long the protection would last, so he was determined to make every second count. The further he got with his breakthrough, the better he would be positioned when all hell broke loose.

A screen appeared just as he was about to resume his work.

The First Step of Destiny (Void Road): Form a High-quality Middle D-grade Cosmic Core of the Void Road. Reward: - (0/1) [17:00:00:00]

The sudden quest came with both answers and questions. Most importantly, the System gave him a seventeen-day deadline. It was decidedly less than what his subspace could survive, so there had to be something else behind the specific time. Seventeen days for seventeen Dao Peaks? Even Zac felt the pressure from such a tight schedule. His estimates put him at over twenty days to reforge and reassemble his core, and that was before all these problems cropped up.

The Void Road was the path he chose for himself when rejecting the Imperial and Heavenly Destiny in the Tribulation Throne. It was the source of his only upgradeable Limited Title, and he would have to be a fool not to understand it held deeper implications. Now, the term had become a quest type, clarifying the System’s stance on the matter. It wanted to see where his road led.

The quest had no reward, though protecting him from the Heavens could be considered a reward of its own. Passing it would keep things going, and it was possible the next quest would come with the title upgrade or other benefits.

The quest also provided an important clue to the root of Heaven’s sudden antipathy. It no longer seemed as though the Kayar-Elu and their Heaven-defying experiments were to blame. At least not in the way he previously thought. He’d believed his Duplicity Core was what triggered the unnaturally fierce Tribulation Lightning when stepping into Hegemony.

That may be part of it, except his Technocrat heritage had been almost completely silent this time. The only answer Zac could think of was his bloodline, or rather his cultivation of the Void. His tribulations had always been more powerful than the norm because of his heavy foundations. Still, it was only after officially integrating Void into his path that the tribulations felt like no-holds attempts at extermination.

Void and Dao couldn’t coexist, so it would make sense if the Heavens wanted to purge his existence to restore balance. If his theory was correct, Zac was in trouble. Utilizing the Void wasn’t just a temporary stopgap to get his core blueprint to work. It had become the glue that held his path together, and his bloodline breakthrough had opened new ways to weave the Void into his cultivation.

He was still far from Monarchy and forming a real Inner World, but seeing the embryonic subspace confirmed Zac’s beliefs the Void was there to stay. Did that mean the Heavens would come knocking every time he broke through, where the tribulations far surpassed what was normal? This time, the System came to his aid. Could he truly put his fate in the System’s hands?

Absolutely not.

Zac shook his head, discarding any distracting thoughts as he wholeheartedly focused on his quantum space. He would have to survive this tribulation before having the qualifications to worry about the future. He had seventeen days, and Heaven’s lingering presence indicated the System wouldn’t completely keep it at bay.

Order had been restored in his subspace thanks to his daredevil gambit. Thousands of shrapnel pieces formed dozens of interlocked asteroid belts, and their trajectories controlled the immense amounts of energy that still filled the subspace. The cycle was stable, though the unnaturally high energy density created eruptions that rocked the shielding. That much was well within bounds.

The next step was originally to have the Core Formation Array shift from solely defending to also infusing his subspace with energy. There was no point in doing so for the next few days now. Perhaps at all, considering the Core Formation Array wasn’t the only source of energy.

His body was instinctively nourishing the subspace with Dao. In addition, energy was being funneled into the quantum space directly by the Cosmos. The subspace was like a true universe, seemingly drawing energy and truth out of thin air. In reality, it came from other dimensions and lower realms.

Zac ate a handful of pills to nourish his damaged soul and heal his physical wounds. He was exhausted, yet he formed a Dao Braid and delved further into the subspace than he had gone before. The tendril continued unimpeded thanks to Zac’s intuitive understanding of the energy flow, until it reached the subspace’s center.

The area was shrouded by a layer of energy so dense it had almost become liquid. Zac pierced the veil, breathing out in relief upon finding what he was looking for—his Core Nucleus, scarred and disfigured from withstanding the ignition. Despite its wretched appearance, it was whole, functional, and retained most of its spirituality. A bloody grin spread across Zac’s faces, and the devastation around him no longer seemed so bad.

Many of his plans were out the window, but this part had worked out just fine.
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UNEXPLORED PATH


Like the rest of the Cosmic Core, the nucleus was supposed to be dismantled and rebuilt. You could argue it was the most important step, considering the nucleus was the foundation that kept the core stable. Zac had no intention of adhering to convention on this matter, so it was an immense relief to see it survive despite his failure to protect it during the ignition.

The nucleus’s resilience only proved the merit of Zac’s untested idea. It was made from materials so incredible they couldn’t be properly graded and forged with the help of true Chaos and one of the best arrays in the Multiverse. From there, it had been further tempered by his fortuitous encounters.

The transformed paths, courtesy of the Tribulation Throne, were especially ingenious and elevated it beyond its original limits. Dismantling the nucleus couldn’t possibly produce something better with his current resource limitations. Zac had always been reluctant to dilute it with more materials, and his Minor Enlightenment from the quest confirmed there was another path he could take.

Zac wouldn’t break it down, but that didn’t mean it could stay the same. Zac ate four pills after confirming his Soul Cores weren’t too damaged to keep going. A tempest of energy resembling a galaxy full of primordial vigor coursed through his body. It didn’t need much prodding to enter the hatch of his Duplicity Core, and Zac dragged it to the nucleus. Following on its heels was a leaf resonating with the Temporal Chamber.

A Peak-quality Longevity Treasure. His cells screamed with desire, and Zac ignored the clamor as he had its essence join the cosmic swirl in the depths of this quantum space. With everything in place, Zac took out a ghastly spike covered in esoteric runes.

Taking a steadying breath, he stabbed the pick into his stomach, tearing through just-reformed flesh and muscle until the edge reached the Duplicity Core’s hatch. Like a swarm of critters, the runes skittered off the spike and into the space. Some glommed onto the swirling fragments of Life, Death, and Conflict, resisting Zac’s attempts to drag them off. Most continued into the depths, attracted by the superior energy signature emitted by the Core Nucleus.

The parasitical runes ran into the swirling galaxy from the [Realm Ether Pills] before they could reach their prey. The runes tried to break free, only to find themselves caught in a quagmire. As more runes joined the unstable soup, they grouped into repeating patterns that formed a shell around the nucleus.

The struggle between Pill Energy and runes released unstable bursts of power that tainted the harmony of his microcosm. Zac continuously had to put the pieces back into order to prevent the immense energies from ruining the hard-fought balance. Eventually, the runes stabilized into a complete array.

Unfamiliar waves of energy joined by the pure force of the stellar dust showered the nucleus, which began vibrating and spinning with increasing velocity. The pill-spike combination ran out of juice after ten minutes, having accomplished its purpose. The nucleus shone like a star in the heart of his quantum space, showering it in gold, steel, and black.

The nucleus was ready to be remoulded without having sacrificed any of its spirituality for the ignition. This was something considered almost impossible, or at least so prohibitively expensive and difficult that there was no point. It had taken Zac time and effort to find the materials needed to give the nucleus the final push. The spikes, for instance, were sourced from the hands of Remoulded from the Chapter of Glorious Ascent.

True to the Kan’Tanu’s aggressive cultivation system, the spikes would forcibly agitate a core with a unique array. It would speed up the formation process by sacrificing longevity. Adding the nourishing [Realm Ether Pills] removed the side effects, while the [Pexor Leaf] replaced Zac’s lifespan to fuel the ignition.

The asteroid bands began spinning quicker on Zac’s order, soon appearing as solid bands. Their revolutions generated a natural pressure on the subspace’s center. The whole subspace shook when Zac activated the second feature on his Core Formation Arrays, adding another layer of pressure on the nucleus to ensure it would stay malleable.

[Void Mountain]’s illusory peaks reappeared, allowing the Void to spread through his body without clashing with the energy flows. Next, dozens of tendrils of Mental Energy descended from his aperture, seemingly fusing with strings of Void Energy.

The tendrils entered his Duplicity Core from both bodies, acting as surgical tools splitting and weaving together the complex network of paths within the nucleus. Apart from increasing the number of pathways, Zac also mended damage from the detonation and imperfections left by his previous breakthrough.

The reformation was akin to splitting strands of hair into ten strings of identical width before joining them into intricate braids. Zac’s fine control was normally far from the level required to accomplish such a feat, especially when he didn’t have the unique arrays of the Perennial Vastness to help. And yet, it looked like he’d performed the experimental remodeling hundreds of times before.

It was all thanks to the combination of [Void Mountain] and [Cosmic Forge]. Dasorm’s crafting technique could only be used with Void Energy, where Zac possessed far greater control. If not, he wouldn’t have made such rapid progress with [Cosmic Infusion] and [Cosmic Extraction]. In fact, his skill with [Cosmic Forge] had improved noticeably as a result of evolving his bloodline.

The first layers of [Cosmic Forge] only dealt with energy and refinement. They couldn’t even interact with physical matter. That was why Zac had to use the Omnitool to engrave patterns on the materials he worked on and why he hadn’t used [Cosmic Forge] much when forming his core.

Gaining [Void Mountain] changed all that. Zac could actually use the crafting method to guide the Mental Tendrils when his Bloodline Talent was running, allowing him to use them like the array provided by the Perennial Vastness.

The combination technique wasn’t perfect since Zac still couldn’t fully fuse the threads with [Cosmic Forge]. It was more like the Mental Energy had become mittens that were controlled with hands made of Void Energy, resulting in a slight unresponsiveness. This delay meant he couldn’t use [Cosmic Forge] to weave intricate Dao Arrays in the heat of battle, though it worked just fine when dealing with core refinement.

Zac suspected he could even use [Cosmic Forge] to redraw Skill Fractals with greater precision than his arrays in the future. Perhaps it would be the key to turning his spiritual framework into his theorized [Thousand Axes Avatar]. With the tight schedule, he hadn’t had the opportunity to put these theories to the test, though.

Between the superior method and two selves working with perfect rapport, Zac was progressing more than three times faster than when he first formed his core. Meanwhile, the subspace was readily providing the energy to fill up the reformed paths. Even his Duplicity Core woke up and began infusing Void Energy into the nucleus.

This phenomenon was the reason you couldn’t back out even if your ignition went badly. It wouldn’t take long before his subspace would hold more energy than an Early-grade Cosmic Core could withstand. Creating an identical core to the one you dismantled would only lead to an explosion from energy overload.

This knowledge brought some mental pressure, but all that energy entering the nucleus came with benefits. His rapid pace allowed his nucleus to absorb more energy than the Cosmos provided. The pressure in his overstuffed subspace weakened, and the explosions rocking the barrier were cut in half. Of course, if he drew too much, the energy starvation would collapse the subspace. It was a balancing act and a race against time.

With the preliminary work finished, a number of boxes appeared on the platforms. Zac opened a few and threw the Natural Treasures onto the refinement arrays. Next, he turned to two of the boxes covered in dense scripts. Each held a bone, though they looked opposite to each other. The first seemed crafted from gold and was covered in odd growths like it had kept transforming after its owner had died.

The other was dark grey with veinlike patterns of black runes. Both exuded immense spirituality, though a round of refinement had already removed any lingering hints of will left from their previous owner. Both were Middle D-grade Supreme Treasures, one Life and the other Death. They weren’t quite at the level of the three treasures that went into his nucleus, but they were qualified to take up a supporting role.

Zac carefully engraved a set of runes on the golden bone, and the ancient patterns from the First People formed a natural complement to the seemingly random growths. The small hammer disappeared in a flourish the second the engravings were complete, appearing in his Draugr half’s hand thanks to [Purity of the Void]. A similar pattern was added to the deathly bone before the Omnitool jumped back.

A powerful shockwave in his subspace reminded Zac he couldn’t grow distracted for a second, or the subspace would devolve into an unstable storm again. At the same time, he couldn’t just pause the engraving since they were already destabilizing the treasures. As such, the hammer jumped back and forth, where one side added to the runic tapestry while the other maintained order inside the quantum space.

Finally, Zac extracted a pristine string of essence holding the distilled truths of Life. He glanced at the Core Formation Array’s transportation disk, shaking his head before pushing the essence against his belly. It moved into his body without causing any trouble, and Zac exhaled when he successfully picked it up with a Void-controlled Mental Tendril. Zac carefully infused the essence into his nucleus, adding to the already incredibly complex network of connections.

The nucleus’ aura subtly shifted, growing deeper. By the time the delicate work was complete, a Death-attuned string of essence was moving in to restore the failing balance. For the next hours, one side extracted, while the other infused. Altogether, the essence of six Supreme Treasures was added to the mix—two for each Dao. Zac even managed to extract two essences per item, an incredibly difficult feat.

When using [Cosmic Extraction] on your equipment, you only took the heterogenic spirituality that would then be discarded. The focus was on maintaining the stability of the weapon. Extracting essence from a raw donor treasure with [Cosmic Infusion] was the opposite. You only wanted the best of the best, and it needed to be a coherent whole. It didn’t matter if the material became scrap afterward since it had served its purpose. Zac only succeeded thanks to ample preparation and the overflowing spirituality in the Supreme Treasures.

Between the infused essences, redrawn pathways, and energy influx, the nucleus was completely reborn. The unique spirituality of the [Calamity Core], [Warstone], and [Void Engine] remained intact while the nucleus as a whole ascended into a High-quality Middle D-grade nucleus. Zac smiled at the sight. The hard-earned lessons learned when stepping into Hegemony paid dividends today.

Surviving the ignition and dealing with his nucleus were the most difficult hurdles. What came next simply built on the stable foundation he’d set. That didn’t mean Zac could relax as he turned to the asteroid belts surrounding his nucleus. Their trajectories had gone slightly off-course, so Zac spent the next thirty minutes getting everything back in place.

When he was finished, the first set of outer treasures was refined and ready to be incorporated. The rest of the core needed an infusion just like the nucleus. Using [Cosmic Infusion] on thousands of pieces was impossible. He was already using a large amount of Void Energy to control the tendrils.

It wasn’t much of a loss. The treasures that went into his Core Nucleus had the potential to carry the weight of his cultivation all the way to Peak Hegemony. The same couldn’t be said for the rest. They needed to be reformed with the help of Middle D-grade Materials.

An optimal solution would have been to replace all the damaged pieces with better ones. Unfortunately, that wasn’t possible. His core was still one unit despite being turned into a field of debris. Each piece held a sliver of the core’s essence and swapping them out was like using pieces from another puzzle.

Days passed as Zac integrated new with old. Refinement Arrays were constantly running while two sets of tendrils dragged one piece after another from the asteroid belts. It was crushed by the immense gravitational forces and joined with white-hot Middle D-grade treasures before being added to his growing Cosmic Core.

Meanwhile, [Void Heart] refined and spewed out incredible amounts of Void Energy. Having evolved the Hidden Node to D-grade drastically lessened the pressure Zac faced. Even then, the Core Formation only became more taxing as time passed. The biggest strain came from using [Void Mountain] to control the Mental Tendrils.

It wasn’t designed to keep going indefinitely, at least not at its current stage. Three months of experimentation had shown the path forward. [Void Mountain] could be upgraded, and it wasn’t very difficult. He simply needed to have [Void Heart] consume Peak-quality treasures of all seventeen Dao Peaks. A small amount of the refined energy would bolster his Bloodline Talent.

Unfortunately, it had become painfully clear the upgrade was a long-term project. The sigil had barely seen any improvements despite [Void Heart] running around the clock. It was obvious some treasures worked better than others. It all seemed completely random, where some mediocre treasures worked better than top-tier materials.

[Void Mountain] wasn’t the only way for him to refine his core, it was much better than relying on the Core Formation Arrays and supportive tools. They were slower and imprecise, leading to mistakes and imperfections.

The other problem Zac faced was the deteriorating situation within the subspace. As a temporary dimension, the subspace became less stable by the day. The energy infusion grew erratic, which created constant disturbances. Even the Core Formation process made exerting control more difficult.

It was the asteroid belts that kept the energy flow stable and helped generate the gravitational pressure. Zac lost some of his control with every piece removed and integrated with the core.

All this was accounted for in his original plan. He’d planned to slow down the formation process while recovering his Void Vigor, taking that time to reinforce his subspace. It wouldn’t be a problem so long as the ignition formed a subspace strong enough to give a few days’ worth of leeway.

With a seventeen-day deadline, that wasn’t an option. Zac had to keep going, even if it meant making some compromises and relying on outside help. Pills, Talismans, and Natural Treasures shared his burden as he passed the ten-day mark. Each came with side effects, some better than others. For instance, Zac had some that destabilized the subspace and shortened its lifespan. Since he had to wrap up his work ahead of schedule, that wasn’t much of a downside.

Zac saw the light at the end of the tunnel. The asteroid belts had been reduced to one solitary piece each, and those were added to the almost fully formed Cosmic Core. It was more than five times larger than his old core, and the last pieces added some additional heft.

The core looked incredible, like a newly forged world teeming with energy and potential. It wasn’t just appearance. Despite the rushed process, Zac managed to accomplish everything he’d set out to do. Relying on so many treasures to make the deadline had added more imperfections than he’d anticipated, but he was still in a good position. [Cosmic Forge] let him remove some of his old mistakes, so it should still be counted High-quality.

Its size wasn’t a good thing, though. It couldn’t even fit inside his Duplicity Core after the subspace dispersed. This wasn’t a mistake on his part; it just meant there was one step remaining to the formation.

Zac ate a pill teeming with Spatial Energy and put a matching talisman against his belly—two items bought from the Limited Exchange. The Undead Empire had provided similar items, except Zac wouldn’t dare use their wares at such a critical juncture. He’d rather spend contribution points than risk using tampered goods. Coruscating waves of Space entered the Duplicity Core, fusing with the failing dimension. It began convulsing, which kicked the large amounts of ambient energy into a frenzy.

Each contraction unleashed the force of a world on the newly formed core. More energy was crammed into its pathways while the immense energies forced the core to compress. The process was incredibly painful, and Zac held on for dear life while guiding the compression the best he could. And then the universe imploded.

Zac briefly passed out from the shock, but an angry thunderclap immediately woke him up. He urgently turned his gaze inward after confirming the System still held the Heavens at bay. And there it was: his upgraded core floating within his Duplicity Core, surrounded by a haze of energy. The subspace was gone, having accomplished its purpose.

The formation was a success, which meant it was time to face the music.
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CRY OF GLORY


Zac was mentally and physically exhausted after madly pushing through the breakthrough. Time waited for no man, so Zac steeled himself as he faced the rumbling sky. Nothing happened beyond the palpable feeling of anger being stronger than before, and a smile spread across Zac’s lips as he opened his Quest Screen.

The First Step of Destiny (Void Road): Form a High-quality Middle D-grade Cosmic Core of the Void Road. Reward: - (0/1) [00:18:46:24] (COMPLETE)

He was wrong. Time does wait for some men. The System was still keeping order, which meant he had some options. Zac sat back down and took out a vial containing a special set of recovery pills. They were called [Cry of Glory], a product of one of the Grand Clans. Their effect was amazing, like a hearty meal and a nourishing pill cocktail wrapped into one. And yet, few would take them unless they were left with no choice.

Normal recovery pills used materials with gentle energy and focused on minimizing Pill Toxins. Any sequelae left behind had to be the easily-removed kind. After all, most warriors were forced to eat such pills every other day. If they left lasting damage, the pills would be useless. Leveling or Dao Pills, in contrast, were used so seldom that most cultivators were willing to accept stubborn Pill Toxins in return for extra progress.

[Cry of Glory] was the exact opposite of the norm, providing immense recovery at the cost of riddling the body with toxins. Even his D-grade [Purity of the Void] couldn’t fully deal with the unique pills. As such, warriors would only use it when staring death in the eye in hopes of unleashing a final cry of glory.

His furious blitz through the Core Formation had already added a significant amount of impurities. Using [Cry of Glory] would only add to the mess. But so what? There was a tribulation right around the corner that would deal with such a headache.

Zac groaned in a mix of pain and pleasure as the pills exploded in his stomach, releasing fiery waves that swept through his body. Body and soul were rapidly being invigorated as the medicinal energy burrowed into cells and Soul Cores. No pill could let him return to peak condition in such short order, but [Cry of Glory] was a good start.

The real question was what he should do next. Zac reopened his Quest Screen, his eyes turning to the two other quests marked as complete. He shook his head and closed the screen. This wasn’t the time to upgrade his Supreme Pathbound Skills, even if it was part of his original itinerary for the Temporal Chamber. It wasn’t like skills were very useful when facing a tribulation, and his limited time was better spent on something else.

It all depended on how high his ambitions were. Risk and reward often came hand in hand, and the tribulation presented certain unique opportunities. One was the extra round of cleansing lightning. The big one was the chance to let his Cosmic Core go through a second round of refinement.

Facing the tribulation was a necessary step when forming your Cosmic Core, where it provided a final round of tempering. Zac remembered how the harrowing experience had further compressed his core and fused some materials that hadn’t fully meshed. Zac was overall satisfied with his current result, which didn’t mean it couldn’t be improved.

At the same time, his Cosmic Core was currently like a piece of metal rapidly cooling after being taken out of the furnace. The core would have long since solidified if he spent the whole deadline on recovery, ruining his chances of rebirth. There was also the temporal backlash to worry about. He had come up with a few theories and ideas over the past weeks, and there were still many questions that remained unanswered.

What kind of tribulation would he face? Would the System restrain it to a reasonable level if the Heavens went out of control? Could he leave the Temporal Chamber without triggering the quest?

Zac scanned his Spatial Ring to confirm what resources were left as greed fought with caution. His eyes landed on a set of talismans, and greed won over. He was already in deep, so he might as well take a gamble on himself. Besides, another eighteen hours of rest wouldn’t make much difference if the Heavens blasted him with a tribulation far beyond his means.

A large box appeared on the Core Formation Platform. Zac opened it and threw out its contents in every direction. He also turned off the Spatial Batteries and activated a set of arrays. The dozens of engraved crystals he’d thrown began drawing on the ambient energy, and Zac nodded in satisfaction when nothing was supplied to replenish. The effect wasn’t big right now, but the Temporal Chamber would be an energy wasteland by the time its one-year isolation ended.

Zac flashed away, taking a steadying breath as he approached the Temporal Chamber’s edge. A screen appeared, forcing his two bodies to a screeching halt.

[WARNING: Reentering Multiversal Timeflow will end limited quest.]

One question answered, at least. Zac shook his head with regret and returned to the platforms. He’d hoped to leave early, giving him a chance to deal with the temporal backlash before facing the tribulation. That wasn’t an option, so he’d just have to pray his theory was correct.

Back at the arrays, Zac took out the [Golden Spark Talisman] and placed it against his belly. It turned into a streak of light that shot into the quantum space. Inside, it caused a huge commotion by igniting the remnant energies surrounding the core. Meanwhile, Zac reactivated the Core Formation platforms, triggering a huge influx of energy that drained the chamber far quicker than the hollow energy crystals.

His core shook from the sudden mayhem, and Zac felt like he was getting stabbed. The pain was worth it, considering the [Golden Spark Talisman] would let his core stay in a moldable state for half a day. The talisman was normally used for last-minute repairs after detonating the subspace, though the damage it caused usually left you in a worse state than when you started.

Zac would obviously make use of the opportunity to make some alterations. If he didn’t, the core would probably be pushed back to Middle Quality. The real reason he used the talisman was to deal with his pathways. He’d done what he could over the past sixteen days, but they were still in disarray after the ignition and the constant energy eruptions during the reformation.

The sections around his core were unsurprisingly the most damaged, severely limiting the amount of energy he could draw. If he wanted to benefit from the tribulation, he first needed to ensure he could utilize the added strength from his breakthrough. Disintegrated connectors were redrawn at a rapid pace, sturdier, and more sophisticated than before.

Upgrading the pathways before he’d seen his Cosmic Core’s final iteration was to put the cart before the horse. Even disregarding the tribulation, most cultivators held off on upgrading their pathways for a while. This time, the System wouldn’t lend a helping hand and make the first adjustments, and many needed to use their core for a while before figuring out what kind of alterations they needed to perform.

Zac’s understanding of his Daos, Class, and Path was more than enough to skip that step. Even if the upcoming lightning bath altered his core like the Tribulation Throne, it wouldn’t greatly impact the pathway design.

The Middle D-grade overhaul wasn’t as comprehensive as when you first stepped into Hegemony. Still, Zac was far from finished when he stopped after five hours of frantic construction work. The effect of the [Golden Spark Talisman] was running out ahead of schedule, unable to keep Zac’s core malleable nearly as long as advertised.

Still, Zac was much more confident as he felt dense rivers of energy course through his bodies. Most of his pathways remained in Early D-grade, while the main circuit had been fully upgraded. Furthermore, all the damaged sections were mended, leaving his energy flow smooth and stable. He’d even taken the opportunity to deal with some of the imperfections in his core, though the damage caused by the [Golden Spark Talisman] canceled out most of his progress.

It was time to get going.

Zac’s two bodies gathered by the exit, each gripping a [Time Devouring Puppet] despite their limited reusability. Zac grabbed the shoulder of his Draugr body and flashed forward, cutting through the curtain of temporal doldrum and the accumulated wall of frozen energy beyond. The Void shielded their bodies from the temporal difference when passing through the barrier, but it wasn’t enough to quell the tearing pain.

A tremendous explosion left Zac’s ears ringing, and he was flung into the hidden hallway. The energy vacuum created by the hollow crystals wasn’t enough to pull back the immense amounts of leakage that had already left the Temporal Chamber. The force was terrifying, and large cracks spread across the ceiling and floor. Only the emergency hallway was spared, thanks to a coffin blocking the mayhem long enough for the Teleportation Array to whisk him away.

The transfer was nigh-instantaneous. Malevolent red replaced gold and black as Zac appeared within an illusion array in the secluded mountain valley. A deafening crash turned four mountain peaks to dust as the Heavens pursued him into flowing time. Its churning clouds were already so overstuffed with extermination that Zac was given no warning before a pillar of lightning came crashing toward him with blinding speed.

The puppets had already crumbled, unable to withstand the immense temporal backlash, forcing Zac to bear the full weight of his sins. His tempered bodies fought back with everything they had, yet he found himself dying piece by piece. [Void Zone] could have helped, but Zac kept his bloodline in check while glaring at the incoming tribulation with agonized determination.

He clawed at the sky, using his right hands to conjure huge blades displaying his path. Evolutionary and Inexorable axelights tore through the sky, becoming one just as they met the descending lightning. The valley shook, Dao was exterminated, and the pillar poured into Zac with most of its energy intact.

A familiar agony tore through Zac’s body, seeking to extinguish his path and rip back what he’d stolen from the Cosmos. Whether spirit or physical body, they were drowned in a sea of crackling red. Arcs of lightning burrowed into his cells, targeting the golden hurricanes and bottomless ponds. His body was covered in gruesome wounds and angry scars in no time, making Zac look like crumbling statues as he stood rooted in place from the sensory overload.

Not even Time was spared from Heaven’s relentless assault.

Zac’s laughter joined the thunderstorm’s deafening roars as he was cleared of temporal debt through Heavenly intervention. This was why he’d taken the first bolt head-on after measuring its strength. Tribulation Lightning could purge pretty much anything, and it turned out the temporal backlash was no different.

It was as though the lightning realized it had been tricked, and rallied with redoubled vigor as it poured into his quantum space. Facing the tribulation with two bodies caused the punishment to split, then it fused back into one before descending on his Cosmic Core. His newly formed core shook and crackled as it withstood the punishment with dogged determination.

The pain was like having nerve endings set on fire, spreading across Zac’s bodies through his pathways. Zac called on the immense power of his Middle D-grade Core, and the lightning was submerged in a sea of energy that filled his Duplicity Core before pouring into his pathways. Faced with such an overwhelming resistance, some of the lightning sought other targets to destroy.

Just as the tribulation was about to break into his Soul Aperture, a second sea poured out of the hidden space. Dao joined energy, forming an unbreakable army that began a war of mutual destruction. Wrathful lightning was subdued, diluted, and dispersed, though only after exacting a price of flesh.

This was the normal way to combat Tribulation Lightning when you lacked special methods like [Void Heart] or Technocrat arrays. It was nowhere near as effective, but Zac couldn’t blow his best cards on the first bolt. The tribulation destroying the Temporal Energies was his best-case scenario, and the System was clearly holding back some of Heaven’s power. Although, the energies gathering above confirmed this would be a tough fight.

A second bolt descended before Zac had fully routed the first, holding as much energy as the final bolt of his previous tribulation. It only took a look for Zac to activate both [Void Zone] and [Void Mountain], and he shrunk the superimposed nullification spheres as much as he could to maximize their effect.

Most Middle Hegemons would be rendered utterly helpless within such a powerful domain of anti-Dao, yet it wasn’t nearly enough to deal with Heaven’s wrath. It tore into the domain, only losing a fifth of its force as it drew closer. The oversized bolt slammed into Zac’s raised palms, and it briefly looked like time had stopped again.

The illusion lasted a fraction of a second before Zac spewed blood and stumbled to his knees. The lighting continued into his bodies, noticeably weakened. Despite the mysterious loss of energy, Zac had his Soul Aperture overrun with furious lightning, momentarily surpassing even his quantum space. The Heavens were out for blood, but their target disappeared before they could cause any real damage.

Zac’s Soul Cores became the victim of the seething extermination when the tribulation couldn’t find its real target. Luckily, the lightning was bound to its purpose, and it continued toward his Cosmic Core before causing permanent damage. Zac thanked the stars he’d deactivated [Void Mountain] before it was too late.

He was shocked at how effective his Bloodline Talent was at dealing with the Tribulation Lightning. He’d activated the external version, and any lightning touching his palms had simply disappeared. Zac would have saved it for the final bolt if he knew how strong it was. The consumption was just as shocking, though, and he’d used up all save for a tenth of his [Void Energy] in that short window.

Worse, his actions truly pissed off the Heavens. The clouds shuddered, forming complex patterns that caused a sharp, throbbing pain in Zac’s mind. Meanwhile, a familiar aura appeared in the depths of the storm, one that almost made Zac forget that half a lightning bolt was still rampaging through his core. It was Law, all four of them mixed into one terrifying force.

Had he actually summoned a real Four Desolates Tribulation in Middle Hegemony?

Zac was about to lodge a complaint with the System, praying it would step in again. The words died in his throat upon realizing the flicker of Law didn’t grow stronger. Few would even notice it without previous experience.

Such a small amount should be within his limits, right? Even if it were the real thing and not an imitation like the Tribulation Throne. He might even have formed some natural resistance because of his rebirth.

Wasn’t this what he came for?

Zac panted, his bodies twitching from the remnant lightning while red strings appeared all around him. He’d felt despair the last time he faced a similar scene. This time, there was only determination. He was an ant before the Heavens, but he was not the same person as before. The System wanted him to prove his Void Road? Then he’d oblige by taking a bite out of the sky.

What little Void Energy Zac had left flooded him as he fully opened the floodgates, and all lingering arcs outside the quantum space were summarily snuffed out. It was like the Heavens had caught his scent, and the final bolt came without delay. It looked almost the same as the previous one except for a slightly darker hue. Zac could vaguely discern illusory runes floating in its center. They flickered like they lacked the energy to fully express their meaning, yet they held far greater horror than the rest of the bolt.

Zac pushed with everything he had, and space shuddered between himself and the incoming lightning bolt. There was a powerful resistance like the Void didn’t wish to be dragged into this matter. Zac broke through the opposition, ripping open a vortex fifty meters across just in time to block.

The Tribulation Lightning was equally as reluctant to face the nothingness within the large swirl. Zac didn’t give it a chance to avoid a collision. Extermination poured into the beyond until Zac couldn’t hold on any longer. Less than a third remained as the bolt continued toward Zac, who finally unsealed the frantically struggling [Void Heart].

The Hidden Node had been forced to witness its favorite food being squandered, and it was adamant to take what remained. It thumped with enough force to create actual winds and most of the remaining lightning was swallowed before it could even enter the quantum space.

Zac glanced at the clouds reluctantly parting, confirming the Heavens didn’t have a fourth bolt in the chamber before turning his gaze inward. [Void Heart] had gone silent like it always did after overindulging. Lingering lightning still crackled along his newly formed pathways, and the Law Runes were mysteriously gone. Zac frowned until he felt a chill of premonition.

It was at that time a figure landed before him. It was Joanna, her eyes scanning the surroundings for dangers.

“I’m fine, but it’s not over. Give me a minute,” Zac said with a hoarse voice, both of his bodies sitting down.

His words became prophetic as he was beset by intense prickling pain, like he’d fallen into a barrel of burning needles. [Void Heart] was holding steady, but the Tribulation Lightning had found another outlet. It clawed its way out of the depths, emerging from Abyssal pools and golden hurricanes. The Void couldn’t or wouldn’t consume the full wrath of the final bolt, and Zac finally felt the aura of Law return.

But why was it slightly different?
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DRAIN


Billions of dark red trickles poured out of the depths of Zac’s cells as the Void regurgitated its unpalatable fare. The lightning looked innocuous compared to the tyrannical arcs that ravaged his body just moments before, yet they held whispers of a far greater terror—morsels of eradication sanctioned by Law.

Whatever they touched seemed to fade away, whether it was flesh or the spiritual elements that made up his path. Even the Abyssal Ponds turned into a faded grey after the lightning passed through. Zac was being removed from existence. It didn’t hurt in the slightest, but Zac would have preferred the agony of the previous posts to this terrifying erasure.

This was different from his experience in the Tribulation Throne. That ancient trial had built-in safeguards, like the earthly aura rising from the throne to keep his state steady. This time, Zac was facing the Four Desolates all alone. Energy and Dao rallied to combat the onslaught, only to become dust in the wind. The Laws were immutable as they gathered on their way to his Cosmic Core.

The only reason Zac wasn’t losing his mind with fear was the subtle change to the aura hidden in the lightning’s depths. It was clearly still Laws manifested, yet it felt inverted. Intimately close, almost. Zac felt he could move even closer if he added the Void to his body. Perhaps it could even revert the faded state spreading through him.

But he was plumb out of Void Energy after conjuring the vortex. His backup generator, [Void Heart], was no use either. It was fighting its own war, refining the rest of the Tribulation Lightning, unable to supply Void Energy. Neither did he have any Void Pills for obvious reasons.

In desperation, Zac could only turn to his Cosmic Core. The first streams of Law-sanctioned lightning had already entered its pathways, and it groaned under duress. Wait, duress? Zac grasped onto the incongruity like a drowning man, pulling with everything he had. And the Void answered.

A soothing nothingness emerged from his core, passing through the walls of his Duplicity Core before spreading through his body. It was pure Void Energy, unmarked by the ancient aura of his bloodline. It seemed to exist in another plane than the lightning, where the two coexisted without any interaction. His body was different, and Zac looked on as sections erased by Law recovered like paint being added to a blank canvas.

The reformation wasn’t as quick as the destruction, and his work was constantly undone as new streaks of lightning passed by. It was enough to give him a fighting chance. There was only so much lightning to spit out, and the first wave was already fading after impressing the Laws on his Cosmic Core.

It was all thanks to [Void Engine]. Each piece entering his Cosmic Core had unique features, where the [Void Engine] could continuously produce Void Energy. Similarly, Sendor said that the [Warstone] would let him recover energy in the heat of battle, providing an inherent ability similar to [Fields of Despair].

Those features had been conspicuously absent during the past ten months. He’d worried his unorthodox Core Formation Method had ruined the spirituality. That turned out not to be the case. Igniting his core put its inner workings on full display, and the familiar auras were still there. With the added spirituality and strength from the upgrade, the core was finally able to display at least one of these abilities.

Zac held on for dear life, forgoing any attempts to direct the changes in his Cosmic Core. Whether it was a blessing or a curse, he would have to take what he got. Luckily, Zac was almost certain it was the former, provided he had the strength to last to the end. The small changes taking place throughout his core looked random, and also held an echo of the realignment he’d undergone.

An immense energy draw forced Zac’s attention away from his core. It was the Duplicity Core coming alive, stealing both refined Tribulation Lightning and what little energy he’d saved from being erased. Worse, it drew on the Void, preventing any from leaving the quantum space.

Zac’s thoughts grew hazy as his very existence faded. It would have been easy to curse the Kayar-Elu for stealing his lifeline. Zac understood they weren’t the perpetrators behind his current plight. He roused his fading consciousness as he glowered at the starry sky.

It was almost as though he could see a set of eyes gazing at him from far above. Zac’s hand shot forth while the illusory Void Mountain reappeared in his Soul Aperture, fueled with what little Void Energy hadn’t been siphoned off.

The ‘unaffiliated’ Void Energy was slow to follow his commands, especially when he tried to use it for a Bloodline Talent. Fear and urgency broke through all restrictions, and a pulse of severed fate spread through the valley with him as the epicenter. The overbearing Karmic thread held at bay by his Duplicity Core had been destroyed by the [Void Mountain]’s unstable infusion.

The last tribulation clouds dispersed the next second, severing the bridge between Zac and the mysterious intruder. The Specialty Core calmed, and Zac slowly exhaled as Void Energy once more began undoing the desolation. The crackling reformation lasted another ten minutes before the trickle of lightning ceased.

The first two bolts had left his Cosmic Core wretched, shrunken, and burnt. The final bolt was even more terrifying. The core currently looked like a hologram, like it didn’t exist in either quantum state. But, like Zac, it was slowly coming back to reality.

Zac glanced at the starry sky with lingering fear. Was the last-minute addition of Law Runes really a response to using [Void Mountain] to combat the second bolt? The wrath had felt so palpable and targeted, almost making Zac forget the Heavens wasn’t a conscious entity like the System.

Cultivating Void shouldn’t go against the Laws any more than cultivating Dao. They were cardinal rules governing both sides of the coin. It made more sense if it related to the Void Road, his rejection of Cosmic Destiny.

Zac had tried to get a better understanding of the Laws and Destiny since returning from the Centurion Lighthouse. Remaining ignorant was too dangerous when Laws had remoulded his core, and he had stepped onto an unprecedented path of forming his own fate.

Unfortunately, Zecia didn’t have the answers he sought. Most considered the ‘One Destiny’ as the natural order and not something that related to cultivation. That was more or less true for a place like Zecia, but it obviously wasn’t the full picture. The Limitless Empire had formed an independent Imperial Destiny, and wasn’t the struggle between the Thrones and Seals an attempt to shift the natural order?

Zecia’s understanding of the Four Laws was not much deeper, and the few available insights were hoarded as core secrets by the peak faction’s Dao Reserves. Thanks to Tavza, Zac discovered that Four Desolate Tribulations was even rarer than he’d thought. Most Monarchs would never encounter one, facing Grand Minor Tribulations and two-cycle tribulations like Saeward.

This was cause for both relief and regret among C-grade cultivators. In fact, Zac had only recently realized just how big the opportunity presented by the Tribulation Throne was.

The problem all Monarchs faced, whether Cultivator or Mortal, Boundless or Heavenly, was the constant energy drain. Inner Worlds could draw energy from the Cosmos, but no C-grade cultivator could form a perfect dimension. Accordingly, what leaked through the imperfections was more than what they received.

Just staying afloat required diligent cultivation to supplement the natural influx. Even that wasn’t enough for Monarchs on the frontier, where heritages were shallow and the energy thin. They also had to supplement their Inner Worlds with mountains of treasure.

Mortals such as himself would feel this uphill battle far more since they had no Cultivation Manuals to combat the drain. In addition, their Inner Worlds were unstable and filled with imperfections. Zac hadn’t found a single example of a Mortal going beyond Early C-grade to this day, proving just how hopeless the situation was.

Zac still had no plan on how to deal with that problem. Any Inner World formed with his heavy foundations was bound to require terrifying amounts of energy, especially when accounting for how voracious his bloodline was. His only idea was to rely on the Void the same way he did with [Void Vajra Sublimation]. He would take what he needed from the Cosmos while giving nothing back. Zac didn’t have the faintest how that was supposed to be accomplished in practice, though.

Technically, crossing each threshold of Monarchy was an opportunity to alleviate the drain by improving your Inner World. In reality, the deficit usually got much worse. A breakthrough drastically expanded the Inner World, increasing its power and energy requirements alike. You would have a harder time keeping up even if the world quality remained the same.

Just surviving the bottleneck was difficult enough, so most Monarchs saw their Inner Worlds deteriorate rather than improve. Only the utmost geniuses throughout the Multiverse had the luxury of improving their foundations while expanding their world.

However, there was one circumstance that could significantly stem the drain—the Four Desolates Tribulation.

There seemed to be no rhyme or reason for who got picked to be tested by Laws. It affected both cultivators walking the Boundless and Heavenly paths. Some only got picked once; others faced it at every step. It did target Heaven’s Chosen and Eonic seeds to a higher degree, though there were records of second-rate Monarchs being targeted by the Four Desolates.

Even who survived and who perished seemed random, though the vast majority died. Zac wasn’t surprised after having just a taste of the real thing. You weren’t getting through that experience without something unique to fall back on.

The few who didn’t get erased would see benefits similar to Zac in the Tribulation Throne. Their Inner Worlds would be realigned, improving their ability to pull energy from the Cosmos. This surplus often snowballed into great momentum that let the chosen Monarchs progress through the grade.

No one had ever found a method to call down the Four Desolates, and not for lack of trying. Consequently, it was considered a matter of fate. In fact, the term ‘Heaven’s Chosen’ originally came from this phenomenon, though its meaning had long since shifted to include any talent with the potential to rise above their generation.

After today, Zac understood how correct this notion was. Those who faced the Four Desolates probably had the potential to influence Destiny and the Era’s direction, no matter how small. Perhaps the reason he was targeted so early was that he’d picked an entirely new road to follow. Each minor bottleneck might even add a bit more of the Laws.

What kind of core would he have after annealing it in two more rounds of Law-empowered lightning? Any C-grade cultivator would go insane with envy if they learned he got to align his core with the Laws three times before assaulting Monarchy. It would make for the perfect foundation for his Inner World.

And yet, Zac found it hard to get excited over the subtle alterations within the Cosmic Core. Was he overestimating himself? Three times now, he’d required assistance to survive these high-grade tribulations. First, it was his Duplicity Core protecting him atop Mount Illumination. Then it was Laondio who saved his life and forced open the Void Road. This time, he only got to reap such a big harvest because the System restrained most of Heaven’s power.

What if he broke through inside the Eternal Storm the next time? Or some part of Ultom where the System couldn’t reach? Who was supposed to save him then? He needed to figure out a way to deal with the problem himself. Dealing with that intractable erasure head-on seemed impossible, especially if it would keep coming at the beginning of his breakthroughs.

Not to mention, his actions were obviously drawing unwanted attention. The presence gazing in his direction across the River of Fate was neither the System nor Heavens. It was a cultivator, a very powerful one. His Duplicity Core’s anti-Karma protections had almost been overwhelmed despite the immense distance between them. Zac was almost certain he’d prevented his identity from being exposed, but that didn’t mean they came away empty-handed.

Were they looking for him, or had they noticed something unusual happening and tried to find out what? Zac frowned, opening his Quest Screen. Nothing had changed except for the [First Step of Destiny]-quest being gone. He’d been worried he’d somehow dragged the trial closer yet again.

Zac shook his head and got back to his feet. He had no way to investigate that spying presence. The Sangha was an obvious suspect, considering they tried to bind him with Karma. It could realistically be any old faction who kept watch for changes in the River of Fate. Zac could only be careful and keep his ears to the ground. Which changed nothing, considering he’d been on full alert since getting his hands on the first seal of the Left Imperial Palace.

Zac turned to Joanna, who stalwartly stood guard with spear in hand. He left her at the frontlines, so she must have returned to act as a Dao Guardian during his pre-breakthrough meditation. Deathly Miasma seeped out of the ground, drawn by her immovable figure. It was no surprise, considering the amount of carnage that spear had caused over the past month.

“Congratulations,” Joanna said, showing not a hint of surprise or confusion.

The fact that he’d successfully stepped into Middle Hegemony was a matter of course, and an unplanned tribulation wasn’t enough to shake her unwavering belief in him. Zac inwardly grimaced upon seeing the latest scar on her face. This one had almost taken her left eye.

He didn’t know what to think of the transformation that began after she emerged victorious from her sealbearer quest. The differences weren’t too noticeable at first. It felt like she was simply getting used to her newfound power and the frontlines. Yet with each battle she led, the baleful air around her grew more intense while new wounds were added to the tally.

Passing the trial and seizing the Indomitable Seal showed her a path forward and pushed her strength to the next tier. She also intentionally suppressed her breakthrough and kept honing herself by treading the edge between life and death. Thankfully, it was soon over. Her baleful aura had begun transforming into something else.

Faith Energy, where he was the target. Joanna had chosen to fully embrace the path that allowed the Limitless Empire to lord over all creation, and her path was already spreading among the Valkyries. He’d seen hints of the terrifying power brought by her beliefs. Her Endurance was nowhere near his, yet she’d almost seemed harder to kill as she tore apart one Kan’Tanu Hegemon after another in bloody melees.

“Thank you,” Zac said, once more swallowing his misgivings. “Has your domain grown stronger?”

“When the Emperor prospers, so will his subjects,” Joanna said, a small smile appearing on her face. “I’m breaking through as soon as we’ve confirmed the situation is stable.”

“Good,” Zac nodded. “How’s the situation?”

“The Atwood Empire was upgraded to a Middle E-grade Faction in the War System twelve minutes ago,” Joanna said. “The twenty-four hours have started.”

The twenty-four hours referred to the Battlefront Arrays. After that short window, they would match his armies with enemies one stage higher, whether you were in the middle of a campaign or not.

“Any new battlefronts opening?”

“Not as of right now.”

“Good. Order the full reset and the upgrade,” Zac said.

“Wait, there’s something else,” Joanna said, taking out a Cosmos Sack. “I received a package just before returning, along with a note to not drop this on your head? I had the Warfort quartermaster scan it for danger to make sure. It should be safe.”

“Not drop on my—” Zac muttered as he took the sack, eyes suddenly widening with realization.

Ventus Kalavan. Their duel in the Twilight Ocean ended with the Numerologist’s abacus dropping on his head. Was this about their agreement? Wasn’t Ventus supposed to perform a divination only right before they entered the Inheritance? Something must have changed. Zac wanted to investigate before upgrading Earth, but Joanna’s next words made his mind come to a complete stop.

“Furthermore, Mr. Trang left his post three hours ago, handing over command of his beast to his grandson. He’s entered Terminal Seclusion.”
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TERMINAL SECLUSION


“Terminal Seclusion?” Zac said with a sinking feeling, trying to recall the old man’s latest reports. “That can’t be right. He should have centuries left.”

Almost any breakthrough came with a very real risk of death, but Terminal Seclusion referred to a specific scenario. It involved aging, bottlenecked cultivators who chose to risk everything before their lifespan ran out. It was a final, desperate gamble to claw back some longevity from the Heavens. They’d either break through or they’d die.

“He can’t be pushing for Hegemony, right?”

“No, it’s not that. Mr. Trang is still in Late E-grade,” Joanna sighed. “I made some inquiries. It turns out he made a trade with one of our captains, exchanging local contribution points for a pill in the Public Merit Exchange. You know how he’s been lately.”

Zac slowly nodded in defeat. Sap Trang had always felt guilty about not joining the war, and those feelings only grew stronger as the death toll increased. Zac and many others tried to assure him it was fine. Sap Trang’s role had actually become increasingly vital. The number of Beast Kings in the oceans was growing by the day, and he was the best suited to maintain order when coastal garrisons were emptied to fight the Kan’Tanu.

Sap hadn’t listened. Though perhaps it was more accurate to say he’d listened too well, launching an almost suicidal crusade against Earth’s wildlife as if trying to make amends. Zac could see the old man doing something drastic when facing the threat of a planetary upgrade.

“What pill?”

“[Burning Youth Pill]. It’s already underway.”

“That fool,” Zac groaned.

[Burning Youth Pill] was a forced breakthrough pill for those with limited potential or exhausted momentum. It had a small chance of raising one’s race and reigniting momentum as a result. The pill’s cost was right in the name—you sacrificed your lifespan for a chance at resuming your journey. Even if the breakthrough succeeded, you would barely gain any longevity because of the steep cost.

And if the breakthrough failed… It was truly a Terminal Seclusion if that pill was involved.

With such horrible drawbacks, the pill didn’t even deserve to appear in the Limited Exchange. It was a common good, costing just a few thousand merit. Worse, [Burning Youth Pill] wasn’t designed for the elderly, which should have also been evident from its name. Their longevity was too weak, even if they technically had many years left on the clock.

Zac already offered the old fisherman far better pills, and Sap Trang always said there was no need. Why couldn’t that stubborn old man have contacted him if he’d changed his mind and wanted to rekindle his momentum? Why take it upon himself to cook up such a hopeless plan?

“It’ll be decades before we see wide-scale growth in Beast King populations,” Zac complained. “He’s rushing into things.”

“The captain who provided the pill?” Joanna asked when she saw Zac’s overcast expression.

“He broke no rules,” Zac waved, a different exhaustion overcoming him than from his breakthrough.

There was nothing Zac could do if Sap Trang had already eaten the pill. The slightest distraction could lead to disaster. Zac couldn’t even add any arrays or treasures to his environment since the shift might put the old man off-balance.

“It’s up to fate now,” Zac said, steeling his heart. He had billions of people depending on him, and he couldn’t put everything aside because of his old companion’s decision. “Send Lily and Verana to Little Bao’s side. They might be able to help if something happens and the Kraken goes berserk.”

Joanna nodded and sent a few orders through her Communication Crystal while Zac turned his attention to the Cosmos Sack. Inside was a box with an unusual seal. Zac took it out, inspecting it for a few moments before understanding what was going on. He infused energy in a particular order, essentially recreating the flow of their duel.

The box clicked open, exposing a letter and an Information Crystal.

‘You’ve become the flame leading fate down an unknown path. Even so, some constants remain in the everchanging calculations of fate. I’ve peered through the curtain, and I hope my findings will help you on your quest. Your journey is linked to two outside variables. You have 403 days before the window closes. I shall see you on the other side.’

Zac turned to the crystal, and his eyes glazed over as his mind was flooded with thousands upon thousands of linked orders. It took him over a minute to even understand what he was looking at.

“Do we need to alter our schedule?”

“No. This is about something else,” Zac said, handing over the crystal. “See for yourself.”

Joanna frowned when faced with the immense amount of data. “Such detail. What’s the purpose of micromanaging our battlefronts to this level? And in this direction? We’ll lose millions of Faction Merit no matter which route we pick.”

“Help me on my quest…” Zac mused as he held the letter. “I think I understand. You haven’t recalled the armies yet, right? Do we have any battlefronts currently active in the Zurbor Sector?”

“The Eighth,” Joanna said. “You’re too high-leveled to enter now.”

“I know, but you can,” Zac said, handing over the [Centurion Beacon]. “Take this and head to the Eighth. Then go to our recruitment station in the Allbright Empire and do the same.”

“I’ll be back in twenty minutes,” Joanna assured after Zac had shown how to activate the tracker.

“Thank you. Don’t let anyone see what you’re up to,” Zac said. “A better world will await you when you’re back.”

Joanna left to investigate Zac’s hunch while he sent out the orders for advancement, only excluding the Eighth from the reset. The response was nigh-instantaneous. The fog shrouding the valley thickened as more energy seeped out of the ground. Meanwhile, shimmering streaks of Dao formed in the night sky, showering the mountains in ethereal light.

Zac flew to one of the shattered peaks, taking in the spectacle. Color seemed clearer, the air fresher, and the Dao had never been closer. The changes would be the most obvious in the energy hotspots like his island, with similar scenes appearing across the globe. Earth was awash in Origin Dao for the first time since the integration, though it was only a brief visit this time.

The upgrade would take around one day, and it presented a rare opportunity. The sudden influx of energy and Origin Dao would shake loose bottlenecks and trigger epiphanies on a wholesale scale. Most likely, that was what Sap Trang banked on to survive the destructive pill.

The upgrade would also birth numerous Natural Treasures. Since they were advancing to Middle D-grade, many of these treasures would be beneficial for Hegemons. They could be considered natal treasures born from the Cosmos with unusually pure Daos and almost no heterogeneity. While tempting, Zac wasn’t about to go on a treasure hunt. He already had people stationed at all high-grade cultivation grounds, and he didn’t feel the need to compete with his subordinates over these opportunities.

Neither had Zac expected to gain much from the Origin Dao, believing he had a better chance to find the answers he sought by facing powerful enemies on the frontlines. Zac felt his drained mind quake as the multiplying streaks of Life and Death above the mountain range clashed. His experiences on the frontlines crystallized, from the fortress to the following months of bitter struggle.

Joining them was the truth of Conflict he embodied when facing Heaven’s unexpected descent. Even Joanna’s burgeoning aura added a piece to the puzzle, and it all clicked into place. Zac turned his vision inward, locking onto his axe-wielding Dao Avatar. His miniature replica was faded, bent over. Spent.

And willing.

To live was to fight, and few had the luxury of picking which battles they’d face. Struggle was Heaven’s mandate—it didn’t make a difference whether you pursued the Dao of Conflict or not. What mattered was how you faced the trials and tribulations coming your way, knowing Conflict was without end. It was eternal, so your willingness to face fate had to become eternal, too. If you let defeats or near-death experiences twist your heart, whether it was by filling it with bloodlust and hatred or with fear and doubts, you’d end up sacrificing a part of yourself for every step you took. Eventually, nothing would remain.

The Dao Avatar got to its feet, the action weakening its illusory form even further. Still, it exuded a ruthless aura that declared it wouldn’t back down even if the Heavens returned, which was a distinct possibility if Zac followed through. Who knew what rules governed when he’d be targeted by a tribulation now? Forming a Peak Branch shouldn’t be enough. Neither should entering Middle Hegemony.

Grasping the truths laid before him came with a real threat of death. He was exhausted and utterly unprepared for another round of heavenly wrath. Backing down now also meant discarding the Dao he’d envisioned, giving up on that aspect of his path. How could you nurture an unbreakable fighting spirit while hiding from the Dao? How could you aim to break the chains of fate and control your destiny?

The choice was easy. Zac sent out a series of altered commands before taking out a set of Dao Treasures. Streams of Origin Dao had already formed an invisible swirl around the mountain peak, but it wasn’t enough to fuel Zac’s unusual constitution. Time lost all meaning as Zac became one with the Dao under the shimmering sky.

A clap of thunder could shatter the calm at any moment, announcing Zac’s next war. It never came, and Zac opened his eyes. Hours had passed, yet the night sky remained the same. If anything, the Dao lights had grown clearer. Zac enjoyed its simple beauty for a few minutes, not trying to deconstruct the Dao lights with his comprehension. Soon, curiosity trumped tranquility, and Zac opened his Dao Screen to inspect his gains.

[Branch of the War Axe (Peak): All attributes +50, Strength +17500, Dexterity +10000, Wisdom +2500. Effectiveness of Strength +25%.]

Zac looked at the numbers with satisfaction. He’d jumped over 10% in raw attributes thanks to the huge influx of flat attributes provided by a Peak Branch. The distribution had seen a small shift, adding to Wisdom at the cost of Strength. It was an expected result of the insights added to the Dao Branch and a welcome change in Zac’s book. He would face the Atavism soon enough, and everything strengthening his soul or heart would come in handy.

“You were right.”

Zac closed his screen and caught the [Centurion Beacon].

“So it’s outside the Zurbor sector,” Zac said.

“You think the rearrangement will lead us to the Foreign Gods?”

Joanna, being one of his closest confidantes, already knew about his quest and the events in the Centurion Lighthouse.

“Lead us to the right part of the sector, at least,” Zac said. “Ventus really did us a solid if this works.”

The Zurbor Sector was, just like Zecia, right at the edge of integrated space. That didn’t mean the whole sector shared borders with the Eternal Storm. The System wanted to keep the frontier separated from the outside as much as possible, so there were only a scant few places that touched. The rest actually pointed toward the Multiverse Heartlands, no matter which direction you set off in.

In Zecia, the borders were the Million Gates Territory and a region called the Sallow Sea. The latter was almost the opposite of the Million Gates Territory’s wild mix of risk and opportunity. It was a huge nebula filled with sand that made dimensional travel extremely difficult. Entering it was like stepping into a quagmire that gradually drained your energy.

There were some opportunities hidden within, but the vast distances and difficulties involved left the Sallow Sea mostly abandoned. And beyond the sea waited the full chaos of the Eternal Storm, a region far deadlier than the Million Gates Territory.

The situation in the Zurbor Sector was mostly the same. Zac knew of three borders, one of which connected to Zecia’s Million Gates Territory through the spatial gate. It was easier said than done reaching either, no matter which of the three held the rift for his quest. Even after upgrading the Yphelion, he couldn’t just set off from any random Kan’Tanu world.

He’d have to spend months crossing the sector to reach the Eternal Storm’s edge, and there was no telling how deep the rift was located. All the while, he’d risk exposure and being hunted down by Kan’Tanu Monarchs attracted by his unique Cosmic Vessel.

What Ventus provided was essentially a treasure map that would let him manipulate the battlefront system to the right position, avoiding most dangers of such a voyage.

“You upgraded your Dao of the Axe. I think I saw some of myself in it,” the Valkyrie commented as Zac stowed the beacon. Her spear tore through the air, forming complex swirls in the mist.

“You were part of my inspiration.” Zac smiled, seeing his path in her stabs. “Alright, I’m late. We’ll discuss our next move later. Don’t bother with the rest, focus on your breakthrough.”

Zac’s Draugr half went to one of his private Death-attuned islands to bathe in the surging Energy and Dao of Death. His living side would soon do the same, but there was one thing he couldn’t outsource.

“The world is ascending before our very eyes, and yet you’re here.” Karunthel grinned as Zac stepped into the shipyard reception. “Shouldn’t you be out looking for freebies?”

“I’ll leave this one to my people.”

“Not enough to catch your eyes now that you’re a Middle Hegemon?” Karunthel grinned, his mechanical eyes scanning Zac up and down. “What a freak. I can’t believe how far you’ve come since we first met. And a minor stage in ten months? Are you really a Hegemon and not an F-grade brat?”

“Wouldn’t have been possible without the war.” Zac shrugged.

“I guess that’s true. War is a furnace that will incinerate a thousand to temper one,” Karunthel said with the callousness of someone who experienced winds and rain. “Be careful. Even the best of opportunities will create a rickety vessel if they’re not properly integrated.”

“You’re right. The System just isn’t giving us much choice.” Zac looked at the spectacle outside. “There’s no stopping until we’ve won. We’ll just have to patch up our mistakes whenever we catch a breather.”

“Such is the reality of cultivation,” Karunthel agreed. “The Heavens rarely wait for us to be ready to defend our path. Anyway, I guess you’re here to get some stronger toys.”

“Exactly,” Zac said. “My communicator might blow up from all the requests for your vessels.”

“How can some frontier tin cans compare to our beautiful designs?” Karunthel laughed before growing somber. “Don’t expect one upgrade to drag you out of this pit. It takes much longer to craft Middle D-grade vessels, and they won’t be strong enough to deal with the real threats you face.”

“I know. Every bit helps though,” Zac said. “How long will it take?”

“Same as last time. Two weeks.”

“Can you share the new catalog? Or the next quest?”

Karunthel glanced at Rahm, who shook his head.

“Guess not. They will follow the same standard and purpose as your current catalog, though. Oh, you’ll still be able to build the Early D-grade vessels. Our production capacity will see a big boost, and I’ve petitioned to add a dedicated after-service division. Repairs, replacements, and upgrades will go much faster. It’s a good opportunity for both of us to make some extra money now that your wares have seen some action.”

“Upgrades? Like the Yphelion?”

“No, that’s a separate matter,” Karunthel said. “You’ll be able to provide full or partial upgrades for our ship. Like giving a Starflash with a Middle D-grade hull or adding an elite unit to a drone carrier. It won’t interfere with our regular production line, and it can give your enemies a nasty surprise after having gotten used to a certain performance.”

“That’s amazing,” Zac said with wide eyes before looking at Karunthel with suspicion. “You can just add something like that?”

“Well, our department has to pay a small price to the Heavens,” Karunthel said. “You could say we’re making a bet you’ll let us recoup the investment and more. Not to mention, there’s a lot of good potential customers here nowadays, making the war an opportunity to showcase our craft.”

“Thank you,” Zac said, knowing altering the System’s rules couldn’t possibly involve a ‘small price.’ “I won’t forget the favor.”

“Don’t mention it. Are you leaving your skipper with us?”

“I can’t waste your production lines on upgrading the Yphelion right now. Things are too chaotic. I’ll keep it with me until I get a break,” Zac said.

“That’s fine. Don’t get it blown up, though. We can’t upgrade a pile of scraps,” the spidergolem said, glancing out the window. “It’s a waste for you to stay here. Go, we’ll deal with the upgrades.”

“Then I’ll take my leave.” Zac smiled. “I’ll be back when the upgrades are complete.”

“Have fun.” Karunthel waved as Zac flashed to the teleporter and disappeared.

The orderly interiors were replaced by a wilderness teeming with Life, facing a great revival from the planetary upgrade. A glance was enough to confirm it wasn’t enough to make a similar push with his Branch of the Kalpataru, but Zac didn’t mind. Between the dense Dao of Life and the lingering clarity of his breakthrough, it was the perfect opportunity to make his skill upgrades.

It was over forty days since he reached level 175, at which point he received the first and only set of class quests in Hegemony. Normal cultivators would get one more. An Arcane-class cultivator was expected to mostly deal with their skills themselves. Zac had held onto the upgrades until now because of his impending breakthrough.

He’d been worried the incredibly complex Skill Fractals would be damaged during the ignition, rendering them unusable for months. This was especially relevant for [Primal Edict] because the fractal was placed almost right next to his Cosmic Core. He’d been absolutely right. The fractal was ravaged after facing the combined wrath of the ignition and tribulation.

[Pillar of Desolation] was slightly better off thanks to its placement by his solar plexus, and would still take a lot of effort to fix it himself. This wasn’t the first time these skills had been damaged. Each time proved to be a headache because they contained sections based on Creation and Oblivion that Zac didn’t fully comprehend. If they were already upgraded to D-grade, it would have been even harder.

The class quest was the perfect shortcut. Zac had already confirmed the System wouldn’t penalize him for using the quest reward on damaged Skill Fractals, and it’d always create a skill in perfect condition. This was even something cultivators commonly utilized to fix damaged or broken skills.

Zac wordlessly sat in the heart of the two islands, showered in Life and Death as he waited for the transformation to reach its zenith. Every breath filled his drained body and core with vigor. Every minute filled him with inspiration.

“Four hundred days…” Zac muttered, feeling the winds of fate growing stronger.

Was it enough?
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A WELL-DESERVED BEATING


“You’re still alive? Let me see.”

The Thousandflame Eccentric sat at the same spot as before, locked in the same position, holding the same leaf. It was as though a month hadn’t passed since she hurled him into that pit of despair to reforge his core. Kruta stuffed down the choice words bubbling just beneath the surface.

“You don’t have to sound so surprised every time,” Kruta complained as he rotated his cultivation base.

Steel and flames coursed through his body, fueled by his Middle D-grade Cosmic Core. An illusory flame appeared on his head, spreading down his torso and into his hands. Kruta’s muscles strained with barely repressed destruction, and the burning spirit of his ancestor appearing behind him exuded a matching ferocity.

Kruta had to admit that while staying by his master’s side meant constant suffering, the gains were more than a match. The path she’d illuminated, or rather kicked open, held boundless potential while perfectly matching his heart. Even the benefits brought from the seal of the Indomitable Court paled before the rebirth she’d guided him through.

“Little Candle, when did you become so confident?” The mad Supremacy grinned as she stuffed the leaf into her mouth.

“Please, just call me⁠—”

The universe shook, and Kruta saw his life flash by when a tendril of living flames blazed past him, entering the mountain range he’d spent the last few months in. Space collapsed, the Dao unraveled, and the Cosmos cried as a piece of its fabric was forever lost to the monstrous conflagration. Kruta groaned and fell to his knees, his memory repainted with fire and fate’s culmination.

That wasn’t a controlled demolition of his training ground. A sliver of energy had escaped through his master’s teeth while chewing her treat. Thank the ancestors she hadn’t felt peckish while he was undergoing his breakthrough. His ancestral spirit collapsed, retreating into the depths of his Soul Aperture. If it were possible, his ancestor would have dug a pit and hid inside.

Who’d ever heard of a soul burning with the flames of war being afraid of fire?

“Ah? What’s that?”

“Little Candle,” Kruta said with resignation. “Please call me Little Candle.”

He hated the nickname he was given after his [Thousandwar Flame] was awakened. At that time, he’d only been able to release the flames on the top of his head. His dear master had laughed for ten straight minutes. Meanwhile, he’d been halfway through death’s door, greeted by ancestors adorning pitying smiles. Then he was dragged back, denied the final escape from his nightmare.

“So weird,” Thousandflames scoffed, oblivious to the destruction she’d caused. Her face had gained a mesmerizing blush as she swallowed the terrifying treasure. “That’s the stuff.”

“About the small vacation Master promised… No, I mean seclusion to incorporate Master’s teachings.”

“Ah? A break?” Thousandflames said, scratching her ear with a dazed expression. “That doesn’t sound like me. Why would you need a break? You acting so confident can only mean my efforts have borne fruit. We should look into intensifying your training. You’re not pushing yourself hard enough if you can’t feel the shadow of death creeping closer.”

As expected, avoiding disaster was an impossibility with his master. There was no point in complaining or railing against her broken promises. She wouldn’t mind the outburst—in fact, she’d welcome it. Her rewards for ‘showing mettle’ still haunted his dreams. He couldn’t believe he longed for his grandma’s punishments. What was hog duty to being flung into the horrifying realms this scourge had collected throughout the Eternal Storm?

“Actually, training will have to wait,” the beautiful orc said with regret, igniting a small flame of hope against Kruta’s better judgment. “We’re picking up little Iz. I can’t have you looking like a toasted rump; it will reflect poorly on me.”

“Ah?” Kruta said, finally seeing the light at the end of the tunnel. “I passed?”

“Don’t get ahead of yourself. Only the ancestors know whether your fate is strong enough to glom onto the family,” Thousandflames scoffed. “It’s just that something’s changed, and we have to hurry up.”

“Is it the trial?”

“Your little friend is messing with fate,” Thousandflames grunted, a hint of displeasure appearing on the eccentric’s face. “He stole half a year from the little miss, and fate’s still in flux from his meddling. He’s lucky his little region is protected by the Ruthless Heavens.”

Kruta’s face paled, knowing all too well the fate of those who displeased this maniac. The penal colony he woke up in only represented a corner of the gallery of suffering in this planet-sized Cosmic Vessel.

“I’m sure he had his reasons! I even bet it was by accident. Zac’s just as dumb as me. What does he know about messing with fate?”

“Whatever the reason, we need to leave ahead of schedule. We can’t stay on the sidelines, or fate might slip through our fingers. I’m sure the others feel the same way.”

“Others?”

“Some joined the party early. Others have their own ideas, hoping to use side doors to grab onto fate’s tail.” The orc shrugged as she got to her feet. She stretched, creating a mesmerizing ripple of chiseled muscles. “How do I look?”

“Perfection,” Kruta whispered, his breath swept away.

“This old lady’s still got it.” Thousandflames laughed. “If you only knew how many chieftains were running after my skirts back in the day. Maybe I should visit a few of them when this is all over.”

“The Red Sun Council was rooted out during the war,” Kruta said, a flare of grief and indignation flickering in his chest.

“Why look like that?” Thousandflames said with a roll of her eyes as their surroundings exploded. “It’s not like you knew those irascible old goats. They would probably have killed each other if the Second Heaven hadn’t gotten to them first.”

“It’s just… The tribes were scattered, and now we’re essentially subordinates to the Imperial Heavens,” Kruta said with sorrow. “We only grow more dependent while our oppressor grows stronger.”

His master didn’t say anything as they passed through a tunnel of spatial flames. Kruta noticed a dangerous flicker in her eyes. “Fate’s a tricky thing. Accumulate too much, and you’ll be crushed under its weight. The Imperials have pigged out on the providence of others for a very long time. Eventually, balance will be restored.”

“You—” Kruta said with hope, then groaned when a painful flick to his forehead shook his soul.

“Don’t look at me. Even Master would have to think twice before setting the Heavens ablaze. Besides, the Imperial Clans did help us out during our rough patch. It would reflect poorly on the Empyrean Quadrant if I caused trouble.”

“More like took advantage of your conflict to expand their borders,” Kruta muttered.

“So? Enemy of an enemy, and all that. If you don’t like it, do something about it.” Thousandflames scoffed as the flames deposited them in a garden. “Make a good impression, and you’ll get the chance to kill some imperials in the upcoming years.”

Kruta didn’t get the chance to ask what that meant before an immense pressure almost crushed every bone in his body. The trees before him disappeared, giving way to a mountain burning with golden flames—a living mountain whose glare threatened to erase Kruta’s existence.

“This is the kid? You better not act out of turn with my niece, or I’ll⁠—”

“Little Rock, you’ve grown since I saw you last.” Thousandflames grinned as worldending force gathered in her fist. “You even dare threaten my disciple.”

The flames shrunk, and the mountain transformed into a hulking golem twice Kruta’s height. “Wait, Mistress Valisa!”

The Thousandflames Eccentric answered with a burning punch that forced the wailing golem into another dimension.

“I don’t like that name,” Thousandflames muttered, glancing in Kruta’s direction.

“Ah, Kru—uh—Little Candle heard nothing.”

“Good. Anyway, what Little Rock said was right. Eruz Tayn was like a daughter to me, so Iz could be considered my only grandchild. How could I face Ruru in the future if her child suffered under my watch? You better be smart and alert.”

Kruta eagerly nodded.

“She’s here. Go on, make me look good.”

“What? How?” Kruta whispered as a fiery portal opened up before them.

“That’s perfect. Just keep looking stupid, and I’ll come off in a better light.”

His master’s scathing remark became a distant whisper as Kruta mutely took in the being stepping out of the flames. He’d heard the rumors. To think they paled before reality. How could the Heavens tolerate such a beautiful being? Her appearance was truth, subverting the natural order.

“Mistress Thousandflames?” the Heavenly Creature asked as she looked around. “Uncle’s not here?”

“Just call me Aunty Valisa,” Thousandflames said with a warm smile as she grabbed the newcomer’s hands. “Valderak had a few things to take care of. Now, look at you. What a pretty child! I can see Ruru in you. And you’ve even awakened your father’s flames. How marvelous.”

“It’s nice to finally meet you, Auntie.” She smiled, prompting the Dao to bloom. “I’ll do my best to live up to your expectations and hard work.”

“What expectations?” Thousandflames said with a gentleness that shouldn’t exist. “Just living well is enough. Is there anything you need before we go? Should we visit Lord Mohzius?”

“I just said goodbye to Grandpa. Everything else is ready,” Iz Tayn said, then turned to Kruta, who once again lost himself in her sapphire eyes. “You’re Aunty Valisa’s disciple? The one who knows Zac?”

For the first time in Kruta’s life, he cursed his suave grandfather for another reason. Why couldn’t he use his chiseled frame and slick mouth to charm another human instead? Then Kruta would also have been human, increasing his odds of courting—A painful stab quashed the taboo thoughts, and Kruta inwardly thanked his ancestral spirit for saving him from the pyre.

“You do somewhat resemble him,” Iz Tayn continued with a small smile. “Going by convention, I should call you Eighth Uncle.”

The fear gripping Kruta’s heart when sensing his master’s glance far surpassed what he’d experienced during his numerous brushes with death. His soul shook as the walls closed in. It felt like the ancestors turned their backs on him across the River of Time, drawing a clear line in the sand to protect the tribe. Even the Dao was abandoning him, unable to bear the weight of his new title.

Kruta had never felt so exposed and alone. His instincts told him to shake some sense into this beautiful calamity before she got him killed. His brain screamed at him to prostrate on the ground and plead for mercy.

“N-no! We’re the same generation, so Mistress Tayn does not need to worry about honorifics,” Kruta stuttered, settling for wringing his hands and smiling pitifully. “It would be unnatural if I became the uncle of my friend’s friend. Kruta is just Kruta. Or Little Candle, if Mistress Tayn prefers.”

Iz’s head tilted in thought, and Kruta almost cried with relief when she nodded. At the same time, he felt he’d lost something as her expression subtly changed. The distance between them now seemed as great as the endless steppes.

“I’ll bring you to Zecia. You will also join my subordinates in their training over the upcoming year to better prepare for fate’s culmination. In return, you’ll avail yourself inside the trial, should I require assistance.”

“Of course! Thank you, Mistress Tayn! Kruta will work hard!”

Kruta shrugged off the disconcerting feeling, his heart singing with anticipation. He’d crossed the hurdle, and he only needed to endure one more year. By then, he should be strong enough to give Zac a well-deserved punch.
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“Not bad,” Ponel said without looking up from the parchment before him. “You actually earned yourself a four-star bounty. I didn’t think you had it in you.”

“What! Faceless Monarchs are coming for me? I didn’t even kill that many. Well, maybe things got a bit out of hand in the end. That wasn’t completely my fault,” Ogras said, his excuses giving him the unsettling feeling he was turning into that brute back home. He pushed down the terrifying notion, flashing an ingratiating smile. “Surely it would only require a word from Your Excellence to remove a kill order?”

“You’re right.”

“My sincere⁠—”

“1,474 C-grade Nexus Coins, or treasures of equivalent value if you prefer.”

Ogras blankly looked at the youthful assassin for a few breaths before shaking his head. “Nevermind. The pressure will help sharpen my instincts.”

“So it will,” Ponel agreed. “I received word from your benefactor. The deadline changed, and you’re running out of time.”

“I am?” Ogras’ intuition told him this was all because of that troublemaker. “How do I get home?”

“Here,” Ponel said, throwing over a crystal and a teleportation Token.

Ogras scanned the list of names and locations, not recognizing a single one. “This is?”

“Targets. The kind of people who would make perfect additions to the little underworld you’re building,” Ponel said with a pointed look.

“Uh, you saw that?” Ogras coughed. “I’m simply⁠—”

“I don’t care. It’ll hold impressive power, but it will forever be bound by strict rules and restrictions. One misstep and you’ll be dragged under,” the assassin said. “How can that headache compare to a simple stab?”

‘Easy to be picky when you’re sitting at the top of the ladder,’ Ogras inwardly complained, though he didn’t show any displeasure on his face.

“I’ve had one of my disciples place a Teleportation Token and a piece of my technique in each of their Spatial Rings. You’ll be back in your neighborhood by the time you’ve made your way through the list, having fully digested what you seized from the Heart Burial Domain. Don’t dally. The targets are very tricky, some having eluded capture for millennia.”

“Uh, what if I can’t find them? Or if they get themselves killed before I reach them?”

“Then I guess you’re out of luck.” Ponel shrugged. “You can always try to get to the next target if one slips through the net. You’ll probably have to rob a couple of factions to afford the teleportation fees, though. The distance between each jump is quite big for a Hegemon.”

“Fine. These are all heretical cultivators with great fell Karma. They must have massive bounties placed on their heads,” Ogras said, his eyes gleaming.

“Of course. 1,474 C-grade Nexus Coins, to be exact.” Ponel’s next words stifled the mad laugh already escaping Ogras’s lips, “Don’t worry, I’ve already claimed the bounties in your name. So work hard.”

“You’ve—” Ogras wheezed, looking wide-eyed at the crude doodle of a fountain held up by his master.

“I can finally have my winter garden renovated,” Ponel said, a dangerous gleam appearing in his eyes. “You better not mess up my budget.”

“Your budget? Wait, the bounties exceed a thousand C-grade Coins? Just how powerful are these heretics?”

“It should be within your capabilities so long as you and your flag improve fast enough,” Ponel said as the Teleportation Token triggered in Ogras’s hand, dragging him into a spatial rift.

The extremely fast teleportation was agonizing despite the resilience awarded from sacrificing half the Heart Burial Domain. Ogras didn’t dare make Ponel the target of his bellyful of anger, afraid the assassin’s supernatural senses would pick up on it. So he could only settle for the next best thing.

One more year before he could thank Zac with a well-deserved stab.
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A THREAD OF POTENTIAL


A small settlement had formed at the breach, with dozens of grand palaces of varied origins floating in space. The settlement had an air of expectancy and youthful vigor, with dozens of heated duels taking place on specifically erected platforms. Others sat right at the edge, silently searching for Karma.

True Destiny took in the weak swirls of fate. Some carried seeds of potential, yet none came close to the display his Eminence relayed four weeks ago. The Arhat stopped before the invisible boundary, the trail’s terminus obscured by the Boundless Heavens.

His six brothers emerged from golden portals soon after, exposing their presence to the onlookers. Youthful vigor was replaced by crushing power as the young cultivators rushed to the sides of the entities observing them from the palace depths. True Destiny paid it no heed, and his brothers formed an impassable wall separating him from the mundane world. For seven days and seven nights, he listened for fate’s muted whispers.

“The young benefactor is directly connected to the Pillars of Tīrthika.”

True Merit and his other brothers took the news in stride. “Shall we contact the acolytes beyond the curtain? They are sent under his Eminence’s order.”

“Their trajectories are fraught with uncertainty. Involving them in the investigation of the obscured Candidate might do more harm than good,” True Destiny said. “We’ll only involve them if left no choice.”

“Forceful interference before the path has been decided may similarly cause a Karmic backlash, harming the Sangha’s fate,” True Benevolence said.

“We still have time. The Cosmos will provide a path, even if we have to wait for the curtain to fall,” True Destiny said.

The great gathering of fate was of no concern of True Destiny and his brothers. They’d been born from his Eminence’s heart for a sole purpose—find the aberration that made Lord Buddha stir in his slumber. If possible, bring the candidate into to the Sangha’s fold. If not, then remove the threat by any means necessary.

True Destiny glanced at the thousands of young elites peering at them from within protective barriers. “Until then, we can minimize the number of variables.”

The seven chose a spot overlooking the divider, and True Destiny led his brothers through the opening chants. Lotus flowers radiating immeasurable merit bloomed beneath their seated positions, and a golden temple echoing the true path materialized.

Horrified shouts came from the group of misguided travelers hoping to form Karma with the Fifth Pillar. Buddha’s Love was Heaven’s path. How could physical barriers hold it back? It was regrettable that the young mistook benevolence for malice. They’d eventually understand the gift.

“You got some guts, you bald bastards, trying to influence the children!”

Space shattered like a mirror, exposing two malevolent eyes staring down at them. The temple shook, and red veins appeared on the lotus leaves. True Destiny shook his head with regret, seeing falsehoods had obscured the eyes of the wayward.

“Every being holds the potential for Buddha’s love, benefactor,” True Destiny calmly responded. “One simply has to open their heart to grasp it.”

“Warison of the Seven Severance Grotto greets the Esteemed Arhats of the Boundless Ocean,” a deep voice seemingly coming from the depths of the Cosmos spread through the region as a cave mouth formed. “According to our understanding, the Sangha doesn’t use these pathways into the sector, and I see no acolytes among your ranks.”

“This humble one has no design on the emerging threads of Karma,” True Destiny confirmed.

“Then could the lords give us some face and proselytize further to the side? Your hymns will make it impossible for our young to search for their opportunities,” the voice said as two more presences joined.

“Regrettably, this one cannot comply,” True Fate calmly said despite the immense pressure on the temple. “We exist to safeguard the balance, and fate led us here.”

“You’re just here to cause trouble because your young has already found a way into the trial?” a third Autarch interjected with anger.

“Enough nonsense! Your actions are breaking the agreement! Do you think the Sangha can cover the sky? Dozens of factions have divided the pathways, and more people are arriving by the day!” the first Autarch growled as a roiling sea of wrath seeped out of the hidden dimension.

“Amitabha,” True Destiny said. “Benefactor should remain focused on the inconstancy of all fabrications. Only then can ignorance be abandoned, giving rise to clear knowing.”

“Then you leave us no choice!”

The mundane plane couldn’t withstand the pressure and collapsed. Boundless darkness spread across the horizon, only illuminated by the protective spheres surrounding the young. True Destiny took in the scene, his hands clasped in a mudra.

A world was born from his heart, bringing the gift of Akaniṣṭha to the void. Mountains rose to meet the descending apparitions; rivers poured into the roiling ocean. Reality stabilized, yet the violence threatened to disrupt the fraught balance.

“The sea of regret is endless,” True Destiny sighed as four of his brothers stood up.

Twenty days later, darkness gave way to light. The flickering stars returned as the dimension healed under Dharmic blessings. Palaces, domains, and platforms were gone. The small temple floated above an ocean of blood containing the broken ruins of a world. A shattered sword floated in the distance, its sharp edges bleeding Heavenly Dao. Like the ocean, the sword was gradually giving back to the Cosmos what had been borrowed.

The air was awash with truth, and the region was full of promise. Yet the few remaining supplicants didn’t dare search for opportunities within, nor did they so much as glance in the direction of the Boundless Heavens’ barrier. The unrepentant had been purified, and the observers hiding in the dark had retreated like shadows put under the light.

Weeks turned to months as tranquil chants reverberated through the frontier. Each sutra delved into the River of Fate in search of an answer.

“Hm?” True Destiny said, opening his eyes.

He’d finally caught onto the thread of potential and turned his attention to one of the supplicants abandoned months before. Like the others, he’d been trapped by indecision, neither advancing nor retreating.

“Young benefactor, I can see that fate connects us. Tell me your name.”

“I—” the golem stuttered, his aura and Heart unstable. “Please, great lord. I don’t⁠—”

True Destiny traced the golem’s Karma to a different sector of the frontier, vaguely sensing the possibilities hidden within. “Fate has brought us together, and we’ll have to rely on each other to navigate these troubled waters.”
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The boiling seas strained under the mighty auras exuded by the floating palaces. The metallic waves were tamed and turned into passable ground for the engineering corps of the Chapter of Noble Pursuits. Of course, most of the sprawling army below was made up of guardian slaves tasked with protecting the church’s greatest minds. Ker’Ero felt like an esteemed Chapter Master as he stood atop the walls, looking up at his creation being guarded by thousands of stalwart warriors.

“The increase in activity is not random. They know we’re here,” Jezho muttered as she scanned the sky for incoming threats.

“So?” Ker’Ero grunted. “We should be happy these fools are willing to become live targets for a live experiment.”

“Don’t let our recent victories blind you.” Perl frowned. “Our enemies are faltering, but they still have more than enough firepower to wipe out our unit from the map. Worse, they have been targeting our locations as of late.”

“Because they understand we pose the greatest threat.” Ker’Ero grinned, his heart surging with pride. “We’ve already begun unraveling the secrets of their most recent toys. Without those toys, they’ll be like sheep for the slaughter.”

Certainly, their individual strength fell short of most of the other chapters, and they hadn’t been able to take out as many high-tier targets as Tripartite Truth or Warborn. Who could claim the honor of reaping the most lives except Noble Pursuits? Most of the War Machines and Cosmic Vessels were either crafted in their workshops or derived from their designs.

Hell, even the Gateways leading to the Zecia Sector was their creation. Noble Pursuits were the ones who’d break through the final resistance, and he was one of the esteemed Grand Mechaneers making it possible. What were some Remoulded before the steel and blood beneath his feet?

“That’s what I’m saying,” Jezho said. “They know our research is bearing fruit and are adamant on stopping our progress. Worse, they are somehow sniffing out our hidden locations. We might have a breach, or they’ve gained access to powerful scanners that can pierce our shrouds. Maybe another Variable-signal Vessel?”

“Speaking of, I heard that one of those bastards might be in the area,” Ker’Ero said. “The bounty on their heads…”

“Ignore it. Our task is to scout for threats and nothing else. Our research is finally bearing fruit after the immense investment. We’ll deal with the Atwood Empire through our inventions rather than fists,” Perl said. “Not to mention, the information is most likely false. How many times have our people tried to track down the armies of the Atwood Empire only to find a Monarch waiting for us?”

“I suppose. Still, I’d like to see that maniac come to our neck of the woods,” Ker’Ero said with a grin. “There wouldn’t be anything left for the brutes below after my inventions are done with him.”

“Then I shall oblige.”

Ker’Ero’s heart lurched when the abyssal voice appeared out of nowhere.

“Defend!” Perl roared as the sky was swallowed by desolation.

The arrays came alive, shifting the passive defenses into an alert state. And yet, a lance of utter Death passed right through the powerful barriers. Ker’Ero’s eyes bulged at the sight, and he his worldview came crashing down along with a dozen Array Towers. The Seafarer was his greatest accomplishment and proof of his expertise. He knew every bolt and array like the back of his hand.

What just transpired was supposed to be impossible. It was as though the ironclad laws of energy and Dao had become a joke before the towering murderous intent. Ker’Ero’s confidence was long gone after coming face-to-face with their attacker. Emperor Arcaz Umbri’Zi of the Atwood Empire. The nightmare of the Remoulded, who even had the blood of Reincarnators on his hands.

Why had he insisted on joining the maiden voyage? He was just a researcher—Ker’Ero was supposed to wreak havoc from the safety of his laboratory. It was too late for regret and too early to dissect the impossible breach. A deathly shroud fell down the slopes of the pyramidical fortress, and the neural feedback indicated damage was rapidly accumulating within the haze.

Meanwhile, a deafening explosion created huge squalls as the subsidiary fortresses found themselves under a crossfire. A full armada had eluded their scanners, and were now raining hellfire from above. Their side fought back, but a shimmering barrier blocked the barrage.

“Shit, they have an Aegis—no, two!” Jezho swore as dozens of screens appeared around her. “It’s a full Starswallow Armada! Only the Seafarer is equipped to deal with them!”

“What are you fools doing? Fire the disruptors!” Ker’Ero roared into a communicator. Only screams answered.

“They’re already inside!” Jezho looked on with horror and confusion as another deep groove was carved into the Seafarer. “He’s completely disrupted the energy flow! Most weapon systems are crippled. How does he know which sections to target?”

“Defensive formation!” Perl growled as a pitch-black hammer appeared in his hand. “We’ll win if we can drag this out for ten minutes. Don’t let the target escape!”

Perl was right. The unliving maniac had appeared out of nowhere and breached their defenses, hoping to wreak havoc in a blitz before they could mount a resistance. Then, he’d escape under the cover of the protective bombardment. However, Ker’Eko’s inventions weren’t so easily overcome.

Thousands of gargoyles came alive, shrieking with malice as they glared at the intruder. Some took flight to block the Draugr’s descent while the rest unleashed a storm of ranged attacks. All the while, Jezho rapidly reconfigured the arrays to circumvent the damage.

It wasn’t enough. Pitch-black chains indiscriminately ripped apart guardians and engineers en masse. Their controller was a blur of unfettered violence, ripping apart Ker’Ero’s creation piece by piece. His heart bled—there was no backing down now.

“Bastard,” Ker’Ero growled as he adjusted a set of arrays.

“Wait—”

An earth-shattering explosion drowned out Jezho’s warning. A whole section of the Seafarer blew up thanks to Ker’Ero’s changes, yet he only felt vigor as their attacker was swallowed by the conflagration. His sense of victory was short-lived. The cursed creature emerged from the mayhem unscathed.

Four skeletal minions reeking of danger appeared behind him, one holding a coffin covered in scorch marks. Perl was already on the move, unleashing a wailing storm of spirits with a herculean swing of his hammer. The attack ripped apart anything that stood in its path, from gargoyles to axe-wielding specters. And yet, Arcaz Umbri’Zi didn’t spare it a second glance as he resumed his dismantling of their experimental fortress.

Ker’Ero couldn’t believe his eyes when the all-out attack of their Late D-grade captain was covered in a swirl of darkness and disappeared.

“No!” Perl screeched, stumbling backward like he’d taken a hit, just as Ker’Ero felt a whole section of arrays going dark.

It was at that point dozens of powerful auras burst through the shroud, destroying the axe-wielding specters that had formed. Ker’Ero breathed out in relief, seeing that the first batch of reinforcements had arrived ahead of schedule.

“Go!” Perl roared, his skin wriggling from activating his Heart Curse. “Take him down!”

“It looks like we’re all here,” Arcaz said, his voice filled with an eerie calm despite being attacked from every direction by their elites.

And for good reason. Ker’Ero was beset by mortal dread as a sacrilegious eye formed atop the Seafarer. It was over fifty meters across and made from utter darkness. Just being drowned in its darkness chipped away at Ker’Ero’s fraying sanity, erasing his thoughts and future. Those unlucky enough to be caught in its vicinity were simply erased.

Surrounding the darkness were two thick bands of carved bone, depicting countless anguished victims caught in the eye’s orbit. It seemed as though the chained sculptures tried to break away yet were forever trapped by the gravitational pull. Others sought release, gazing longingly at the ball of nothingness as they revolved around it. Release that would never come.

The whole fortress seemed to have been swallowed by the darkness. The sounds of pitched fighting outside were gone, and Ker’Ero’s connection to the numerous control units was severed. They may as well have been dragged to the depths of hell, and none of Ker’Ero’s scans could pinpoint a weakness. Neither could he spot its controller.

Both the Draugr and Perl were gone, leaving Ker’Ero utterly alone. Screams of despair echoed through the fortress as thousands of warriors found themselves caught by unbreakable chains. Ker’Ero considered hiding and waiting things out, when a stabbing pain quashed that train of thought. He gritted his teeth, attention returning to the sculptures. They were the ones wreaking havoc on his men and the only obvious target.

Ker’Ero detonated another energy purifier, unleashing a powerful wave of destruction on the closest band. Cracks appeared across the sculptures, and the Grand Mechaneer grinned with a manic gleam in his eyes.

That’s right, they weren’t dealing with a Monarch. The young Emperor was only a Middle Hegemon. How could his skills possibly withstand the stockpiled energies within the Seafararer?

Ker’Ero lost his train of thought before he could trigger another explosion and shatter the band. His eyes were drawn to one particular sculpture chained to the cycle of suffering by a band of thorns. Time seemed to have stopped for everything except the statue, which slowly turned to meet Ker’Ero’s gaze.

Ker’Ero’s mind was overwhelmed by existential dread as his twisted doppelganger grinned, the scene only made more horrifying by the cracks covering the statue. It was only later the Grand Mechaneer vaguely realized a chain had penetrated his chest, impaling his curse and shattering his core.

Then, nothing mattered as he entered Oblivion’s embrace.
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FALLING APART


Miasma was rapidly exchanged for Kill Energy as one cultist after another fell victim to the combined onslaught of Zac’s overlapping domains. Keeping five D-grade skills running, four of them at Middle D-grade, would normally be pushing it, even for a cultivator at level 186. Luckily, the combination of [Fields of Despair] and his Cosmic Core’s [Warstone] was almost like having a second energy battery.

Zac’s first domain skill had seen some changes with its D-grade evolution, though its energy recovery and large-scale debuff were retained and strengthened. Zac had ultimately given up on omniscience in favor of something more useful, considering Soul Sense filled that function. Instead of strengthening his vision, [Fields of Despair] now impeded that of his enemies. The dense shroud acted like a confusion array, and the effect only grew stronger when adding his other domains.

Now that he kept both [Eye of Desolation] and [Deathmark] running, even Middle Hegemons would get turned around and have their senses severely restricted. It wasn’t at the level of the An’Azol’s branch’s absolute deprivation, though it was enough to let Zac operate in the middle of hostile territory without getting overrun. Of course, the engineers of the Chapter of Noble Pursuit had their hands full holding off death, making it impossible to mount a proper resistance against his blitz.

Large scars marred the Seafarer’s reinforced plating, and the backup energy barriers were useless before Zac’s Void-empowered [Deathmark]. His spectral minions had free rein on the thousands of non-combat personnel hidden within, while the trained soldiers and warslaves grouped up to resist the assault. Activating [Eye of Desolation] dismantled their War Arrays before the cultists could show off their might.

Zac moved through the darkness, seamlessly shifting between the two realms formed by the upgraded version of his Supreme Pathbound Skill. Half the Kan’Tanu were trapped on each side, forced to independently fight for a path to survival.

Less than a minute had passed, yet all E-grade cultivators fell to Zac’s lethal skill combination. The corrosive element of [Deathmark] alone was enough to deal with them after evolving the skill to Middle D-grade. Most of the Early Hegemons didn’t fare much better. Defending against either skill pushed them to their limits, and being pincered between specters and life-seeking chains proved too much.

Only the Middle and Late Hegemons were able to fight back with some success. The partitioned domain of [Eye of Desolation] was incredibly difficult to escape, but the sculpture bands weren’t indestructible. The targeted explosion from before had severely damaged one despite all damage being uniformly spread across the whole band.

The Kan’Tanu elites furiously worked together to finish the job while Zac picked them off one after another. There were dozens of targets that each required some effort, and the bands had a diameter of over five hundred meters. The sculptures tirelessly resisted the hail of attacks until the construction couldn’t take it.

An immense explosion pelted the whole fortress with innumerable bone shards empowered by Zac’s Daos. Meanwhile, Zac’s overlapping vision converged as the two separate prisons collapsed into a single space. The sudden eruption imparted another surge of Kill Energy, and Zac took advantage of the confusion to pounce on two of the four remaining Late Hegemons.

The elite warslaves survived the explosion by growing an impenetrable wall of flesh. One protected against the front while the other warded off the vengeful specters who’d formed around them—an even more dangerous task, considering he faced three seventh-generation specters who’d gained power with each rebirth.

A single combatant and small parties could counter [Deathmark] by restraining instead of destroying specters. There was a limit to how many specters could form per target, so the danger would only cross a certain threshold if the enemy messed up. Even if some observant opponents figured out this strategy, it was almost impossible to follow on a chaotic battlefield.

Zac emerged from the darkness, joining his specters for a pincer attack. The Late Hegemon roared as cracks formed across his skin, which unleashed a powerful soundwave. The powerful specters turned into dust before the self-mutilating attack, while a blue gem on Zac’s lapel released a soothing hum that countered the attack.

Losing his companions didn’t make any difference to Zac. He was Inexorable Death, and he wouldn’t be denied. He passed through the soundwave, his axe digging into a chattering skull blocking his path. The defensive skill narrowly managed to block Zac’s axe as a barely visible pulse passed straight through it.

The Hegemon roused his mental defenses to block the intangible edge while desperately swinging his sword at Zac. The blade suddenly lost its momentum as the cultist’s manic glare became cloudy. Zac was already on the move, sliding under the jagged sword to unleash a lightning-quick swing.

The Late Hegemon’s head flew into the air, his face still sagging after having his soul jolted by the spiritual component of [Fatehew]. His chest burst open. Zac ignored the emerging curse as he continued toward his second target. Instead, a pitch-black chain covered in dense runes punched into the wound.

A fierce struggle between ownerless curse and Abyssal links ensued, and the victor quickly became evident. The intractable chains of [Love’s Bond] were like a boa constrictor, expertly winding around the struggling tendrils and squeezing the life out of the curse. A few tendrils escaped their bondage and tried to stab into Zac. They moved sluggishly as though fighting their way through quicksand.

This was the work of [Inexorable Subjugation], the reformed version of [Blighted Cut]. The lacking lethality of his undead class had long since been remedied, where [Fatehew] and [Desperation’s End] better fulfilled [Blighted Cut]’s original function. As such, Zac had completely removed the cutting aspect of the skill, turning it into a skill purely meant to augment his chains.

[Inexorable Subjugation] provided a comprehensive boost to [Love’s Bond], increasing the speed, durability, and control of his armament. That alone wasn’t enough to let his new skill stand shoulder to shoulder with his Peak-quality and Supreme skills. [Inexorable Subjugation] also imbued the chains with the essence of his Inexorable Technique, where he restricted and sealed his opponent’s options and, eventually, fate.

The effect was similar to a mix between a gravity array and an energy blockade. It was enough for Zac’s chains to touch his opponent for them to be affected by the skill, and the effect would become more pronounced the more chains he used. And since [Inexorable Subjugation] could be used together with [Fatehew], the chains could both suppress one’s mind and body.

Zac’s classes faced a similar weakness, one that was only partly remedied when Alea and Haro entered D-grade. His Armaments tended to provide the least utility when he needed their help the most. [Inexorable Subjugation] was a way to ensure his armament could provide assistance even when he faced opponents strong enough to break out of [Love’s Bond]’s binding.

With the Late D-grade Heart Curse restrained, Zac could deal with the second Hegemon without worries. The cultist had already erected a protective barrier while blinding amounts of energy coursed through his body. Void Energy churned, and Zac passed through the barrier to stand before a gobsmacked enemy.

The warslave acted decisively despite the shock, unleashing a turbulent storm of energy from his mouth. The plaguebringers were a recently added terror on the battlefield, relying on the virulent diseases they carried in specially implanted organs. The plagues also made their Heart Curses incredibly dangerous, undoing much of Zecia’s hard work to counteract their threat.

Unfortunately for the warslave, Zac was his worst possible opponent. Zac calmly pushed through the virulent deluge, relying only on his constitution, his axe digging into a hardened arm. The warslave’s eyes turned bloodshot when a spiritual edge passed through his arm and into his head. He only managed to keep his consciousness by unleashing a dozen infected tendrils from his chest. Even then, his soul was left unstable after losing a significant chunk of Mental Energy.

The Abyssal swirls surrounding [Death’s Duality] had already turned into small rivers after harvesting the souls of dozens of powerful combatants with [Fatehew]. The Weapon Imbuement skill had accumulated enough fuel to essentially become a ranged skill. Better yet, the overbearing attack on his opponent’s Dao Heart grew stronger with every use, requiring more Mental Energy to overcome. The feature hadn’t made a difference when sparring with Pavina. Against the Kan’Tanu it’d become Zac’s bread and butter.

The cultists possessed stronger will and Dao Hearts than the average Zecian cultivator from constantly fighting off the influence of their Heart Curses. It was similar yet different to Zac’s struggle with the Remnants. Their cruel cultivation method often left imperfections in their minds, and [Fatehew] was incredibly suited for disrupting the delicate balance between cultivator and curse.

[Profane Exponents] easily blocked the Heart Curse, though Zac noted his coffin-bearing skeleton was nearing its limits after blocking the explosion and dozens of subsequent attacks. Zac could tell his opponent was about to finish infusing his ultimate skill with energy, so he briefly activated [Void Zone] just as [Love’s Bond]’s chains lashed the cultist. The timing made it seem as though [Inexorable Subjugation] was the cause of disrupting his skill.

Having a skill fail just as it accumulated enough energy to activate caused a powerful backlash, one that cost the Late Hegemon his life. A belated warning of danger narrowly preceded a river of vengeful spirits swallowing him whole. The Seafarer’s captain had sacrificed his two strongest subordinates to create an opportunity.

A barrier sprung up around Zac, lessening the deathly chill spreading through him. Zac shook his head upon realizing the cultist had imbued the attack with a large amount of life force. It was an unusual move since the Heart Curses usually prevented such actions.

[Profane Exponents] desperately fought against the tide through direct defense and displacement. The coffin in the skeletal warrior’s hands soon shattered, followed by the skeleton itself. Both turned into a stream of energy enclosing Zac, creating a layer of plating covering Zac’s exposed left shoulder.

Zac snorted and had the tome-wielding pygmy empower the displacement effect, throwing the raging river onto the other Late Hegemon. The action exhausted the last of the swirling darkness, and the second pygmy became gleaming armor.

The incoming skill had lost most of its force, and Zac dispersed what remained with a powerful swing while taking in his opponent. The captain’s bulging muscles twitched from having fully ignited his curse, and his aura flickered precariously. An alabaster chain had impaled his left leg, but the sculpture wasn’t strong enough to pull in its prey. Still, it was the beginning of the captain’s end and dividends to Zac’s immense investment.

Zac had allocated a huge amount of resources to restrain the captain since activating [Eye of Desolation]. He’d dedicated a whole stretch of sculptures to targeting him, which exposed the skill to harassment from the others. Meanwhile, two of his skeletons had almost exhausted themselves, making the captain’s life a living hell.

[Profane Exponents] was one of the E-grade skills Zac was the most satisfied with. As such, it had seen very little change after entering D-grade. The pygmy skeletons had mostly seen a general boost to autonomy, capability, and range. The latter had turned the lantern and darkness-wielding skeletons into long-range turrets.

One continuously dismantled the captain’s defenses, from skills to talismans and equipment, while the other redirected his attacks with swirls of darkness. Even their timing was impeccable, which repeatedly left the man exposed to [Eye of Desolation] and [Deathmark]. Even an above-average Late Hegemon like the Seafarer’s captain made a mistake and been gored.

It was just in time, as the flickering flame inside the lantern winked out, and its wielder became a set of leg bracers. This feature was the only real change to [Profane Exponents]. When the skeletons ran out of energy, they’d become armor pieces that generated a passive protective domain. Zac could even shatter the pygmies prematurely if he wanted to add new pieces of armor.

Zac still had multiple cards left to play, there just wasn’t any point. The Chapter of Noble Pursuits didn’t pose much of a threat when their machines were taken out, and he’d already crippled the Seafarer’s energy transmission and killed its high-ranking controllers. The battle was already over when they started detonating pieces of the fortress.

The captain seemed to understand as much, and didn’t attempt to follow up on his desperate life-force-imbued skill. He even seemed to suppress his Heart Curse to prevent its self-destruct feature.

“Your star might be shining now, but so what?” the captain spat through bloody teeth. “A Middle Hegemon can’t change destiny. Zecia is falling apart. You won’t be able to hide much longer.”

“We’ll see about that,” Zac said before ending the man’s life with a clean strike.

The last pockets of resistance were crumbling, where Zac’s energy reserves won out against the Kan’Tanu’s firepower. The second band of [Eye of Desolation] was covered in cracks, yet it didn’t stop the sculptures from gleefully pulling in their prey for an eternal embrace.

And yet, Zac felt a sense of impending peril. Wasting no time, he turned into a streak and entered one of the Seafarer’s cracks. The location of the Axe Wraiths had given Zac a rough layout. It was obvious the pyramid-shaped fortress was mostly the same as the common models, where only a few modules and weapon systems had been swapped out.

The core was in the same place as usual. Zac dismantled the final defenses with practiced ease and installed Galau’s and the Ishiate Tinkerer’s latest joint creation. He only stopped running after creating a few miles of distance with [Abyssal Drive], at which point a loud thump shook the Seafarer from within.

A crackling band of explosions followed as the bomb’s chaotic shockwave ignited the remaining energy repositories. The fortress fell from the sky, and Zac’s mission was marked as complete. It was just in time. A terrifying aura had just entered the atmosphere, making a beeline for the Calamity Company—a Kan’Tanu Monarch.

“Return.”

The mercury world and its descending guardian disappeared in a flash of light. The next moment, Zac stood on familiar soil.

Zac took a deep breath, feeling Earth’s pulse beneath his feet. He turned back to the sea of people standing behind him. The whole Calamity Company had been teleported with him, along with the fleet floating above their heads. Even the wounded left on other planets and back at the War Fortress had been teleported over, though Zac feared there were none left among the latter.

Zac pushed the troubling thoughts aside and tried to put up a calm front for his soldiers. They were back safe and sound after a hellish year, though less than half remained of their original ranks. They were also aware of the general outlook. Zac didn’t agree with the Kan’Tanu captain’s claim a Middle Hegemon couldn’t change the war. He was, unfortunately, right about Zecia’s current situation.

It didn’t look good. Another Field Army had fallen, exposing another path into Zecia’s inner regions. The Allbright Empire wouldn’t be able to stop them, considering they were forced to abandon everything but their central region two months back.

“You did good. Head back and rest up,” Zac said. “Don’t worry about the rest for now. We’re far from giving up hope.”

He desperately wanted to believe his own words, yet unable to stop the worries from creeping back as he teleported to his compound. Earth was safe—for now. Their budding empire would be assimilated into cult-controlled ruins in eighty years unless something changed. Zac wanted to give them some assurances, but the plan he’d worked on for the past ten months couldn’t be exposed.

Zac was in desperate need of rest after the past couple of weeks, so he headed for his mansion rather than the cultivation cave. The doors swung open on their own, and Zac found his butler waiting inside.

“Ah, my Lord, you’re back!” Triv exclaimed.

“We’re back, for now,” Zac sighed. “Anything new?”

“Nothing new on the war front,” Triv said and handed over an inscribed box. “I, however, did just receive a coded message from your merchant. I was about to forward it to you when I sensed your return.”

“A coded message?” Zac said, his eyes gleaming with anticipation.

They were running low on time, yet a few important variables remained unresolved. Could this be the change he’d been waiting for?

A smile tugged at Zac’s lips as the recorded message oozing with indignation played through his mind. The last months had been trying. Meeting an old friend could hopefully help lift his spirits.


53

OLD FRIEND


“Fancy meeting you here.” Zac smiled as he sat down on a lush pillow.

The tracking signal had led him to the deck of a large teahouse overlooking dozens of glistening waterfalls. The establishment was clearly popular because of the scenic view. The hundreds of patrons didn’t appear to notice the Draugr in their midst. More impressively, they were completely oblivious to the gargantuan toad sprawled atop a mound of pillows, taking up a good chunk of the platform.

“I thought the System’s restrictions couldn’t possibly restrict the great Esmeralda?”

An infuriated series of croaks shook the teahouse, and great gusts of wind threatened to throw the F-grade patrons into the misty clouds as Esmeralda peppered off a string of what Zac could only assume were sign language curses.

“The System has strengthened Earth’s shroud? What does that have to do with me? You make it sound like I was intentionally making it difficult for you,” Zac said, helplessly shaking his head when Esmeralda frenetically signed a retort. “Wait! I can’t talk with you like this. You have to do something about your size.”

The current Esmeralda towered at over fifteen meters, large enough to stuff half the tourists into her mouth. Facing her was like looking into a hill of black flesh, and he couldn’t even see her hands without relying on his Soul Sense.

The toad’s antics were causing a commotion, yet the patrons believed sudden gusts of wind were to blame. It was like the whole area around them had become a blind spot they both mentally and physically avoided. The effect actually went beyond that.

They were sitting right in the open, yet Zac felt as though everything within twenty meters was hidden from Heaven’s gaze. The feeling was a bit reminiscent of his Void State, and Zac was certain not even Monarchs could listen in on their conversation.

The effect surpassing any illusion array Zac had seen was obviously made possible by Esmeralda’s bloodline. Spots of mysterious runes had appeared on her cheeks since they met last, which were currently emitting an unusual energy signature. Otherwise, her appearance hadn’t changed much since the Perennial Vastness.

The only noticeable improvement was the mysterious vats on her back. The black liquid inside had become even darker and emitted a dense aura of Death. It almost felt like the old thief had visited the Abyssal Shores to siphon some of their lake water. Despite the liquid’s apparent upgrade, it failed to perfectly contain the ripples of time from within.

Looking at the vats resulted in an uncomfortable throb, where Zac felt a weak temporal pull. Like something was trying to drag him back to a prehistoric age, triggering his overexposure to temporal fluctuations. Thankfully, the effect didn’t go beyond a mild inconvenience.

Esmeralda herself didn’t emit a speck of aura, though Zac’s instincts told him she’d recently stepped into Middle Hegemony. Such advancement speed wasn’t very impressive, considering Esmeralda’s current incarnation was already an Early Hegemon when they last met. Then again, beasts required far more time and energy to gain levels, and stronger bloodlines demanded even more.

An ancient beast like Esmeralda had to require terrifying amounts of time and effort to advance, possibly to the point her Early D-grade levels needed as much energy as Zac did in Middle D-grade. Zac was painfully aware of just how harsh those demands were.

It had been eleven months since he stepped into Middle Hegemony, so he’d only averaged one level per month. Actually, it was half that, considering six of his levels had come using the best Natural Treasures and Pills money and merit could buy. This speed was considered shocking and only made possible by his two bodies fighting without rest on the frontlines. Had he progressed just by adventuring in Zecia, visiting danger zones and Mystic Realms, he might not have gained a single level in that time frame.

Reaching Peak Middle D-grade before the Left Imperial Palace seemed all but impossible. It had taken two rounds of pills to gain just six levels: one after upgrading his Supreme Pathbound Skills and one after [Void Heart] finally spat out the refined Tribulation Lightning two months later. Considering each level required exponentially more energy, a third round wouldn’t make much of a difference, even if he figured out a way to use leveling pills again in the short-term.

The slowdown was to be expected and generally not considered much of a problem when your lifespan was measured in millennia. Zac felt lost on how he was supposed to progress in the future. The kind of targets he’d need to kill to reach Peak Hegemony didn’t exactly grow on trees, even in the Multiverse Heartlands.

Monarchy posed an even greater challenge. Suppose he formed an unprecedented Inner World thanks to his encounters with the Four Desolates, reducing the drain to a minimum. Then what? Nurturing a world required vastly more energy than a core. He could become the second Eveningtide Asura and wipe out a whole sector without gaining more than a level or two.

A scathing croak dragged Zac out of his thoughts. Despite her attitude, Esmeralda did shrink to a more manageable size as she kept forming signs.

“I didn’t mention someone has already breached the shroud, triggering a failsafe?” Zac muttered. That was actually true, though Zac wasn’t about to throw Iz under the bus to appease Esmeralda. “I don’t know anything about that. And how have you still not learned to talk? I only understand half of what you’re saying without Lova translating.”

‘Why should I use crude forms of communication, limited by the lowest commonality, to placate some featherless heron? Movement is truth, and truth is meaning. Feel instead of see, comprehend instead of complain,’ an ethereal voice shook Zac’s mind.

At that moment, Esmeralda made her move. Her tongue lashed out, and the labyrinthian layers of meaning hidden in her voice made Zac’s mind lock long enough to get tapped on his forehead. Zac was startled awake by the nudge, a flash of anger igniting in his heart when [Immutability of Eoz] briefly triggered before losing trace of whatever Esmeralda marked him with.

“What the hell did you do?” Zac growled, [Death’s Duality] already in his hand.

‘Guiding light for a fumbling fool.’

Zac’s thoughts of retaliation were forgotten. Esmeralda hadn’t used her mesmerizing voice again. In fact, she hadn’t used a voice at all, and words weren’t words. Zac’s eyes were glued to Esmeralda’s hands, struggling to make sense of the intense clarity of the message they’d imparted.

That’s right, how did he usually understand what the toad wanted to convey despite her seemingly random gestures? Esmeralda obviously wasn’t using real sign language. There was no structure, syntax, or repetition as you’d expect from language.

It was communication through Dao, following the Laws of the Cosmos instead of the rules of language.

Esmeralda’s gestures expressed the fundamental basic building blocks of all Daos, transforming them into context and meaning by linking them together. The realization was like curtains parting, and Zac understood what she meant by feeling and comprehending. The Dao encompassed everything and could thus convey anything.

‘That’s better.’

“Could have given me a warning,” Zac muttered, stilling his beating heart.

He’d momentarily felt like he’d come into contact with the Grand Dao, though that clearly wasn’t the case. Curious, Zac tried to replicate Esmeralda’s comment with his hands.

‘A Mortal trying to speak in Dao Script?’ Esmeralda signed as a braying croak full of jibing joy echoed through the valleys. The old thief was clearly delighted at pulling one over on him after having her grand entrance to Earth foiled. ‘That’s like… That’s like…’

“Like a toad trying to eat swan meat?”

‘You mock, but I’ll have you know I have eaten swan meat. Bony birds without merit. Wait, it’s here!’

Zac frowned, readying himself for battle as Esmeralda’s eyes turned serious. Esmeralda’s demand to pick her up had led him to a Late F-grade world, which didn’t guarantee no threats were lurking in the dark.

No Kan’Tanu assassin popped out of the shadows. Instead, it was a large insect emerging from a hidden cave behind a waterfall. It resembled a flea carved from cobalt, the sun reflecting on his lacquered chitin. It looked novel, but that was about it. The creature was alone, weak, and didn’t appear aggressive since the other patrons took its appearance in stride.

Then, it disappeared. Zac would have assumed it’d been teleported away if he hadn’t vaguely seen a streak of black flash between the nearby cliffs. Crunching sounds emerged from Esmeralda’s mouth as she chewed with relish.

‘See how convenient? You can eat and talk this way. I’d like to see you do that while flapping your gums,’ Esmeralda signed. ‘Too bad, this is beyond your ability. How can you speak the truth when you have only seen a corner of it? Before you’ve made it your own? You can give it a try if you ever manage to defend your Dao. You’re kind of stupid, but you do have the structure down, thanks to the gift of the Lost Era.’

“I’ll try to endure until then.” Zac shrugged, not overly concerned.

While Esmeralda’s ability was impressive, it didn’t seem to have much use despite requiring the insights of an Autarch. Zac guessed it also required immense practice and study, possibly more than practicing one’s Soul. You had to reach a certain level of comprehension of all Daos and their connection to weave the Grand Dao into language. After all that, Zac could only vaguely intuit her words until she marked him with a translator. It didn’t seem worth it.

‘Ignorant.’ Esmeralda gave him a pitying look. ‘Language is truth, and truth is possibility. It’s access. Do you think I only relied on my bloodline to pass through taboo regions and supposedly unbreakable defensive arrays? If you control the language of the Cosmos, you’re qualified to rewrite Destiny.

‘And just so you know, I still could have entered your hovel if I wanted! I just didn’t want to draw unnecessary attention. An experienced extractor only takes risks when the rewards warrant it!’

“Alright, alright.” Zac smiled, raising his head in defeat upon seeing Esmeralda’s intense look. She looked ready to come to blows to defend her thief’s honor. “Anyway, it’s good that you’re here. The trial has already been brought closer once. It might start at any moment.”

‘I’m not surprised. This region’s providence is dwindling, and the System will invariably pick the path deemed to hold the greatest returns. Fate’s direction has been thrown into chaos. I bet it’s costing that old thief an arm and a leg to keep the pillar’s ascent entangled with your war. It might just cut its losses and let fate take its course at this point.’

Zac’s eyes briefly widened, feeling like he’d just been shown a glimpse of the vantage of someone who’d stood at the peak. The feeling was ruined shortly after when Esmeralda caught another insect, her face full of bliss as she chewed on her treat. Having been given the key to deciphering Esmeralda’s method of communication had only made her seem odder.

The sense of dealing with a mischievous child was still there, and was now mixed with hints of an ancient mind. Was the immaturity part of her personality, or was it the result of her regressive curse?

Esmeralda’s analysis also shed some light on the plight Zecia currently faced. The heroic advance where the Alliance pushed back the invaders after unleashing the [Centurion Spear] amounted to nothing but a brief moment of glory in a bottomless downward spiral. Only half their Field Armies remained, with the rest being annihilated or crippled to the point it had to be joined into another.

Every month was worse than the last, despite the pope never returning. One appearance had been enough to cast a shadow over Zecia’s war efforts, a shadow that had only grown over time. Many Monarchs, fearing for their lives, became increasingly unwilling to participate in critical missions and raids. This led to a series of missed opportunities and disastrous losses, where each setback was another chink in their cohesion.

At first, the outsiders tried to stabilize the situation through various means, from mobilizing their Monarchs to infusing capital and resources to bolster the local forces. With new powerhouses sneaking into Zecia every day, it looked like they’d at least maintain the status quo until the trial.

However, their presence all but disappeared three months ago. They still fought on the frontlines, though were content to have their youths engage in minor skirmishes. Anytime the danger reached a certain threshold, the outsiders disappeared, leaving the locals to fend for themselves.

It was like the outsiders had come to a mutual agreement that Zecia was the loser. Conquering a Sector was a long-term undertaking, even if one side held a clear advantage. With only 380 days left before the trial began, why waste time helping the losing side?

As Iz would have said, Zecia wasn’t fated, and helping them might even harm their Karma with the Left Imperial Palace. Fishing in the muddy waters of a sector’s gradual collapse held better chances of awarding sealbearers, including from those supposedly on the same side.

Of course, the Kan’Tanu were well aware of these considerations, so they kept a steady pace to not rock the boat. They were spreading through the sector, isolating the larger factions without delivering a fatal blow. They were setting the stage to pounce after the trial had begun and the outsiders were gone, removing one threat at a time.

The latest target was the Thirty-seventh Field Army, the place the Calamity Company had called home for over a year. The Endemire Sage had fallen, his War Fortress destroyed. The Calamity Company would have met the same fate if they hadn’t been out on a campaign at the time.

The Thirty-seventh’s fate meant they’d been stuck in enemy territory with a huge bounty. Their many seals were the bait for multiple successful operations with those who still fought the good fight. Without a Monarch watching their backs, their next ambush could prove their last.

Normal teleporters had long since stopped functioning in the war-torn region, rendering his escape bangle’s feature useless. Thankfully, the System provided a path to survival—destroy the Seafarer to earn an army relocation. That was why Zac pushed deeper into Kan’Tanu territory to take out the experimental fortress, even relying on the Void to bring it down.

Zac still wasn’t fully comfortable openly using his bloodline in such a public forum, even if [Void Mountain] let him mask its unique aura and energy signature. He could only pull so many impossible feats before someone figured out the truth. Ultimately, keeping secrets couldn’t be compared to the life of his subordinates. Besides, Zac already had so many targets on his back that it wouldn’t make much of a difference if someone figured out his connection to the Void.

If anything, he was more worried about having to call in such a troublesome favor to get the location of the Seafarer before his location was exposed. The Sindris Clan weren’t fools, and Zac hadn’t managed to glean their intentions from their brief exchanges. Friend or foe, each encounter held the potential for disaster.

‘You look like someone has snatched the food from your tongue,’ Esmeralda signed. ‘Don’t lose your mind over something so small like a border region’s collapse. It happens all the time. You’re rich and connected. Just bring your people away from here if you’re worried.’

It was true, though only to a certain point. Many were already searching for ways to leave the sinking ship. Doing so was easier said than done. Even factions like the Dravorak Empire would have to sacrifice their foundations to seek refuge with their main branch, where only the top talents and Monarchs would be brought back.

The Kavriel Province was no different. He’d already heard rumors of a planned exodus unless something changed. The Kan’Tanu were probably not foolish enough to target a branch of the Undead Empire, but there wasn’t much point in staying if all dreamers in Zecia were infected with Heart Curses.

The Undead Empire would extract the spirituality of the Kavriel Province’s continent and cultivation havens before relocating the Kavriel Clan and a few others to another frontier sector. The trillions of common citizens would be abandoned, as they weren’t considered true citizens of the empire. With the established factions being so ruthless to their own, how could Zac possibly secure passage for over a billion people? He’d be lucky if he could bring away a few thousand, and the assistance would come with strings attached.

“Let’s not talk about this,” Zac exhaled. “I’m not ready to give up on Zecia yet, and much can happen over the coming years. How are your preparations?”

‘I had to give up on some of my plans, but the most important matters are dealt with. I just need you to provide passage,’ Esmeralda signed, a teasing grin spreading across her face. ‘How’s my temple looking, little priest?’

“Just missing the final touches,” Zac grunted as he got to his feet. “Let’s go back and wrap things up.”
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ENSHRINEMENT OF KANBA


Esmeralda’s ticket into the inheritance was through the [Enshrinement of Kanba], the unusual beast-contracting technique Lova discovered in the Eternal Storm. The Kanba priests formed small subspaces within their bodies to house their beast deities and gained some of their abilities in return. Esmeralda picked this particular method to form a contract as it had less impact than most pet contracts. There was no need for any System-authorized link or a Skill Fractal like [Adaptive Symbiosis], and the space could be dismantled as soon as they were done with the trial.

Zac had vigorously scoured the technique both inside the Perennial Vastness and after, and there really didn’t seem to be anything amiss. As such, he’d erected the shrine’s foundations after stepping into Middle Hegemony. Without Esmeralda’s help, it was impossible to finish the process. Activating the shrine required the ‘deity’s anointment,’ meaning Esmeralda had to infuse her blood and Dao to stabilize it.

‘Then let’s go. Do you have anything tasty on your world?’

“I’m not sure what you’d consider tasty. You’ll probably get along with my friend, Ibtep. Hey, where’d you go?”

Zac looked around with confusion. Esmeralda had disappeared so thoroughly that she may as well have winked out of existence.

‘Down here.’

Zac felt a weak nudge, and was shocked to find a black bracelet added to his left hand. He hadn’t noticed at all, and his Soul Sense still couldn’t tell it was there. It was affected by the same mental blind spot she’d used to sit openly among hundreds of humans. If Esmeralda hadn’t nudged him, he might never have noticed the bracelet was there.

“What are you doing? And how are you still communicating through Dao?”

‘Why can’t I? The Dao’s still here, isn’t it? And this is just a small trick any decent thief should know. Do you know how much work it is to break into certain places? More often than not, it’s easier to have a rube bring you along. You should understand the concept, being one of the rubes.’

“So why bother with the subspace if you can do this?” Zac left the teahouse, once again wondering if he was making a mistake taking on this shifty troublemaker.

‘I’m just a little tadpole who’s forgotten the upper layers of my techniques. How could I trick the System like this? But I’ll be back.’

The answer contained an intense mix of emotions. Sorrow, longing, and existential weariness held at bay by unbreakable conviction. Zac felt the ichor course with greater vigor as his bloodline resonated with Esmeralda’s firm certainty she’d return to her prime one day. Zac nodded, flashing past the guards protecting the teleporter.

He had to stop letting his guard down because of Esmeralda’s antics. No matter how she acted, she was a master who’d conquered a corner of the Heavens. That wasn’t something you just stumbled into while messing around. Even the greatest Innate Existences needed immense determination, luck, and smarts to avoid becoming some old monster’s ingredient before reaching adulthood.

The teleporter activated, prompting shouts of alarm. Zac didn’t bother with the incoming guards as they were whisked away. They soon reappeared in his compound, where his human half already waited. The Acheron Company had returned two weeks ago, shortly after news of the Endemire Sage’s fate became known.

Doing so hadn’t taken nearly as much effort as taking out a Warfortress hidden on a distant moon. The Everfast Monarch had kept true to his word to this day, remembering the favor even during adversity. He’d used his status as a Field Marshall to sign a release order, allowing the Acheron Company to return without being marked as deserters by the System.

‘I heard from that dusty old spirit you got split in two,’ Esmeralda said, returning to her normal form to curiously study his doppelganger. ‘How did you accomplish this? I can’t figure it out.’

“We all have our secrets,” Zac said as he walked toward the undead side of the compound. “Let’s go.”

He wasn’t surprised Esmeralda knew about his situation, and it didn’t matter much. The contract they’d signed was no joke, and it included extremely harsh clauses to protect any of his secrets. Besides, she was bound to have figured it out one way or another. If nothing else, she could probably come and go as she pleased without anyone being the wiser on Earth.

‘You’re up to some mischief, aren’t you?’ Esmeralda grinned. ‘I can smell the stink of a plot from a mile away.’

“Well, two bodies means I can split up and loot more effectively, right?” Zac said.

‘I’ve tried that. Easier said than done,’ the toad signed. ‘So, which one am I bonding with?’

“Me,” Zac said from his Draugr half. “Makes more sense for undead to stick together. It’ll be easier for me to provide Miasma when necessary.”

‘Fine, though I’m not undead. I’m just slightly dead to slow down the curse. It’s strictly temporary.’

“What? Really?” Zac said with surprise. “Do you have a way to turn back?”

‘It’s not very hard. I just need to borrow a couple of treasures from some stingy old guys.’

“Do you know any method that’d let a Tool Spirit regain their life?” Zac asked, ignoring the wave of displeasure filling his mind.

‘Regain life? That weapon of yours?’ Esmeralda said, glancing at the necklace around Zac’s neck. ‘Reforming a vessel is easy. Any decent treasure connected with the Heavens is enough to birth a body that can house true life. Turning an immortal spirit into a soul is another matter. I can’t remember any solution, though it’s possible. You’d have to look into Serelius… Uh… Serelius something.’

“Who?”

‘An ancient Tool Spirit who seized true life. Forgot his last name.’

“That’s fine. Thank you,” Zac said, engraving the name in his heart.

Alea had made her stance perfectly clear, but the path of cultivation was long and full of turns. Who was to say how she’d feel in a thousand years, in a million? And there was the question of whether the Heavens would tolerate her continued advancements. Her tribulations were almost as bad as his. Just having a name was a weight off his shoulders, a clue in case something should change.

The trio soon reached his courtyard, which was shrouded in dense puffs of Miasma. The energy density was almost as high as his cultivation cave before upgrading Earth, despite only being supplied by a decent gathering array. It was a huge step up, one that everyone across Earth had benefitted from.

‘Okay, let’s do it,’ Esmeralda urged. ‘I’ve been running around for months. I need a nap.’

“Wait. Before we start, we need to make some changes to our deal to account for the latest developments,” Zac said.

‘Changes? Your deal is more than fair already.’ Esmeralda looked at Zac with suspicion. ‘I knew it. You’re up to no good.’

“You’re overthinking things,” Zac said and threw over a paper. “It’s just a small expansion on our agreement, nothing that will impact you overly much.”

The toad caught the document, glancing at the short clauses. “This is it? No binding contract?”

“That’s it,” Zac said. “You’ll help me break into a couple of temples connected to the trial. We share the opportunities within, except for anything that might help in Zecia’s war efforts. Of course, if it’s beyond your abilities, we’ll leave it be. You do seem a bit rusty.”

‘Do you think I’m so easily goaded?’ Esmeralda said while angrily stomping her feet. ‘Bah, some dusty old ruins won’t be a problem. The Limitless Empire’s arrays have been dissected and studied for eons. But explain the other clause.’

“I want to use the shrine to store something, so we need to expand its dimensions. I’ve already done the heavy lifting—you just need to expend a bit more energy than the original method requires to fill it up.”

‘A bit more energy?’ Esmeralda huffed. ‘Everyone could become a Monarch if it were so easy to open subspaces. And you’d have to add the essence of whatever you wanted to bring inside to the scroll, which will destabilize the method. I’d have to sacrifice even more blood to keep it stable.’

“I know. I don’t need much. Just enough to fit a⁠—”

‘A clone? I see where you’re going with this.’ Esmeralda smirked, glancing at Zac’s other body. ‘It’s not impossible, but I see no mention of what I get in return. How can there be trust without reciprocity?’

“I’ll use my human body to help you look for the thing you need inside the Lower Courts, depending on how the trial is designed. Although, protecting the lives of my subordinates will take precedence if the two goals clash.”

‘What good are you for my mission? Staying with me longer than planned will benefit you more than me.’

“You don’t know that. The only thing we know about this trial is that it’s dictated by fate, and I’m standing in the middle of it. Meanwhile, you’re sneaking in through the back door. Can you guarantee you can accomplish your goal with your current limitations?”

‘With these terms, I would have to pay up now. Meanwhile, your thing is only after the trial begins. Worse, you don’t wish to sign an official agreement.’

“What’s the point? We’re almost the same level and have unusual abilities. We can both find ways to break any agreement we enter alone. You’ll have to take a leap of faith. How can there be reciprocity without trust?”

The toad seemed to be struggling for a minute until she croaked with annoyance. ‘Fine!’

Zac grinned and activated the ancient scroll holding the [Enshrinement of Kanba] before the toad could change her mind. A weak pulse made his right lung vibrate, and six unusual runes lit up. They were the foundation he’d built over the past month through a process that mixed chanting, Mental Energy, and very specific breathing patterns. It wasn’t actually that different from his [Void Vajra Sublimation], with a splash of [Thousand Lights Avatar], making the process very smooth.

“I’m starting!” Zac shouted as he began the contracting chant.

The humming runes added an otherworldly cadence to Zac’s voice. He almost felt like a priest as he held up the scroll before his patron saint. The six runes appeared on its edges, with smaller scripts forming weblike patterns leading toward an empty circle in the scroll’s middle. Esmeralda still looked reluctant as she spat out a blob of shimmering blood that exuded an immense, ancient aura.

The toad’s aura flickered, and the liquid in her vats receded by over 30%. The blood landed in the middle of the scroll and was rapidly absorbed by the old parchment. The script gradually lit up under Zac’s chants, and energy streamed toward the larger runes, gradually activating them. Esmeralda looked exhausted, but she readily supplied the required energy and Dao.

It wasn’t just a bargaining trick when Esmeralda complained of the difficulties. The enshrinement required Esmeralda’s Essence Blood, a pure extract holding her bloodline. You only had so many drops of it, and adding a few more would further weaken the toad. She’d have to waste weeks on recovery instead of progress when the trial was drawing closer.

But what could he do? He needed that extra room as a safeguard. Minutes passed as one rune after another lit up, forming a resonance with the ones in his chest. When the fifth one came alive, Zac spat out a drop of golden blood holding his Void Vajra Constitution. It was a necessary evil, as only those bonded by blood could enter Kanba’s Shrine.

“Just a little bit more!” Zac urged from his human body while his Draugr half continued the chants.

An angry croak was followed by a small spurt of blood adding to the scroll, and the final rune lit up after five more minutes of energy infusion. The writings atop the scroll came alive, and the scripts dragged the larger runes into the center. The runes fused into an incredibly intricate pattern, and the scroll combusted.

A powerful shockwave interrupted Zac’s tantric chants as a rippling ball of energy appeared within his lung. It looked like it would collapse at any moment, when the six runes he’d crafted melted into the shrine and stabilized it. A connection similar to Haro’s formed, and Zac felt a surge of ancient power pour into his body. Zac enjoyed the sensation of being imparted the gift of Esmeralda’s bloodline. Any one of her talents could become a huge asset during the trial.

The feeling lasted for roughly one second before Zac’s eyes snapped open with alarm.

“What the hell is this? What is this?” Zac almost shrieked while pulling on the black, coarse skin on his suddenly paunchy cheeks. His horror only mounted upon spotting the almost translucent webbing between his fingers, reaching up to the second knuckles. “What did you do!”

He’d become part-toad, and his cheeks weren’t the only spots looking like they’d suffered necrosis after frostbite. An urgent scan found four similar spots on his back. Worst of all, he’d actually gained a stubby little proto-tail at his tailbone, jutting out roughly an inch.

‘Ah, so tired,’ Esmeralda said, almost looking like she’d melted on the spot. ‘What? Your beauty marks? I think it’s an improvement.’

“Don’t mess around!” Zac shouted. “Why did my skin change? Where are the Bloodline Talents?”

‘Look, you wanted a nice expansion for your alter ego. Do you know how much energy it would have cost to pick one of my bloodline⁠—’

“Pick! A talent should have been extracted at random from the Blood Essence,” Zac squeezed through grit teeth. “You manipulated your blood? You’re already breaking the agreement!”

‘Huh? There’s nothing covering this scenario in the contract. I infused the energy and essence like I was supposed to. It never mentioned which part I had to use,’ Esmeralda countered. ‘And hey, I did give you one of my skills. Didn’t you see your hands?’

Zac glanced down at the webbings, desperately trying to find some light in the darkness. Perhaps the webs were part of why Esmeralda became such a successful thief? If he combined it with his own techniques⁠—

‘They can secrete a sticky substance that’ll let you climb up the smoothest surface without any problem.’

“WHY WOULD I WANT TO CLIMB UP A WALL WHEN I CAN FLY!”

“Pft!”

Zac swirled around, [Death’s Duality] already tearing through the air where the laugh came from. His attack hit nothing, and he only narrowly avoided a flash of steel going for his throat. His danger sense gave nothing, his Soul Sense remained blind, yet dozens of more stabs were already descending on him from every direction with very real force within. He was under attack by a powerful assassin, yet a smile crept up Zac’s lips as rattling chains began weaving an inescapable web.

A storm was kicked up in the courtyard as Zac flickered back and forth, trying to catch his unseen attacker. The assassin showed incredible skill, holding his own against Zac’s refined technique while constantly attacking from unexpected and hard-defended angles. However, death was inexorable.

“Do you want to keep going? You’re about to run out of room.” Zac smiled, glancing at the nearby corner.

“Damnit! Couldn’t even let me have this, could you?”

The attacks stopped, and Ogras stepped out of thin air, looking like he’d swallowed a fly. He wore an exquisite set of black leather armor beneath a hood covered in silver fractals. Both were obviously of extremely high-quality, with the former being a proper War Regalia. Zac couldn’t make much of the demon’s aura. Their brief spar proved the demon’s progress was more than enough to retain his position as the Atwood Empire’s number two.

The biggest change was in the demon’s demeanor. Ogras still carried himself like a shifty hoodlum, but Zac could feel stability and confidence he hadn’t seen before in his friend.

“One was a headache, and now there’s two of you? How are the rest of us supposed to live?” Ogras continued, a teasing grin tugging at his lips. “Well, At least the Heavens have some conscience, giving you such a… unique makeover.”

Zac gritted his teeth and entered Void State to take control of his new ability. He suppressed the link with the shrine and almost cried with relief when his body returned to normal. Zac couldn’t completely stop the transformation without also severing his connection with Esmeralda. The huge splotches were reduced to small black dots at least, while the webbing almost fully disappeared.

“That’s better.” Zac exhaled with immense relief as a smile spread across his face. “It’s good to have you back, buddy.”

“It’s good to be back. You don’t know half of it.” Ogras grinned, slapping Zac’s shoulder. “Senior Esmeralda, you’re looking more beautiful than ever!”

‘This is a good one,’ Esmeralda said, clearly pleased.

“How did you get inside without triggering any of my alarms?”

‘He hid in the shadows of this building’s arrays,’ Esmeralda lazily said, looking at Ogras up and down. ‘Why do you have Ponel’s smell on you? That greedy guy’s no good.’

“Ponel? Who’s that?” Zac asked.

“Ponel Pustori. The Faceless Patriarch, the Hidden Heart. Slayer of Supremacies and the bane of my existence,” Ogras said, his eyes veritably burning as the grip on Zac’s shoulder turned into a vise. “Bastard, just let me stab you once, or I might just form a Heart Demon. Sending me to such a lunatic, do you have any conscience?”

“I’m sorry about that. I only asked the owner of the Perennial Vastness to provide an opportunity that could help you before the trial,” Zac coughed.

“Don’t mind me. I’m just a bit strung up after a hectic couple of years,” Ogras shook his head. “Thank you. I do appreciate the chance you gave me. I’d say I’ll pay you back, but I don’t know how.”

Zac smiled and took out a vat of incredibly expensive wine he’d prepared for just this occasion. “Sounds like you have a few stories. Tell me about it over a glass, and I’ll catch you up to speed on this end?”

“A drink doesn’t sound bad at all,” Ogras said, his eyes gleaming upon smelling the exquisite aroma coming from the D-grade liquor. He shook his head and looked at Zac seriously. “But before that, I need you to do me another favor. Can you bring me home?”
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“You didn’t have to come, you know.”

“And miss the chance to see what kind of environment could nurture such weaponized paranoia?”

Ogras scoffed, glancing at his hooded companion. “Don’t act like it hasn’t served you well over the years. Who knows what kind of mess you’d found yourself in without at least one voice of caution reining you in.”

“I know, I know.” Zac laughed while looking around. “It’s nice. I see where Azh’Rodum got its inspiration.”

Ogras took in the familiar sights of living homes, noting how little differences two decades of absence made. Almost as though Azh’Rezak had been trapped in a Temporal Chamber during his absence. It was the same, yet different, after being observed through the lens of experience.

The capital’s grand buildings and unmatched energy density had once been the peak of civilization in his eye, proof of his noble birth. He could still remember the envy he felt over the main branch monopolizing such benefits, and the schemes he’d weaved to extract just a sliver without attracting unwanted attention.

Azh’Rezak, the glistening pearl of his childhood memories, was now barely fit to be called a hovel. A rational part of his mind had already been aware of this fact. Yet it was only after his arduous journey home he’d fully understood it.

He’d passed through over two dozen kingdoms, big and small. He’d witnessed true grandeur on continents holding greater populations than all of Zecia, where being a Hegemon didn’t even award high enough status to fly through the air. Even the remote worlds Ogras visited when tracking down his targets blew anything he’d seen in Zecia out of the waters.

The Azh’Rezak treasury wasn’t even worth the space it would take up in his Spatial Rings today. That bastard had stayed true to his word, claiming the bounties in his name. Thankfully, Ponel wasn’t completely heartless, leaving their treasuries intact. Most of the heretics were dirt-poor, which was an important reason why they relied on such sinister methods of progression in the first place.

A few had gained sizable fortunes through pillaging, though. Vile traps always guarded the hoards, but few defenses could withstand K’Rav’s manipulations. While far from the 1,474 C-grade Nexus Coin bounties, he should have accumulated over 50 C-grade Nexus Coins in treasures and materials. Perhaps even more, provided the potential buyers hadn’t already emptied their coffers. It was a real risk if this was the state of affairs across Zecia.

While the city’s bones remained the same, there were clear signs of Clan Azh’Rezak’s current predicament. The bustle was all gone. Few walked the streets, and those they passed shared one of two common traits. Either they were missing any hint of spirituality, making them the lowest rung of mortals, or they carried grievous wounds from battle. The occasional child peered out from windows or tree crowns.

All capable hands had been drafted into Clan Azh’Rezak’s failing war machine. The clan had initially fared relatively well, according to Zac’s accounts.

Two years of constant struggle had left its mark. Azh’Rezak wasn’t the Atwood Empire. They lacked resources and foundations, which meant victories were hard-won and paid for in blood.

The gains from accruing contributions couldn’t outweigh the constant drain on manpower, and replacing veteran clan members with hastily trained civilians only weakened the armies. It finally reached a breaking point where Clan Azh’Rezak could endure no longer.

You could say he’d appeared just in time. And to do what? Ogras still didn’t know.

“And you’re sure you didn’t hear anything?” Zac asked, saving Ogras from facing that nagging question.

“No, there were no signs of your little wife where your backroom deal sent me,” Ogras said with a roll of his eyes. “I’m sure she’s fine. Maybe she’ll even be back by the time we’re done here.”

“Let’s hope so. We’re running out of time,” Zac muttered.

Ogras grunted in agreement. He couldn’t believe how bad things were after just a few years. War was seldom this cut-and-dry. The Horde had fought against its mortal enemies for eons without either side gaining an edge. The same could be said about the Undead Empire’s eternal war against the living.

Was it even possible to get his hands on the final piece of his seal? It seemed as though the window had closed for seizing opportunities. It wasn’t that he was dissatisfied with what he gained; what kind of fool would be content with their lot? Well, Zac mentioned he had a plan to deal with this mess. He and the rest of Zecia could only pray that the Deviant Asura could pull off another miracle.

“So how do you reckon she’ll react to suddenly having two men in her life?” Ogras grinned. “Actually, I did find an interesting dual cultivation technique involving clones during my travels. Want to take a look? Or are you half-single now? Is that fiery beauty back?”

“Alright, alright,” Zac laughed. “I have no idea, honestly. I haven’t thought that far. And no, Iz isn’t here yet. I’m also waiting for word on Kruta too. Oh, he’s the⁠—”

“I remember,” Ogras said, getting a surprised look from Zac. “I don’t know. A lot of the details from the Perennial Vastness just became clear after I saw you and your new Deity. It’s like your special deal spread to me.”

“Interesting. Let’s hope that doesn’t extend to my enemies.”

“Well, most of them are your children now,” Ogras said. “I toured the island while waiting for you to come back. I saw some in the academy. Little monsters.”

“They’re growing up so fast. I’m not sure whether I should be relieved or regretful they’re too young to participate in the war. It would have been a huge opportunity for them,” Zac said. “So, have you decided what you want to do?”

Ogras sighed as he turned to the Ancestral Gate towering before them. It was crafted from the [Deeparc Steel] their founding patriarch collected during his travels and held the outer core of their Clan Protection Array. An array that currently wasn’t running, giving further proof of the clan’s strained situation.

“I guess I’ll just have a talk with the old goats and take it from there,” Ogras said, releasing the obscuring shroud around them.

“Halt, who goes there!”

“A ghost from the past.” Ogras smiled and activated [Gloaming Tide].

A sea of spear shadows welled from the ground, raising a twenty-meter tsunami that crashed into the gate. The early E-grade guards would have been ground to paste by the Middle D-grade skill if a group of illusory shadows hadn’t thrown them out of the way at the last second. The gates that had stood for 40,000 years were ripped from their foundations and punctured full of holes.

A resounding crash shook the ancestral mansion as a dust plume rose to the sky. Ogras glanced at his companion, who returned the look with a raised brow. Ogras could see his unspoken question. ‘This is what you mean by talking?’

“I guess we’ve rubbed off on each other. I have to say, it doesn’t feel bad acting the brute for once.” Ogras grinned as they stepped over the rubble. “And a proper display of strength can solve most issues. This way, we won’t have to wait for long.”

Thousands of warriors poured out of the nearby buildings, yet none dared approach the two strangers who forced their way into the manor. Neither did they dare desert their post, warily forming a half-circle at a distance. Ogras ignored the F and E-grade warriors. Instead, he activated his scouting skill, finding what he was looking for.

“You don’t have to explain yourself to me. It’s up to you to decide how this chapter of Karma should be closed,” Zac said. “I’m just here as moral support.”

“You mind dealing with the trio hiding in the corner in case they dare show up?” Ogras said, sharing the vision of his skill.

“Late D-grade?” Zac said, surprised rather than worried. “That’s fine. Shouldn’t be a problem for you, though?”

“I have a good idea who those people are. They’re not part of this, so it’s easier if you scare the outsiders away. Oh, here they come. Huh, they’ve improved.”

Twelve auras rapidly approached in the air, all of them familiar. Of course, the last time Ogras saw nine of them, they were just Peak E-grade cultivators who’d been stuck at their level for centuries. Meanwhile, three of the old elders were missing, having fallen during the war. At the front, a stalwart warrior showing signs of age flew, surrounded by arcs of black lightning. Kerto Azh’Rezak, the fifth-generation patriarch of the clan.

“Lords, may I ask why you’ve visited my humble family this day? If one of my unfilial descendants has caused any unhappiness, Azh’Rezak will surely remedy the situation,” Kerto said with a bow, unable to hide the misgivings of having two powerful strangers pop up in such an overbearing manner.

Ogras had a sudden urge to embrace the role of a mysterious stranger and cause some trouble. The worried yet determined expression on the old man standing to the side softened his heart. Ogras laughed as he removed his hood.

“I never thought I’d see such a look on your face, you hoary old bastard. Didn’t you always say that a warrior can bleed but never bend when you sent my siblings to their deaths?”

The elders looked on with confused apprehension, clearly unable to connect Ogras’ current appearance with the young wastrel they sent away decades ago. Ogras couldn’t blame them. Because of his series of transformations, he only carried a passing resemblance to Torrid Demon. Even his features had changed for the better after multiple affinity-boosting encounters.

One among the group was different, looking like he’d been struck by lightning.

“Oggy? Is that you?” a rough voice exclaimed as the old man took a hesitant step forward.

“Long time no see, Gramps.” Ogras grinned, though his heart twanged with pain.

His grandpa looked even more worn than before, with new scars covering his face. Okral Azh’Rezak lost his first horn long before Ogras was born, fighting as a mercenary for the clan. He was now missing his second one, taken from an attack that also claimed his left arm. It was generally considered a huge dishonor to be dehorned, and Ogras knew it must weigh on a traditional mind like his grandfather’s.

There were ways to grow them back, but would the clan pay such a price when they wouldn’t even help him recover from wounds that harmed his foundations? War was supposed to provide opportunities for those who fought and survived, and his grandfather wouldn’t have shied away from battle. And yet, his aura was weaker today than when Ogras saw him last.

His appearance, and that of the two other outer branch elders, was a stark difference from the rosy faces and clean robes of the main branch Hegemons. Knowing how things worked with these craven bastards, they must have commandeered his grandpa’s merit, toting nonsense like the ‘greater good.’ The same was likely true for the resources Zac had secretly sent over.

“Look at you. You should have just used the Teleportation Token and left these old fools behind,” Ogras lamented.

“It was really you,” Okral said with a shaky voice. “You’re really alive.”

Ogras sighed. Communication had been intentionally cut after the incursion ended. The clan were aware that some had stayed behind out of fear of returning. He himself was presumed to be dead with the others during the fight over the [Fruit of Ascension]. Ogras had chosen to keep things that way, embracing his role as Zac’s shadow.

He knew his grandfather had faced some punishment for the way the incursion played out. Thankfully, Rydel was the one who led the disastrous expedition that killed the main forces, despite his recorded disagreement. If it became known Ogras survived and helped their killers?

Part of him somewhat expected the Azh’Rezak Clan to figure out the truth anyway, though he’d underestimated how ill-connected his family was. The explosive events in the Tower of Eternity never reached his little home planet, and they never realized their incursion had been foiled by the famed Deviant Asura. Hell, they didn’t even know who he was until the Stars of Zecia-ladder came along.

However, rumors of Torrid Demons among the famed Atwood Empire eventually reached Clan Azh’Rezak, so they’d likely begun suspecting a thing or two.

“But child, the commotion you’ve caused⁠—”

“You! You actually betrayed the clan back then?” an infuriated growl cut his grandfather short. “I knew something was wrong. Where’s my son!”

“Oh? I guess Rydel’s where I left him after I ran my spear through his heart. Well, his bones are, at least,” Ogras said, a ruthless smile appearing on his face. “I can’t believe a dog like you managed to step into Hegemony, if barely.”

“Bast—”

Words were swallowed, and anger was replaced by a brief flicker of horror when shadows ripped apart the patriarch’s second son. With such crude foundations, Ogras didn’t even need to use one of his skills. His shadows were more than enough. A shocked commotion shook the large square before a suffocating silence took over.

“The main branch is the same as ever,” Ogras lazily said as a calm glance passed between the elders. “I hoped some setbacks would have been enough to temper your attitudes.”

“Child, no matter what you’ve been through, your roots are with Clan Azh’Rezak,” the patriarch said, his courteous tone clashing with the throbbing veins on his forehead. “If you have grievances to address, we are willing to listen.”

“You want to talk?” Ogras said with a raised brow. “Can conversation bring back my siblings? I think it’s better to send you all on your way so that you can apologize in person.”

“Your siblings?” the patriarch said with a confused expression utterly incapable of fooling Ogras. Some of the elders were even worse, sharing worried looks full of guilt.

“Oggy, the clan has treated us well, and we’re facing a crisis. Why don’t we all take a step back?” his grandfather urged.

“Grandpa, I’m not you. I can’t suppress these matters,” Ogras gently said, turning back to the main branch elders. “I’ve always felt uncertain about what I should do if I returned. Well, seeing you all today finally gave me my answer.”

“Oggy, don’t⁠—”

“I can’t erase the shadows of the past,” Ogras continued as the sky darkened, shrouding the manor in the gloom of his wrath. “But I can make them mine by killing all those who cast them.”

“Y—you! The council has officially met with the Lords of Erz’Kerus and accepted their gracious invitation!” the second elder shrieked as shadows began to climb up his legs. “The Lords will not tolerate this!”

His words were soon proven right. The three powerful auras who’d been content observing from a distance until now were finally on the move.

“Kick the dog, and the masters appear.” Ogras grinned.

“I did not know Clan Azh’Rezak had given birth to such an excellent descendant. Impressive, impressive!” The elder in the middle smiled as a fiery aura rebuffed the shadows around them. “Though I have to inform the young master that you are wrong on one point. Clan Erz’Kerus has raised the banner, sincerely inviting friends across the region to band together. The proud warriors of Azh’Kir’Khat can only survive this tribulation if we fight as one.”

“Save the recruitment speech,” Ogras snorted. “I’ve no interest in becoming a warslave for some local tyrant.”

The Heavens were ruthless, and those beneath it were no different. ‘Banding together’ was just a nice way of saying ‘recruiting cannon fodder while robbing their heritages.’ Erz’Kerus was only one of thousands of established clans doing the same. Most factions were pushed to the limits after two years of fighting, and the battlefronts didn’t relent.

Many saw no other way to survive than to disband their clan and sell themselves to a stronger faction with energy left to spare. Of course, these factions would only take the useful ones, leaving the rest to fend for themselves. The battlefronts would be split between the new and old factions. And since most of the population would be left behind, the abandoned would also have to carry most of the weight.

Ogras hadn’t expected a Late Hegemon to appear in their little fiefdom. He guessed they weren’t specifically here for Azh’Rezak. They were making the rounds, snatching all Hegemons and talents across the planet. It was an easy sales pitch, considering the world would be teeming with cultists soon enough.

“Young man, we’re sincerely extending an olive branch,” the Middle D-grade accompanying the elder said. “We’re happy to hear you out, but any further disrespect will⁠—”

“Will what?”

It was Zac, and his question was punctuated by an explosion of monstrous killing intent, which even made Ogras’s hair stand on end. It roiled through the mansion, forcing thousands of hardened warriors to their knees. Not even the elders could fully withstand it, paling before the onslaught. The awe-inspiring display accomplished its goal, yet it only left Ogras hollow. Just how much slaughter had his friend been forced to endure over the past years to keep the ship afloat?

“You—Who are you?” the Erz’Kerus elder exclaimed while contracting his defensive domain to shield only himself and his two companions.

“Zachary Atwood of the Atwood Empire,” Zac said, removing his hood. “The one who’s been selling Cosmic Vessels to your bosses.”

The old man froze, his eyes growing into saucers. “Lord Atwood, I’m sorry I didn’t recognize you. It’s a great honor to meet the Star of Zecia! Can I ask what brought you here today?”

“Ask my friend.”

“I want the fourth and seventh branches,” Ogras calmly said when the attention was back on him. “Every man, woman, and child. As for what happens to the rest of Clan Azh’Rezak, I don’t care. The main branch has conspired against me and my family, so I’m not comfortable leaving such a threat behind. Even if they join Erz’Kerus.”

“My lord!” Azh’Rezak’s patriarch exclaimed with horror. “The resources⁠—”

“Ai, this old man has made a fool of himself, interfering in the internal matters of others,” the envoy cut the frantic patriarch off, taking out a shimmering token. “We have many more clans to meet, so we will not intrude on Emperor Atwood any longer. Should the young lords ever find themselves in this area again, we would be honored to host a banquet in your honor.”

“Mh,” Zac noncommittally said.

Ogras inwardly snickered when the trio escaped with all the speed they could muster. A proper display of strength really could solve anything. He turned to the horrified elders, darkness swirling in his eyes.

“Now, where were we?”
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There was no suspense after the envoys from the Erz’Kerus Clan made their hasty escape. Zac calmly watched as Ogras descended on the main branch elders like a vengeful ghost. This chapter of Karma wasn’t his to deal with, so Zac didn’t join the slaughter. He only had Haro encircle the manor while pulling Ogras’s grandfather and the fourth branch’s elder to his side. The latter was frozen solid from shock, while Zac had to restrain Okral Azh’Rezak from jumping into the mayhem to stop his grandson.

“There’s no returning now. Azh’Rezak was fated to disappear today, one way or another,” Zac said.

“Killing kin to alleviate resentment is to replace one poison with another,” Okral said with a shake of his head, ceasing his struggles against the Heavenrender Vine’s restraints.

“Perhaps. At least this way, it’s Ogras who got to pick the poison.”

“Ai, little Oggy,” Okral whispered with sorrow in his eyes. “I failed you.”

“Bah, what’s the point of feeling broken up for those shameless bastards? We’ve bled until our veins ran dry to keep the clan aloft. And what’s our reward? Bringing fifty descendants to Erz’Kerus to their five thousand, and only young women to be married into other families. Our lines would have ended,” the other elder growled, his face full of resentment.

“I know… I’m sorry. I thought I had lost all my direct descendants, and I didn’t consider your side. I just felt that it was an acceptable sacrifice, so long as a seed of our ancestors lived on,” Okral said before turning toward Zac. “Young lord, can I ask how you know my Oggy? How did he become so powerful?”

“I think the latter is best explained by Ogras himself. As for how we know each other… Clan Azh’Rezak’s incursion dropped right on my head. Your reared barghest were my first enemies in the integration,” Zac said with a crooked smile, continuing when the faces of the elders paled in fright. “Ogras saved my life and brought the former members of your clan to my side. They became the first citizens of my empire. He’s my close brother now.”

“Then, what that rasc—uh, young master Ogras—said…” the other elder asked hopefully.

“Azh’Rezak has fallen, and your lands will become part of the Atwood Empire. However, defending this planet will waste too many resources, and I can’t use the War System to relocate it to our side,” Zac said. “Not to mention, I don’t believe that’s Ogras’s intent.”

“That’s right,” Ogras said as he appeared in a puff of shadows, looking refreshed.

Zac couldn’t sense any energy fluctuations from him despite his shadows continuing to rip apart scores of main branch warriors. Zac wasn’t even sure if it was the real Ogras standing before them. The demon hadn’t just stepped into Middle Hegemony in this short duration. He’d also mastered some very powerful abilities that meshed perfectly with his fighting style.

“We’ll just have the fourth and seventh swear allegiance to the Atwood Empire and teleport them over to our world,” Ogras continued. “What happens next is none of my concern.”

“Bastard! You’ve been living well, I see! Yet not a word to your grandpa!”

Ogras grinned and easily dodged a couple of half-hearted swings. “I figured you could use the break, old man.”

“Ai, the days I wasted sitting before your grave.”

“Should have spent that time siring a few new descendants.”

“Don’t think I can’t hit you just because you’ve turned into a shadow!” Okral glared, then his eyes softened. “Boy, it’s good that you’re alive.”

“It’s good to see you again,” Ogras said.

“But this… it’s enough… Any more will only become chains weighing you down,” Okral said, the screams of fear and despair around them underlining his point.

Ogras glanced at the ruins, nodding. “I guess I deserve to get killed if any of these fools gain the strength to take revenge.”

Zac had to agree with the assessment. All the elders were dead, along with most elites and budding talents. “Then I’ll return for now. I’ll send some people over to help with the transfer.”

“I’ll talk to you later,” Ogras agreed.

Zac was soon back in his compound, where he took a much-needed rest. He still felt drained after extracting some essence of his Life-attuned constitution, so he took a midday nap. He only woke up four hours later, unable to remember the last time he slept for so long.

Life on the frontlines had never allowed for real rest. He was either traveling, fighting, or cultivating in an endless cycle of carnage. Zac even felt lost now that there wasn’t anything requiring his immediate attention.

Normally, Zac would take the opportunity to work on some aspect of his cultivation. His Soul, for instance, hadn’t seen much improvement lately because of his time constraints. The two seals hidden in his Spatial Ring were a reminder that it would soon be put to the test.

Each seal led to a hidden cave, one on Earth and the other on Ensolus. They held the Remnants which he’d already bought from the Merit Exchange. Just purchasing them had almost woken the slumbering Remnants despite the System’s absolute seal. Buying them early was an insurance, as well as a test of sorts. For his plan to work, he would have to bring the sealed Remnants with him to the Zurbor Sector.

Despite being aware of the upcoming challenge, Zac chose to wander across his island. The flourishing streets filled with people were a stark contrast to the repressed atmosphere on Ogras’s homeworld. His meandering journey led him out of the city and toward the military complex. He didn’t enter, turning toward the shores.

There was a small residential district nestled between the academy and the attached military base, mostly occupied by officials and lecturers. Zac passed by the buildings unseen, reaching a secluded cliffside leading into the ocean. He jumped down and disappeared, leaving ripples of an illusion array in his wake.

The waves gently pushed against the reinforced pier, forming a soothing song of the sea. The distant gleaming lights of civilization formed a starry backdrop in place of the overcast night sky. Zac stood atop the small platform at the pier’s edge, unthinking as he looked at the deep-sea stone erected in its center.

“There you are.”

Zac glanced over, finding Ogras stepping out of the night sky. It was only then Zac realized he hadn’t moved for almost half an hour.

“There was something about your grandfather that reminded me of him,” Zac sighed. “Is everything settled?”

“It’ll take a while to gather and ferry everyone over, but that part doesn’t need me. Grandpa is overseeing the exodus with the help of your soldiers.”

“How is he?”

“Angry and disappointed. He’ll come around. The relief and excitement of those who’ll live will wear him down,” Ogras said as he placed a small flask by the memorial tablet. “Do you agree with him? Too ruthless?”

Zac understood what Ogras was getting at. He’d only killed a few thousand demons in his purge, but the actual death toll would be far greater. There was no way Erz’Kerus would dare take away the remnants of Clan Azh’Rezak, not that they had any reason to after Ogras removed everyone of value.

Meanwhile, the Atwood Empire would rescind its claim on the distant planet as soon as everyone had been sent back to Earth, leaving the vast majority of the clan to fend for themselves. Ogras could have easily saved those people. Teleportation wasn’t cheap, but transporting a few hundred thousand people within the sector wasn’t much of a hit to their finances.

And yet, Ogras decisively severed their path to survival, sticking to his promise of only taking his branch and the ones that stood by their side and faced suppression as a result.

“What qualifications do I have to talk about ruthlessness at this point?” Zac said. “Their fate would be the same even if we hadn’t appeared. Besides, the Kan’Tanu aren’t culling populations now that they have such a decisive advantage. They still have a chance of survival if my plan works, even if they have to go through some suffering first.”

The silence stretched for a minute until Ogras sighed. “It’s nice. I think the old man would have liked it.”

“I think so, too.”

“I’ve only been gone a few years, and there’s so many faces missing. Both here and back at the clan,” Ogras said, taking a swig from another bottle. “How’re you doing with everything?”

“I’m tired. Tired of fighting, of the death all around me,” Zac said, looking down at Sap Trang’s final resting place. “But we can only keep going.”

“The lonely road of power,” Ogras said. “Alright, enough of this. I’m still waiting on that drink, you know.”

“Let’s go.”

The two returned to his courtyard, where Ogras shared his experiences since they parted. Zac was surprised to learn he’d been training under the Faceless Assassins he encountered in the Tower of Eternity and that the Ponel Esmeralda mentioned was its founding patriarch. The demon’s exploits as a bounty hunter paying for his return fare with heretical cultivators ignited Zac’s longing for adventure, one that didn’t involve so much bloodshed as the soul-numbing slaughter of the war.

In return, Zac shared his experiences since he secluded himself to form his Cosmic Core, from the general progression of the war and his dealings with the Undead Empire to the events in the Centurion Lighthouse. The only part he didn’t mention was his recent involvement with the Sindris Clan, who’d repeatedly approached him by infiltrating the Field Armies.

His split bodies had unsurprisingly failed to trick them, considering they knew all about the Kayar-Elu’s heritage. For now, things hadn’t progressed much, though the Sindris Clan had agreed to help by gathering intelligence and taking on a peripheral role in his plan. Zac hadn’t given anything tangible in return, and the Sindris Clan hadn’t asked for anything.

They repeatedly mentioned there was a place for him back at their home and that returning with them was his best bet at understanding his bloodline. Of course, Zac wouldn’t take them up on such an offer with or without his mother’s warnings. It was perhaps possible to facilitate a cooperation agreement like the one he had with the Undead Empire, though it seemed laden with pitfalls. Unlike the empire, he didn’t have protection from allies like the Abyssal Shores when dealing with the Technocrat outcasts.

It wasn’t that he didn’t trust the demon with these matters, and Ogras was one of the few who knew of his Technocrat heritage. Zac didn’t want to inform Esmeralda of this aspect of his background. She already knew enough of his secrets, and there was no way to know what could come back to haunt him in the future.

It was a liberating feeling to exchange stories by a campfire with an old friend, especially now that he’d fully withdrawn from the frontlines. Battles still raged on the graded battlefronts, and the dangers and losses were far lower there. After they were all caught up, Zac moved to his plans for the future and his quest to awaken the Foreign Gods.

“What a mess,” Ogras exhaled. “So we have around fifty days, according to the Numerologist? What happens then?”

“I’m not sure. At first, we thought it might have to do with shifts in the Eternal Storm making access impossible, or that someone would get to it before us. We’re not the only ones looking for opportunities in that area. Lately… I’ve been wondering if it’s the war that’s the problem.”

“You’re thinking the Ruthless Heavens will close down the battlefronts?”

“Either that or start another phase of the war that will restrict our path to the Zurbor Sector. Maybe the battlefronts will be shifted to only lead to contested areas in the Zecia Sector. A final defense, of sorts.”

“Seems as likely as anything else. Why would the Ruthless Heavens waste energy teleporting us to another sector when we can’t even protect our back garden? And why do you want to include outsiders in your scheme? It spells trouble.”

“I don’t have much of a choice. I needed something to get the Undead Empire off my back. The events in the lighthouse left our cooperation rocky. Our trade channels were being squeezed, and I worried they’d assassinate my other half if they didn’t see a path for ‘Arcaz’ to reclaim the top spot.”

“That can’t possibly be the full picture,” Ogras concluded. “You’d rather take your chances and hoard the opportunity than involve people with suspect motives. You need them for something.”

“You know me well.” Zac smiled and threw over an Information Crystal holding the intelligence gathered by the Sindris Clan. “It’ll be almost impossible to reach the Foreign Gods without their help. See for yourself.”

“What the hell? Why are there so many Kan’Tanu stationed near our target? And there are even outsiders running around? Have they discovered your plan?”

“No,” Zac said. “Well, not this particular rift, at least. It turns out the border we’re aiming for is pretty special.”

“The Imperial Graveyard,” Ogras muttered as he read on. “Well, it makes sense the puppets would be found in such a place.”

Zac initially worried Ventus had made a mistake when his detailed battle plan led his battlefronts away from the three known border regions of the Zurbor Sector. He’d kept going after measurements confirmed he was gradually closing in on their destination. It was only two months ago they’d discovered they were approaching a hidden fourth border by interrogating a connected World Lord.

The Imperial Graveyard was the remnant of an ancient battlefield where the Inner Worlds of thousands of fallen Monarchs and Autarchs had mixed with the turbulent space of the Eternal Storm, forming a unique region full of danger and opportunity. The Kan’Tanu World Lord had no idea who’d fought in the ancient battle. It wasn’t hard for Zac to realize the Limitless Empire was involved after hearing some descriptions.

Exploring the area was incredibly dangerous because it combined the dangers of the Million Gates Territory with the sort of threats he’d faced in the ancient lighthouse. Spatial storms, attacks from malfunctioning weaponry, and War Arrays that had turned into dangerous natural formations fought to take out any explorers entering the graveyard.

And yet, the Kan’Tanu constantly kept significant forces there. It wasn’t an exaggeration to say the Kan’Tanu lost more men to the Imperial Graveyard every day than any given Field Army. Even one of the seven chapters had its headquarters blocking the entrances—the Chapter of Carnal Resolution, the defenders of the cult doctrine.

The placement was both strategic and symbolic, considering more than half of the Kan’Tanu’s heritage came from the Imperial Graveyard. The Kan’Tanu’s pope had discovered the graveyard back when he was only a discarded disciple of the Black Heart Sect. He’d been a Late Hegemon whose core was almost crippled during the intense internal struggle of the sect.

Knowing he would just become fertilizer to a Remoulded or Reincarnator if he returned, he chose to flee to the frontier. Discovering the Imperial Graveyard was the lucky break he needed to be reborn. The pope gradually took control of the nearby factions of the Zurbor Sector, using Heart Curses to enslave key members of the clans.

Eventually, the Church of Kan’Tanu was born, and it only took him sixty-thousand years to take complete control over the sector by relying on the techniques and manuals he’d extracted from the Imperial Graveyard. Since then, almost a million years had passed, and nothing remained of Zurbor’s original factions.

Even with the war raging, the excavation was in full swing. The pope was most likely desperate to find an opportunity to break through. He was over a million years old already, having surpassed the natural lifespan of a Monarch. He was running out of time, even if he’d extended his stay through normal and unorthodox means.

Meanwhile, the nature of the ruins made the Imperial Graveyard the prime source of seals for the Zurbor Sector, much like the Million Gates Territory used to be for Zecia. The outsiders had already caught on, and many opted to explore its depths instead of joining the war.

“This is insane,” Ogras vehemently rejected. “Why not just rob the Kan’Tanu Grand Cathedral while we’re at it?”

Zac remembered the shock he’d felt upon reading the reports the first time. Even the usually boisterous Kator had been subdued upon realizing the dangers he’d face if he wanted to join Zac on his mad caper.

“Please tell me you have a plan.”

“Oh, you’re going to love this.” Zac grinned, and Ogras’s face collapsed.
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“I should have known better than to expect my suffering to be over after making it home in one piece,” Ogras groaned. “Fine, I’ve already boarded this pirate ship. The first problem is the barrier. I’m guessing this is why you needed to bring in outside muscle?”

“It’s an important reason,” Zac said. “The Great Wall of Resolution spans the whole entrance to the Imperial Graveyard. A normal Monarch can’t force their way inside, let alone us.”

“Then what good are those skeletons? Zurbor is sealed just like Zecia. Their sealed Monarchs won’t be enough, if they can even teleport them over. Isn’t it almost impossible?”

“It’s prohibitively expensive because the highest battlefronts are Peak D-grade,” Zac agreed. “Any determined Monarch let loose behind enemy lines could wreak havoc. Just bringing one will eat up a good chunk of the Kavriel Province’s accumulated Faction Merit, though they are trying to have more sneak into Zurbor from the outside.”

“So what then?”

“Their Monarchs aren’t the important aspect. Only the Undead Empire have the means to drag the [Epiclesis Bell] to the Zurbor Sector. The bell’s the key to breaking through the barrier.”

“I was wondering why you hadn’t dealt with that thing yet.”

Zac carried a ball of shame over still having done nothing to help Vilari despite Galau having mastered the ritual more than five months ago. He’d even turned the core features into an array disk. If Zac’s understanding of the necessary bait was correct, he could have replaced the sacrifices with himself and easily pulled the bell over.

Yet he’d held off, watching from the sidelines as it consumed more and more Kan’Tanu. Some of its damage had already been mended according to reports, which probably made the danger Vilari faced even greater. Ralz Calzood maintained her belief it was for the best, that the benefits outweighed the dangers for her disciple. Zac wasn’t convinced.

“Uh,” Ogras coughed upon seeing Zac’s face. “So how do the Undead Empire factor in?”

“Sacrifice.” Zac explained the method to summon the bell.

“What a nasty thing,” Ogras said with scrunched brows. “Why would we need the Undead Empire for that? If you’re willing to go that far for your plan, can’t you pick a world in the Zurbor Sector with particularly nasty cultists and call it over?”

“Zurbor is too far away. Even if the bell manages to sense the summon, the pull will be so weak that it can resist the attraction. Instead, we have to create a trail of breadcrumbs to follow.”

“You’ve had the Undead Empire set up sacrificial rituals at worlds between Zecia and Zurbor,” Ogras exclaimed. “The logistics involved…”

“We’ve picked six unorthodox factions at the border of the Eternal Storm. The advance forces should have arrived already.”

The System clumped together habitable regions into sectors, with large chasms of nothingness between them. The Eternal Storm was more random, and you could find isolated worlds peppered throughout if you looked carefully. Even Ogras, who’d left a trail of bodies on his long journey home, looked slightly taken aback.

No matter how you massaged the facts, the reality was that six factions unrelated to their struggle would be slaughtered on Zac’s order. Unorthodox or not, innocent people were bound to live on those worlds. Zac wasn’t proud of it, but neither did he waver in his decision.

This was a war for survival. For Earth, for Zecia as a whole. Summoning the Foreign Gods was their only shot left at making it through alive. Getting the final piece of his seal was nothing before that fundamental desire for survival. If some planets had to fall for that to happen, so be it. Zac would carry that weight. If anything, he would go even further to save his people.

“All this effort… Is the bell really that powerful?” Ogras muttered.

“It’s the thing hiding inside I’m after. There’s something very wrong with that entity. It might be a spirit from a previous Era. Both the Heavens and the System have gone berserk every time those things were exposed, and they’ve devastated whole regions to take it out. The Great Wall is strong, but not strong enough to withstand true Heavenly wrath.”

“What if the Undead Empire doesn’t hold up their part of the bargain? Or if they mess up?”

“It’s a risk I have to take,” Zac said. “I’m betting on Kator’s greed and the importance the Undead Empire places on this trial. Gaining access to the Imperial Graveyard and a huge amount of merit should far outweigh the value of the bell and ensure there’ll be no trickery. If they betray us, it’d most likely happen after we’ve entered the graveyard.”

“I think I get it,” Ogras said, massaging his glabella. “We sneak as close as possible, and the skeletons summon the heretical bell. We crack it open and unleash Armageddon, somehow surviving the thunder and the cultists who will no doubt sense the intense energy fluctuations.”

“While also saving Vilari.”

“Of course. We sneak inside during the chaos, praying the commotion and our allies can stall any pursuers long enough as we follow your tracker to the ancient puppets. And then what?”

“Well…”

“And then what?” Ogras repeated, his eyes rife with suspicion when the silence dragged on. “Don’t tell me⁠—”

“Uh, yeah. The details aren’t really ironed down beyond that point.” Zac coughed when he saw Ogras’s incredulous expression. “I mean, I’ve already had to change the plan a couple of times. We’ll have to take things as they come.”

“As they come? In the middle of a deadly region where even Monarchs must tread carefully? Which is heavily guarded by our enemies? Can we escape the Zurbor Sector through the Imperial Graveyard after we’re done?”

Zac scratched his head. “It doesn’t look like it. There seems to be an incredibly dangerous region in the depths, essentially cutting off access to the real Eternal Storm. That’s why we can’t sneak in the back door.”

“Meaning we’d have to return the way we came to reach a teleporter? Past our enemies’ stronghold, where a whole lot of very angry cultists will probably be waiting.”

“Something like that.”

“Well, the best of luck to you.”

“What are you talking about? You’re coming with, of course,” Zac said. “As is Esmeralda.”

“Are you crazy!”

‘Absolutely not!’

Esmeralda appeared in a flash, clearly having listened in on their conversation from some hidden spot.

“I have no idea how difficult it’ll be to activate the Foreign Gods or what kinds of defenses might be blocking my way. I will need my two most skilled infiltrators on the job.” Zac smiled.

‘Why should I join you on such a dangerous mission? I’m already hiding from the Heavens as is! This is not part of our contract.’

“I can’t force you,” Zac said with an innocent expression. “But the pillar’s ascent was brought forward by half a year because of the Centurion Lighthouse. Who’s to say what’ll happen when the real Centurion Project is dragged to the surface and activated? The System might whisk us away to the inheritance right away. Are you sure you want to stay behind and risk missing the boat? My undead body has no choice but to go because of my agreement with Kator.”

‘This—this—’ Esmeralda frantically signed while stamping the ground in agitation. ‘You’re forcing my hand, breaking the spirit of our agreement!’

“I’m simply explaining the situation. Also, this scenario isn’t covered by our agreement,” Zac said, feeling a great sense of satisfaction from throwing back Esmeralda’s words in her face.

Honestly, Zac wasn’t too broken up about losing out on the ancient toad’s Bloodline Talents. He’d never included them in any of his plans, and her trickery gave him the perfect excuse to bring her along on this admittedly half-cooked caper. Since he was already on a roll, Zac turned his attention to Ogras, who looked ready to run for the hills.

“I know you’ve enlisted and checked out the exchange by now. There are some pretty amazing things, aren’t there? Things you’d need to keep up your momentum when our resources run dry. Question is, how will you obtain the merit to get your hands on the good stuff? We’ve already abandoned the frontlines because it became too dangerous. Oh, you also need another piece for your seal.”

Ogras’s face flickered with indecision until greed overcame caution. “What if the trial doesn’t start when you finish your quest?”

“I don’t know,” Zac admitted. “Depends on the Foreign Gods. Maybe we can ride on their shoulders as we steamroll the Zurbor Sector. If that doesn’t work out, we’ll have to hide inside the Imperial Graveyard until the trial begins. It shouldn’t be hard. It’s almost as large as the Million Gates Territory and way more chaotic. The Undead Empire is planning on sending multiple units with that strategy.”

Zac wasn’t planning on telling Ogras these units who’d sneak inside on separate vessels were disposable deathsworn. They’d act as a diversion while searching for seals. Coming back alive, whether as sealbearers or not, wasn’t something Kator planned for.

“I guess it’s about time you advanced to blowing up whole sectors…” Ogras sighed in defeat. “And I admit the plan sounds feasible in a deranged way. I bet those curse-cultivating maniacs will turn into natural lightning rods when the Heavens descend on the area.”

“That’s what I hope.”

“So when are we going?”

“We have a hard deadline to set out with Kator in a month,” Zac said. “We could go even sooner if something changes.”

“And until then?”

“We’ll keep at it, figuring out ways to increase our odds of survival,” Zac said. “And first on the docket is cracking open the Ensolus Ruins.”

“The ruins will still be there tomorrow,” Ogras said and took out a ceramic vat covered in odd scribbles. “I think I need another drink after hearing your master plan.”

Ogras stayed a few more hours before returning to Azh’Rodum. Zac dispersed the alcohol from his system and teleported to his own cultivation cave. His chat with Ogras helped settle his heart, and seeing the demon’s exaggerated reactions even alleviated Zac’s misgivings about the mission.

Zac spent the rest of the night cultivating his soul, letting the vast amounts of Mental Energy wash through his spiritual body. The [Thousand Lights Avatar] had long since reached the limits of the technique he’d picked up from the Eidolon elite. Going any further required an actual spirit body, while the upper layers remained exclusive for Eidolon.

The spiritual form spanning both his bodies was slightly different from the original. There were weak hints of his Branch of the War Axe in the previously unattuned framework. Adding it wasn’t very difficult. He cultivated his soul with a war between Life and Death, which he harnessed and amplified with his Dao Branch as he let the shockwaves from his Soul Aperture spread through his body.

It was still far from becoming anything close to the [Thousand Axes Avatar] he’d envisioned, nor did it have any effect in combat. Zac still kept at it to observe the transformation Conflict brought to his spirit. Achieving his goals would require a comprehensive rehaul of the Eidolon technique, for which he so far only had some theories.

The rehaul would require a herculean effort of trial and error or Ultom’s epiphany. Even the latter wouldn’t work without a foundation and direction to build upon, though.

The suns had been up for hours when Zac appeared in his compound, and he enjoyed the fresh sense of clarity of rotating his Mental Energy.

‘You should practice this method every night going forward,’ Esmeralda said from within her subspace.

“You think my soul will be important for the trial?”

‘Who cares? I felt like I was given a luxurious mud bath when you practiced.’

“So that’s it,” Zac scoffed before teleporting over to his other planet.

The group was already assembled and waiting outside when Zac arrived—more than half his sealbearers. Ogras was missing, but a flickering shadow indicated he was nearby.

“Let’s go,” Zac said and flew into the sandstorm.

The rest followed, and soon found themselves in the Ensolus Ruins. A haze covered the ruins, limiting vision and making it look like the root-covered city was in the middle of monsoon season despite being placed in the middle of a desert. Zac glanced at Galau, who took out an array disk.

The illusions popped like soap bubbles, exposing one magnificent temple after another. The temples and mansions of the Ensolus Ruins looked exactly as grand as they did when Zac first unearthed them. No, that wasn’t strictly correct. They were even more resplendent, having benefitted from Ensolus’ upgrade to Middle D-grade energy.

“To think these things were hidden among the rubble,” Ogras exclaimed as he stepped out of the shadows, drawing surprised looks from the others. “Makes one want to start digging for treasure.”

“You’re back! No wonder all those demons popped up overnight,” Emily exclaimed, looking at the demon expectantly. “Do you have a way to pierce the barriers? Is that why we’re gathered today?”

“We’ll see,” Ogras muttered, only half-listening as he directed hundreds of shadowy strings to burrow into every nook and cranny.

“It’s no use,” Galau said. “We’ve already scanned the area in various ways. If there’s still subterranean ruins or spatial pockets hiding, they’re sealed so tightly even a Spatial Monarch would find it hard to unearth them.”

“Guess I’ll have to take your word for it. Who could have imagined a worrywart like you would become a blinding sun?” Ogras grinned and put his arm around Galau’s shoulder. “I was sure you’d get yourself killed after you were sent off to the army.”

“It wasn’t easy, but we got him on the right path,” Bubbur said, looking at Galau like a proud mother.

“Grand Formation Master. Weaponsmith. I even hear you’ve conquered this feral little thing. A real triple threat.”

“Want to test if your shadows are flammable?” Emily glowered. “If anything, I’m the conqueror here, alright?”

“That’s what you’re worried about?” Galau rolled his eyes. “And I don’t know about a triple threat or sun. I was simply fortunate enough to get swept up in this mess and survive. Most are not so lucky.”

“I heard there’s been casualties?” Ogras grunted, glancing at Zac.

“We’ve lost five sealbearers. More than ten times that number if you count repeated casualties to the same seal,” Zac confirmed.

“It’s become harder and harder to hold onto the seals,” Emily sighed. “Meanwhile, it’s like those who got picked early have a guardian angel. Oh, I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be. It’s true,” Lissa said with a weak smile.

“It’ll be ok,” Carl muttered, seemingly telling himself as much as his wife.

Zac could empathize with Carl’s fears. Not a single of his original sealbearers had fallen, even if Rhubat and Ra’Klid were on bed rest, recovering in specialized arrays after nearly dying in battle. Rhubat was the worst off, having their body almost completely shattered shortly after seizing the second piece of their seal. The Zhix leader had been in a sealed state for over four months, only kept alive through the enduring nourishment of Faith Energy from the hives.

Meanwhile, the seals had become death sentences to those who got them late. Fate was testing the candidates and their worthiness, and most came up short. The seal-inflicted deaths had hit his second-generation Hegemons the hardest, including two Valkyries and Harvarth, the demon captain who’d fought by his side since day one.

Carl’s wife Lissa was their most recent sealbearer and an accidental one at that. The demoness had stepped down from active duty to care for her daughter, taking up a job as an elite guard in Purgatory. An ill-fated prison break cost Zac a Zurbor-native navigator and Ogras the final piece of his Hollow Court seal.

Admittedly, Lissa was the final piece of the puzzle. He now had two full cycles, with two sealbearers to spare. Zac had already given up on forming a third, even if there was a small chance of success through the Imperial Graveyard. Instead, they’d focus on completing the seals they already had.

Only two had already accomplished that feat—Emily and Janos. Their experience was the same; the final epiphany was even greater than the first two. Janos was still caught in a near-catatonic state as he digested the insights. Zac hoped he could provide the same thing to a few more of his sealbearers before running out of time, which was why he’d brought so many today.

“Can you get inside?” Zac asked as Ogras inspected a barrier.

“No way,” Ogras said without hesitation. “I’ve learned some infiltration techniques, and they won’t work against this kind of absolute defense.”

Zac expected as much. He’d visited a few times over the past months, hoping his accumulated experience and progression with [Void Mountain] would be enough. It wasn’t. His keen senses couldn’t find a weakness in the barriers, and neither could the Void force a path.

‘Can you do it?’ Zac asked through the mental connection with Esmeralda. She remained strangely tightlipped. ‘What is it?’

‘You never said the ruins were a blessed city! These temples are the training grounds of Imperial Templars!’
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Zac could feel Esmeralda’s agitation and embarrassment through the link. It would have been funny if it didn’t mean something had gone wrong with his plan.

‘Imperial Templars, what’s that?’

‘The Limitless Empire had multiple Monastic and Templar Orders,’ Esmeralda said as she emerged from the shrine in his Draugr half’s chest.

None in the group reacted to the sudden appearance of a bison-sized toad, meaning Esmeralda’s stealth worked even against his strongest subordinates. Zac asked the others to give him a minute as his two halves and Ogras stepped to the side. The contract said he had to keep Esmeralda’s identity hidden, though he would have done so without the stipulation. She and the [Shrine of Kanba] were a hidden ace. The less people knew, the better.

Esmeralda gingerly tapped the nearby barrier a few times and shook her head. ‘They were special organizations separated from their armies. Esteemed, mysterious, and very dangerous. This seems to be a remote training base. The Templars erected bases like these at the frontlines and in extradimensional colonies toward the end of their reign.

‘It contains all the facilities needed to recruit, train, and equip the local elites, raising the next generation’s heroes and generals who’d continue the expansion.’

“It’s like a predecessor to the System?” Zac said with excitement as his vision roved across the horizon and its many towering temples.

He’d been worried they’d find empty manors abandoned by their masters or places of worship for a faith that had been long since forgotten. A training ground to nurture elites was far more practical. Wouldn’t it mean every temple had something like the Tribulation Throne?

“What? What did she say?” Ogras urged.

“Oh, sorry,” Zac said, conveying Esmeralda’s words.

Esmeralda was either unable or unwilling to give others the translating mark. Ogras, whose theoretical foundations weren’t quite as strong, could only make out bits and pieces without a translator.

“So?” Zac said. “These buildings can make us stronger?”

‘They should. The Templars were the handpicked holy warriors of the Limitless Empire. Many of its top generals came from their ranks. I figure the Templars knew what they were doing. That’s not the point. These bases are always blessed by Imperial Faith.’

“So? Sounds like everything related to the Limitless Empire is,” Ogras said, echoing Zac’s sentiments.

‘Of course not! Having faith is one-directional and does not provide the believer with any strength. Cultivating faith is different. The population generates faith and its chosen harness that limited resource. If too many did that, there’d be nothing left. Many Heartland factions have no spiritual warriors because those at the top are hoarding the Faith Energy.’

“So what about the blessing?”

‘A blessing means the Deity or their representative reciprocated that faith, permanently imbuing a person or object with a sliver of their power. It’s like a Dao Impartment. Depending on the blessing’s strength, it can cause a huge transformation. A normal rock blessed by the Limitless Emperor would become a divine weapon that could tear a hole in the Heavens.’

The concept was new yet familiar, and not just because of the Dao Impartment Zac received from Yrial long ago. It sounded identical to the Tribulation Throne. It would also explain why his breakthrough managed to unearth all these buildings. The throne’s blessing must have resonated with the one here.

“You’re saying the Limitless Emperor has marked this place?” Zac asked.

‘I would already be running for my life if this frontier station had been personally blessed by the Mad Emperor,’ Esmeralda signed while croaking nervously.

“Are you sure? What about the Tribulation Throne I mentioned yesterday?”

‘That refinement chair was probably created by some Monastic Ascetic and sent to the fortress.’

Was he mistaken? No, Zac was certain he’d felt Laondio’s presence even if what Esmeralda said was correct. More likely, the Limitless Emperor’s lingering will had sensed his presence through the Imperial Faith and used the throne’s blessing to form a spiritual bridge.

“What about this place?”

‘The faith imbued in this barrier should be on the lower end. Still, any Monastery or Temple would be blessed by someone at the Cardinal level or above,’ Esmeralda continued. ‘Those are not figures we can disregard at our current level.’

“Cardinals,” Zac muttered, remembering the introduction in the Foreign Gods tome.

It mentioned a ‘Blade Cardinal’ having passed the region, almost annihilating an Elder Foreign God with a single swing. Zac guessed they had to be Autarchs, at the very least, extraordinarily powerful ones if they were empowered by the immense Imperial Faith of the Limitless Empire. It was probably a lucky break he never invited a Monarch to forcibly break the barriers. Who knew what could happen if the lingering will lashed back?

“Will we be able to use these facilities? I don’t want to turn my followers into zealots,” Zac said.

‘I think so? Only a few graduates would earn consecration and become actual Templars. Most would take up other roles within the empire. If nothing else, there should be a treasury and repository somewhere.’

“Then what’s the problem? You can’t deal with the cardinal’s imprint?”

‘How can some outer temples stop me!’ Esmeralda huffed. ‘But you’d have to brand a stele inside the main cathedral to claim ownership of the whole city. I wouldn’t dare mess with that building even if I’d undergone another bloodline awakening. It’s like an ancient powder keg full of deadly conviction.’

“Alright, we’ll skip that place and hit the smaller temples one by one?”

‘…One. I can open one barrier in my current condition. I have to trigger a Bloodline Talent beyond my current level to subvert the blessing, and I’m already drained after helping you expand the shrine.’

“Don’t you think I can tell your exhaustion’s feigned?” Zac scoffed. “You did something yesterday to rapidly recover. The temporal ripples are still messing with my perception.”

‘One and no more! This is my limit before the trial, or it might impact my mission. Besides, blessings are an impartment of will. They are intelligent like an Array Spirit. It’ll notice something’s wrong if I keep at it.’

Zac grimaced as he looked around. One was better than nothing, but not quite what he’d hoped for.

“Manuals and techniques would take too long to showcase their worth. Even skills might need to be refitted to work with our current system,” Ogras muttered. “Equipment or Treasury? Or something similar to the throne? Most of our sealbearers have empty Limited Title slots or very weak ones taking up space.”

“Do you have any suggestions?” Zac asked Esmeralda.

‘There is one way you can get around the limits. Everything seems to be in working order, so you could target the Hall of Service.’

“What’s that?”

‘Registration and missions. My technique will make it so that anyone entering the Hall of Service is considered a candidate rather than an intruder. If you pass the initial screening, you’ll become a low-level trainee. I’m not sure if the Hall of Service can give out missions now, but the Templars were big on trials and feats of strength. You could gain access to the other buildings if you perform well enough.

‘This way, you and your followers can get a bit of everything, reaping the rewards in subjects where you excel. Keep in mind you’ll have to follow the rules and only take what your performance awards. If I unseal another temple instead, we can pick it clean.’

“What do you think?” Zac asked.

“It might be our best option.” Ogras slowly nodded. “I doubt there’ll be anything here that can impact the war if it’s a high-grade training base. And if there is a secret Templar weapon hidden somewhere, it’ll be in the main cathedral, which we can’t access.”

‘I don’t know about any weapons, but you will be able to enter the cathedral if you perform well enough. There might be an opportunity to snatch something then, though you’ll definitely be marked as a traitor. And before you ask, I won’t get involved with robbing that place. That’s how a thief ends up on the gallows.’

“Let’s go with the Hall of Service then. We’ll be strong enough to seize the cathedral sooner or later. We can extract the rest of the benefits at that point.” Zac turned to Esmeralda. “Where to?”

When she didn’t respond, Ogras sighed. “You don’t know which one it is, do you?”

‘How am I supposed to remember every little thing! This is your expedition, you figure it out!’ Esmeralda scowled then escaped into Zac’s chest.

Zac helplessly looked around. How was he supposed to know?

“Let’s ask the merchant,” Ogras said. “He’s spent some time investigating these buildings, no? And he’s lived inside a fortress with a shared origin.”

Zac agreed, and they reconvened with the group.

“A Templar training facility? How do you suddenly know all this?” Emily asked after Zac had explained the situation.

“I can’t explain why or how we’re going to open the temple,” Zac said. “Suffice to say, we want to find the Hall of Service, or at least eliminate as many buildings as possible to improve our odds of picking the right one. I think everyone here has visited the ruins once or twice to see if you have affinity with any of the temples. Any impressions and ideas are welcome. For instance, I don’t believe it’s that palace.”

Zac pointed at a domed ceiling in the distance. The temple had six braziers with blue flames burning at equidistant locations. He’d felt it reminiscent of the building where he inherited the [Cosmic Forge]. The similarities ultimately ended with the braziers and the spherical nature. Any aura was prevented from leaking, but Zac had felt his soul throb upon looking at the six abstract sculptures that lined its entrance.

“I don’t know why, I just feel that building relates to cultivating souls. And another on the opposite side should be a smithy.”

“I know the one!” Emily said. “With the flat slated ceiling, right? It’s always made me think of an anvil for some reason.”

“I believe the temple made from blue stone, with five spires, relates to rearing beasts or bloodlines.”

Zac turned to Ibtep with surprise. “Really? It looks like a church to me.”

“The engravings on each tower make me think of different lineages of ferocious beasts. One, in particular, seems to attract my pets.”

“I think I can safely exclude a few,” Galau said. “Do you know the names or features of some other structures?”

‘Esmeralda?’

The group excluded one structure after another, relying on deduction, intuition, and Esmeralda’s scattered memories. They were left with three, which gave off a neutral aura that gave no hint of their purpose.

“This one seems like the best bet, right?” Zac said as they gathered before one of the outermost temples. “The whole city is forming a huge array.”

The temple didn’t look much different from any others. It resembled a gothic church with pitch-black spires, buttresses, and a large rose window covered in dense engravings. Its entrance was a huge arched vault, and there was another one on the other side. One gate let you into the Templar Order, while the other was pointed right at the main cathedral.

“And this should be one of its mouths,” Galau agreed. “Registration at the entrance, where you can take up missions and immediately set out.”

“Everyone back away for a bit. No one come over until I give the go-ahead,” Zac said.

Everyone clearly held onto unanswered questions as they followed the order. Soon, only Zac’s two halves and Esmeralda remained by the barrier.

‘I’m a bit rusty, so this might take a while,’ Esmeralda said as she jumped forward and placed her hand on the barrier.

She remained unmoving for over three hours, with subtle changes to the barrier indicating she wasn’t just meditating. The Faith Energy Zac had seen on full display when the temples emerged was being drawn to the surface, and it actually looked like the barrier was becoming stronger.

The barrier’s radiance reached a level that triggered the other temples. Fate was gathering like a hurricane, and a dangerous pressure descended on the ruins. It was like a Primordial Beast was waking from a long slumber and was searching for the culprit who interrupted its sleep.

Just as Zac was about to tell Esmeralda to stop, she grew to match the grand hall before her. She emitted a heart-palpitating aura, and the vague runes that had appeared on her skin spread across her body. Six profound magic circles formed over the vats on her back, and Zac was amazed to find them a perfect blend of Imperial Faith and deathly time.

The toad moved like a blur, slapping the barrier at dozens of precise spots. Zac could only vaguely make out the six circles fusing with the barrier before Esmeralda was back where she started. The burgeoning storm of fate collapsed, and the six black circles gathered at the barrier’s front, superimposing to form a six-meter-wide gap.

The barrier didn’t seem damaged. In fact, the hole felt like a natural feature of the shield, and the temple appeared to be reinforcing it.

Esmeralda looked tired as her throat bulged, and she spat out two large poles covered in the viscous liquid from her vats. She stabbed them into the ground, and runes resembling those on her skin lit up across their surface.

‘It’s done.’

Esmeralda’s exhaustion was clearly not feigned this time. Her vats were almost empty, and her aura felt hollow.

“Amazing work. Thank you,” Zac said. “We can just enter? What about the defenses inside?”

‘It should be safe. The doorstops will warn you if otherwise. Like I said, I’m no historian,’ Esmeralda signed before lashing her tongue at his human body. ‘I’ll be able to share your sight now and warn in case something goes wrong.’

Esmeralda disappeared into her shrine, triggering a powerful pull of Miasma.

Zac slowly approached the entrance with his human body, afraid an undead might trigger something. The powerful faith gathered around the barrier felt like a god staring down at him. Zac kept going, worried that backing down would backfire on him. He passed the doorstoppers and sensed an invisible swirl of energy emerge. And then, he was through the gate, standing before the entrance as a Templar.

It was as though a lifetime’s worth of slumbering memories had sprouted. Zac was filled with faith and valor, remembering how he’d fought the empire’s enemies in the eight directions. Zac blinked, and the memories of his life as an Imperial Templar were gone. They were clearly fabricated, but it didn’t matter. Zac could tell the experience marked him, allowing Esmeralda’s portal to forge an identity and connect it with the blessing.

Zac exhaled and continued up the steps. The grand arched doors automatically opened to his approach. Zac stopped with hesitation when he saw a wall of shimmering Spatial Energy. It wasn’t a barrier, it was a spatial gate like the one that led to the Twilight Ocean.

‘What’s going on?’

‘What? Did you think these small buildings could hold a whole training center without some spatial manipulation?’ Esmeralda scoffed from the safety of the shrine. ‘The main cathedral could very well hold a whole Mystic Realm.’

Zac shrugged and stepped through, finding himself in an enormous atrium. He turned around, exhaling with relief upon seeing the shimmering spatial gate behind before inspecting the interiors. There had to be over a hundred doors lining the room, along with dozens of steles filled with names. There was also a shimmering gate at the opposite end emitting much stronger spatial fluctuations.

Long-distance teleportation, perhaps? To where?

There was an intangible forbidding power when Zac focused on the various features in the large hall, preventing him from looking too closely. The only exception was a large service desk at the center and the raised platform behind it.

‘That’s the one. You have to step onto the platform and be scanned. It’s like a sect entry test. After that, you can start knocking out trials behind the doorways.’

“Will I be okay?” Zac whispered. “I mean, I’m a mortal.”

‘I can help you feign some affinity in case it tests for it.’

Zac nodded and walked toward the testing platform. He only got halfway before his path was barred.

“The Emperor spoke, and I answered. Yet a thief rather than savior steps through our gates. Explain your presence.”

Profound horror was transmitted through Esmeralda’s link as Zac blankly stared at the vaguely humanoid entity that had appeared before him. It contained such terrifying amounts of energy and faith that Zac’s soul had frozen. Only a frantic shout in his mind shook him awake.

‘Why’s there an Eternal Servant in this kind of place? RUN!’
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Esmeralda’s warning was entirely superfluous, considering the very core of his being screamed of mortal peril. The calm voice of the ghost before couldn’t hide the chilling killing intent hidden in her question. The kind he’d felt from his mother when she talked about the System or those who betrayed the Kayar-Elu.

Zac would have loved nothing more than to follow Esmeralda’s urgings to escape. But did he dare, knowing running was an admission of guilt? He’d be lucky if he got halfway to the gate before a blast of faith turned him into consecrated ash.

This ‘Eternal Servant’ possessed power far beyond Hegemony, possibly beyond anyone in Zecia. And even that terrifying power felt like the tip of a bottomless iceberg. Zac wasn’t an unfettered thief like Esmeralda, who could disappear when she was exposed. A simple thought could annihilate his team waiting outside, and Zac didn’t dare give any indication through his other body.

Besides, escape where? A barrier made by Faith Energy had blocked the exit. Worse, a hidden array activated when the Eternal Servant spoke, sealing his Cosmic Core and Soul Aperture. Even the brand holding Sendor’s lifesaving mark had been sealed, preventing him from using one old monster to fight another. Noticing triggered a flash of anger, as it made Zac recall Sendor’s reluctant face when he imparted them.

That old Realm Spirit had really pulled one over on him. Zac had already discovered the reason why Yselio so effortlessly blocked its activation. It wasn’t that Sendor betrayed him and shared the secret with the Imperial Heavens. Rather, Sendor had taken advantage of Zac’s lacking experience, knowing the letter and spirit of Zac’s request were very different.

What Heartland Chosen didn’t have one or two lifesaving imprints on their bodies? Localizing and neutralizing them was an important aspect of life and death battles between scions of high-grade forces. Opposing factions spent fortunes investigating their enemy’s methods while reinventing their seals to gain an edge. Meanwhile, Sendor had placed his seals right in the open without protection or obfuscation.

That way, the Realm Spirit wouldn’t have to worry about Zac activating the seal against powerful outsiders, creating unwanted enmities. Only the barbarians on the frontier would fail to recognize the seal for what it was, and Sendor wouldn’t mind saving him from some local Monarch.

Without any escape route or protection, Zac could only fall back on old tricks.

“Wait, wait!” Zac urged as he took out the [Court Cycle Token]. “I’m not an enemy of the Empire or the Templars! I accidentally unearthed these buildings, but we thought they were long abandoned!”

Using the token as credentials seemed like the best route. It’d gotten him out of similar situations inside the Centurion Lighthouse, even if the energy sentinels back then were nothing compared to this so-called servant.

Exposing his bloodline was more likely to backfire than not. Even Zac didn’t know whether Karz joined the Selvari as part of a plot or if he truly became the Emperor’s enemy. To the outside world, his ancestor had publicly been part of the Sindris clan for hundreds of thousands of years and greatly assisted them in slowing down the Limitless Empire’s advances. If this servant recognized the Void Emperor bloodline, she would most likely know it as a high-priority enemy.

‘It’s pointless! These servants are lunatics who have given up on everything to serve. Their soul, their self, even reincarnation! Their minds have fused with their Emperor’s mad crusade; they can’t be reasoned with.’

“A flawed creature exiled from the lower planes think they can understand our undertaking, our sacrifice? Impudent.”

Zac didn’t have the chance to react before a flash of light preceded blinding pain. Esmeralda’s mark had been destroyed, taking a chunk of flesh with it. There didn’t seem to be any Dao behind the attack, and Zac’s dual constitutions would normally have healed such a wound in no time. And yet, cracks spread from the scorched wound as a mysterious force destroyed him from within. His Hidden Nodes fought back, but it did little to help. It felt like he was being banished by the universe, crumbling bit by bit.

‘What should I do?’ Zac’s Draugr half frantically asked Esmeralda while struggling to slow down the spread.

‘I told you, escape, whatever it takes! Eternal Servants have become a part of faith based on endless conquest, where everyone not sharing their goal is an enemy. They’re almost immortal, though they can only exist where the Imperial Faith does. If you escape the Hall of Service, it shouldn’t be able to follow.’

‘Shouldn’t!’

‘What do I know? I’m only going on hearsay. I’ve always been careful not to trigger these things any time I’ve visited a place that might hold one. And before you complain, this isn’t my fault! Eternal Servants are only supposed to guard critical functions and holy relics of the Limitless Empire, not hang around in long-forgotten training camps. Stumbling onto one was as likely as finding a pureblood dragon napping inside the temple.’

Zac didn’t get the chance to ask anything else as a wave of weakness he hadn’t felt in years swept through him. His connection with his other body had been severed, reducing his shot at survival even further. Sweat poured down his back as he held up the token, silently enduring the pain. The Eternal Servant looked at the token, and Zac’s heart sank when she slowly shook her head.

“Stolen valor and heterogeneity, a parasite feasting on our history.”

More cracks opened across Zac’s body as the chamber’s restrictive array joined the wound to reject his existence. Zac was out of options, and a primordial aura exploded from his body. The Void suffocated the invading force, drastically slowing his agonizing death. The large hall was instantly covered in trees from [Apex Jungle] as the array failed to contain the Void.

The skill was still torn apart with prejudice by the chamber’s latent power. It didn’t matter. A fraction of a second was all Zac needed. He’d conjured a tree on top of his position, whisking him away. The Void Energy failed to pass through the faith barrier barring his way back, so he emerged right before the spatial gate at the opposite side of the building.

Its Spatial Energy was far greater, and there was no telling what waited on the other side of the shimmering film. Most likely, it would malfunction from having lost connection with its other end. Rolling the dice was better than staying. His gambit was as much a way to gauge her reaction to his bloodline as an actual escape plan—her reaction would decide whether he stepped through the gate.

The burgeoning killing intent that almost twisted the pure nature of the immense Faith Energy was all the answer Zac needed. And yet, Zac didn’t step through. A spear holding a sea of death and boundless conviction had torn through the faith barrier on the other side of the hall like it was made of paper.

Propelling it forward was Joanna, radiating unbending faith that bravely fought against the far greater Imperial Faith latently emitted by the Eternal Servant. Joanna’s faith rapidly transformed into an illusory avatar, also pointing a spear at the servant, an ability Zac had never seen before.

Everything about the avatar was blurry and hollow except the eyes. They held a sea of blood and mountains of corpses. The monstrous accumulation of death and carnage made the whole chamber shake, causing disruptions to its arrays. Even the Eternal Servant seemed to take the threat seriously, forming a radiant shield made from pure faith.

‘Go!’

Zac followed Joanna’s desperate urging, except not in the way she hoped. She wanted to use some hidden method to exchange her life for his. Zac’s conscience couldn’t stand for such a thing. This wasn’t the battlefield where death waited around every corner. He was the one who’d been too desperate for power, unsealing something that should have remained buried. How could he let someone else take the fall for his greed?

Madness shone in Zac’s eyes as he shot toward the Eternal Spirit for a pincer attack. Of course, he held no delusions that their attacks would be able to harm this being. He did have something that had a small shot at creating an opening. A box radiating both merit and sin appeared in his hands, and he rapidly began undoing its seals.

It was the Buddhist container Esmeralda gave him when she and Lova fist visited him in the Perennial Vastness, having just stolen it from the ghost temple where he received his [Lucky Beads]. Zac had kept the box by his side ever since, occasionally infusing it with his Dao to whittle away at the sinister energies inside. Years had passed, and he barely had anything to show for it. It was to be expected since Lova had said it would take centuries of work before the calamitous item could become a Dharmic Instrument.

He’d never considered using it during his many desperate situations. After all, the cursed item had some form of sentience that resisted his refinement. It was more likely to target him than his enemies if he undid the seals.

This was the best thing he could think of. Maybe faith and sin would cancel each other out, giving him and Joanna a chance to escape.

Another flash of light dashed any hopes of opening Pandora’s box and unleashing a storm of mutually assured destruction. The Eternal Servant proved that neither Void nor hidden aces mattered before utmost power. Zac had been transported to Joanna’s side, and they were forced to the ground under an intense suppression. Meanwhile, the Eternal Servant now held the box, which appeared to struggle to escape her grasp.

“You—” Joanna said while fighting against the pressure.

“You know me better than that.” Zac smiled, knowing what she wanted to say. “How did you figure out I was in trouble?”

“I suddenly saw through the barrier and acted on instinct,” Joanna said. “Maybe my Faith Energy resonated with this room.”

“Thank you for trying. Sorry for getting you dragged into this mess.” Zac maintained a façade of helplessness as he sought other ways out.

“I have no regrets, except you not taking the chance to escape.”

“Don’t be too sad,” the entity said, and Zac’s heart lurched upon seeing her throw the box with the force of a cannonball.

Zac felt a powerful force crash into his back the next moment. Lying on the ground was the box, having been spat out of the other exit. Zac wryly smiled as he picked up the box, seeing a set of Faith-based seals had been added. He wasn’t opening this thing anytime soon.

As expected, escaping or defeating this unfathomable guardian was futile. Everything had been under her control from the beginning, which was incredibly good news. After all, they were still alive.

“This was all a test?”

“I figured I could use the toad’s disdain of my mental faculties to get the answers I needed,” the servant calmly said. “Only at the edge of death can you see a man’s true nature. And if you couldn’t overcome such a small hiccup, I could only assume the Emperor’s voice was an enemy in disguise. There’s no lack of forces trying to sabotage our undertaking.”

“So, did we pass?” Zac asked.

The Eternal Servant ignored the question and turned to Joanna. “You carry the legacy of Godking Eyler. Your path is bound to be filled with struggle. Which is the case for any worthy goal. Are you willing to suffer to save this man?”

“I am.”

“Then go,” the servant said, and a nearby gateway lit up. “Pass the trial and prove your faith, and you can both leave. Of course, you’re free to leave on your own. The Templars owe the Emperor’s Spear that much.”

“I’ll be back,” Joanna said and flashed away.

Zac smiled with relief when Joanna disappeared through the gate. It wasn’t that he was confident in Joanna’s ability to pass whatever test waited on the other side. He believed she would be safe whether he lived or died. As for the Eternal Servant’s promise, he treated it as air. Imperial Faith was already digging into his body now that Joanna had left.

“Your bloodline carries dangerous implications,” the servant said. “I cannot tell whether your existence is a blessing or a curse. You’re a variable that shouldn’t exist. The whispers from the past urged us to help you, and yet I can’t ascertain whether it’s the right path. Not even the Emperor’s word can supersede the undertaking, and the eddies of time have created uncertainties.”

“What can I do to nudge your judgment in my favor?” Zac asked.

“First, how fares the empire?”

“That’s…” Zac hesitated. “It’s gone. Has been for a very, very long time. The Emperor awakened the System and disappeared, ushering in the Dark Ages. There was nothing left when the Heavens returned. No one seems to know exactly what happened back then.”

Zac steeled himself, afraid the Eternal Servant would go berserk. But he also didn’t dare lie.

“Flesh and stone crumble. Faith remains. I can sense it. How marvelous. It’s too early, but the Zenith approaches,” the servant said as she looked to the sky. Only much later did she speak up again.

“Explain how you awakened this realm without the mark.”

Zac felt like the servant had dug another pit for him to jump into. The burning purpose of the Limitless Empire’s faith made up the very core of the Eternal Servant’s being. Meanwhile, he’d rejected that path to forge his own, even using the Imperial Destiny as fuel. If that wasn’t heresy, then what was?

Even then, he dove into the explanation he’d already arranged in his mind. He didn’t hide much, explaining how he’d attracted the wisp of the Emperor when using the Tribulation Throne. It required him to partly expose the connection with his other half. Zac suspected the Eternal Servant already had a decent idea of his situation.

“You rejected the Imperial Destiny yet were blessed by it,” the servant said, shaking her head. Another silence passed before she spoke up again. “Nothing is as it should be, so I’ll remain neutral. The Eternal Pillar is rising, and you came to the Halls of Service in search of power. Very well. Go ahead.”

“What?” Zac exclaimed with disbelief as the pressure disappeared. He felt like a mouse caught by a cat, only released to be toyed with again. “You’ll help open the other temples?”

“Of course not. Destiny led you here, so I will give you an opportunity to plunder our temples,” the servant said as five of the more exquisite steles in the hall lit up. “But first, you will have to prove your worthiness by taking on the test of knighthood. Only those who pass the pilgrimage qualify to join our order. You must do the same.”

“Pick one of the five?” Zac said, looking at the spatial gates that had opened up before the steles.

“The Pilgrimage of the Empyrean Chalice will test all aspects of a Templar. Mind, Body, Heart, Strength, and Faith. Pass three, and you may live. Pass four, and I will let you use your accumulated merit to trade for opportunities. Pass all five, and I will fully awaken the Halls of Service for you and your subordinates.”

“Only three to pass?” Zac asked to confirm.

He didn’t have much hope in passing all five, seeing as he had no faith to speak of. Three or even four seemed more than doable, considering he was quite confident in all of them.

“Don’t look down on our Order,” the servant said. “I can see that the Imperial Tutor has widened the path, that does not solely come with benefits. There is a weakness in you and your subordinates. And weakness means death on the battlefield.”

“Fine. Any order is fine?” Zac said, assuming the ‘Imperial Tutor’ referred to the System.

He walked toward the stele with the ancient rune for Strength after getting an affirmative nod. Zac stopped right before the swirling gate, which still didn’t give any hint of what waited on the other side. He turned back, looking at the flickering mass of faith and power. “How should I address you?”

“Your beast was right about one thing. I discarded my name when I took the Eternal Vow,” the spirit said, cocking her head. “You can call me Instructor, provided you survive.”
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PILGRIMAGE OF STRENGTH


“Stop, it’s okay!” Zac shouted, using Dao to cut through the sandstorm’s roar.

Zac kept a calm demeanor, holding back tears of relief when memories and power came rushing through the [Omega Link]. Looking death in the eye and having his link severed had almost thrown him into a pit of despair, one that only worsened when Joanna broke through the gate in an unexpected burst of violence. Not knowing whether the Eternal Servant had killed his other half, he could only urge his remaining sealbearers to run from the taboo being they’d awoken.

“What’s going on?” Carl asked, warily looking around with bow in hand.

“That’s…” Zac hesitated. “I got word from the other side. The guardian spirit didn’t kill Zac and Joanna. It chose to test them instead, and it’ll all be fine if Zac passes.”

“What about Joanna?” Emily asked.

“The spirit recognized her heritage. She’s been given an opportunity instead.”

“We should have known,” Ogras exhaled as he appeared from the shadows. “The Heavens wouldn’t let its darling fall in such an ignoble way. Should we head back to the ruins?”

Zac gave it some thought. “Just you. Everyone else, please return to the base for now. We’ll call everyone back if Zac manages to unlock the Halls of Service. Of course, I understand if you wish to pass after recent events.”

“Are you sure you don’t need help? What’s going on?” Emily asked with a low voice.

“It’ll be fine. I have certain restrictions placed on me,” Zac whispered. “Only Ogras is exempt.”

“Fine. Just call if you need our assistance!” Emily said before leading the others through the storm.

Zac and Ogras turned into streaks that tore through the sand, reappearing on the outskirts of the Ensolus Ruins.

“Come out,” Zac grunted. “I need an explanation.”

A tired and shamefaced Esmeralda soon appeared. ‘This doesn’t make sense. An Eternal Servant isn’t supposed to retain so much of their identity, making deals and using misdirection. Their method of immortality comes at a steep price; they are supposed to be mindless killing machines guarding their domain. Could it be an Array Spirit that has lost its mind? No, it’s too powerful, and there’s no mistaking that aura.’

“Well, whatever’s going on, we’ll just have to play by her rules. Can we do something to help?” Ogras asked.

“Maybe,” Zac said, explaining the five-part pilgrimage and the rules.

“Shouldn’t be a problem if some ancient trainees could pass, no?” Ogras said with a raised brow.

“That’s the thing. The spirit saw my strength and still didn’t seem too optimistic about my chances,” Zac said, turning to Esmeralda. “Have you heard of this trial? Or do you know the strength or stage required to become a Templar?”

‘I don’t know about grades, but I know you can’t become a Templar before reaching a certain level of power. Being baptized and becoming a Templar meant joining their legions—you can’t have weaklings creating gaps in your formation. Even if the order accepted a talent at a very young age, they would only be called a seed or a trainee until they met the prerequisites.’

“So it could be a set difficulty trial?” Ogras voiced Zac’s own worries.

Zac hadn’t even considered that possibility when stepping through the spatial gate. He was so happy to escape death’s clutches that he forgot to consider the ramifications. This wasn’t an individual trial designed by the System, which was often calibrated to your level or grade. It was an entry test to an elite army, which could have a set difficulty level regardless of who took it.

‘I remember!’ Esmeralda suddenly exclaimed. ‘A historic Remnant I visited had a poem. It mentioned ranks of a million Perfected Lords holding back the darkness.’

“Perfected Lords? Peak D-grade?” Zac grimaced.

Zac might be able to pass a combat test designed for Peak D-grade Templars by relying on the biggest advantage he had compared to ancient cultivators—titles. Certainly, cultivators of the pre-System age weren’t as unrefined or weak as Zac was initially led to believe. They could unlock their body’s potential through various training regimens, lucky encounters, and devices like the Tribulation Throne.

Ultimately, those gains couldn’t compare with the System’s structured and perfected boosts through the Title System. An elite today, especially someone like Zac, who had such an extraordinary accumulation of titles, would hold a clear advantage over the elites of that age. Adding all his other strengths, he should at least measure up to the weakest among the ancient Templars.

Zac was also confident in his soul, body, and heart, though he had to be realistic. His foundations were very good for his age and level. Compared to an elite candidate who might have tempered their minds and bodies for millennia, using the methods provided by the Templars themselves? He couldn’t even pass the Tribulation Throne without ‘cheating,’ and that opportunity wasn’t designed to sift out the best of the best like the pilgrimage.

“How much time do you have? Are you in a Temporal Chamber or an Inheritance Realm?” Ogras asked.

“I think it’s normal space. It feels like I’m standing in a real waiting room with my real body, though I can’t confirm I’m not in an illusion. There’s no temporal difference,” Zac said as he looked around with his other half. The spatial gate had taken him to a chamber that resembled a smaller version of the Hall of Service. The circular room was only ten meters across, holding five pathways instead of hundreds. “The first trial has a one-day deadline that hasn’t begun ticking down. The trial will start when I pass through another doorway.”

“You could play it safe,” Ogras offered. “Just hang around and cultivate until you’re confident to keep going.”

Zac slowly nodded. There was barely any Faith Energy in the chamber, which might explain why the link had been reinstated. Perhaps the trial areas were outside of the Eternal Servant’s reach.

Staying put would throw a wrench in his plans, not ruin them altogether. His Draugr half wasn’t trapped, so he could still go to the Imperial Graveyard. He could even pass items back and forth between his bodies through [Purity of the Void], ensuring he wouldn’t run out of cultivation materials.

“It might work. I just can’t trust that servant. It might decide I failed because I took too long. I’d have to wait it out until the trial started to be safe. And there’s no guarantee I won’t be sent right back afterward,” Zac muttered. “Well, we’ll find out more after I step into the trial, though I might lose connection again.”

Not to mention, the very idea to back down from this challenge triggered a fierce reluctance in Zac’s heart. It wasn’t just about losing out on the benefits hidden in the other temples. It was about giving up on himself before he even tried, harming his Dao Heart and confidence.

“I’ll just stick around in case you need some ideas,” the demon offered.

“Thanks,” Zac said before focusing on his human side.

The only thing in the trial waiting room was a copy of the large tablet representing the Pilgrimage of Strength. It had no rules or explanations written down, though the fierce aura gave Zac a rough instinctual understanding of the trial. The Pilgrimage of Strength was a combat trial, as he’d expected, which was why Zac chose it. If he couldn’t pass a trial of combat, the others would be absolutely hopeless. The amount of effort he’d have to put in would provide a baseline for the other trials.

Each gate led to a different trial, depending on which path you took. For example, an offensive fighter like Zac wouldn’t have to face the same challenge as a general. He only needed a glance to find the one suiting him—the Path of Carnage, whose doorway said ‘salvation through slaughter.’ The record holder of that path was called Sepum Eldor. His entry was just shy of two hours, which put him in third place overall on the stele. To appear on the stele’s top 100, he needed to pass within nine hours.

Zac wasn’t planning on stalling things out; he also wasn’t in a hurry. He hadn’t quite finished healing the wounds covering his body after his meeting with the Eternal Servant. Thankfully, it proved very easy since there was no lingering Dao fighting back, and he’d managed to make some guesses based on the stele.

Waiting any longer would harm his momentum and sow seeds of doubt. He got to his feet as durable bone enclosed his frame while [Verun’s Bite] appeared in his hand. Sensing Zac’s fighting intent, Haro emerged from the Worldring after having been scared by the servant’s aura. Together, they stepped into the darkness of the Path of Carnage.

Zac felt a mysterious undulation before he found himself in a ruined town square. The buildings looked a lot like the intact remnants of the Ensolus Ruins, even if the environment was foreign. The sky was beyond anything Zac had ever seen—a whole continent shaped like a tube stared down at him. The horizon was equally marvelous. He could vaguely see the ground bending far in the distance.

He was inside a man-made world shaped like a tube with multiple layers. How many, Zac had no idea. It was clear the world was under attack. A crack the size of a city loomed in the distance, exposing the environment to outer space. The sky was constantly lit up from the heated battle, and Zac sensed C-grade fluctuations that easily matched anything he’d experienced in the intersector war.

The world’s defenders were holding the strongest enemies at bay, and raiding parties had slipped through the defensive lines, wreaking havoc on the inner regions. There were screams and sounds of struggle, though the only nearby beings Zac could sense were civilians hiding in cellars around him.

The experience was incredibly real, even if it was an illusion or recording of some pre-System war. The ambient energy was tainted in a way Zac had only encountered in his bloodline visions, and he could feel the rough state of the Heavens.

At the same time, it was more than a simple illusion. Zac was there as himself rather than taking someone’s place, and the trial hadn’t done anything to mess with his perception or memories. His Hidden Nodes were in a constant state of cleansing the mortal filth of the ancient Era. It was highly likely he’d physically stepped into the illusion like Janos during his trial rather than standing in some empty hallway with glazed over eyes.

There were no quest prompts or clear guidelines, but Zac didn’t need to wait long to find direction. Five humanoid warriors were rapidly approaching, flying at a low altitude. Each emitted fierce, archaic auras, yet Zac exhaled with relief. Real or not, the energy coursing through their pathways indicated they were Late Hegemons who’d just stepped into the grade.

These were clear enemies. Completely unfamiliar, yet their appearance triggered a deep-rooted hatred and desire for bloody vengeance. The trial was urging him on, though not with enough intensity to muddy his faculties. Zac restrained his aura as he observed the incoming quintet, remembering the sentence on the gate.

Did the Path of Carnage require him to slaughter these interlopers before they reached the town, thus saving the hiding civilians? Zac rose to the sky, shooting straight for the enemies. He didn’t bother with stealth or subterfuge against such a small group. They were just the first stage of the trial, so he needed to take them out before complications arose.

The ancient warriors looked surprised to find a Hegemon in this remote corner, and Zac gave them no chance to figure out a proper response. He activated multiple skills at once. The resilient trees trapped the raiders within [Apex Jungle], whose size and natural formation had grown greater since reaching Middle D-grade. It was enough to stop the Hegemons from splitting up.

Meanwhile, Zac looked completely different as he moved in on his prey. The refined and expertly crafted bones of [Ossuary Bulwark] had gained a rough and brutal appearance, like someone had crammed together the sharpest and sturdiest bones from whatever animals they’d felled. And it was as though the souls of these fierce beasts had been trapped within the armor as primordial spirits kept jumping out of the bones before being pulled back in.

Even [Verun’s Bite] had seen a small transformation, having grown one-half in size just like Zac, while the counterbalance teeth had multiplied. Furthermore, both armor and axe were covered in rough scripts that wriggled like worms, constantly changing to allude to different truths.

The enemy leader shouted something [Primal Polyglot] failed to decipher, but his meaning was obvious. All five raiders were fire cultivators, and the ancient jungle was consumed by a raging wildfire as five opposing domains overlapped. Their energy utilization was clearly not as refined as what you’d expect from modern skills, and the massive amounts of energy a Late Hegemon could wield more than made up for it.

Zac’s trees were made from Life and Conflict rather than wood, and thus lacking any innate weakness against fire. Even then, [Apex Jungle] almost fully collapsed from the onslaught, while Zac was forced to expend a lot of energy to cut a path through the flames. He only managed to stop the raging fire just before they escaped the jungle and continued into the village.

The smell of burning flesh filled his armor. Zac didn’t mind. What did some burns matter when his enemies had fallen into his trap? [Apex Jungle] was a retaliatory skill, and hitting the whole forest at once would bring a calamity down on the raiders. Thousands of trees succumbed to the inferno, each unleashing a fierce axelight as a final act of defiance.

A beast tide made from Dao and energy appeared in the conflagration, digging into the heart of the storm. The pyromancers barely had time to unleash their attacks before finding themselves beset from every direction by hundreds of attacks holding Zac’s Daos and immense attribute pool.

Zac felt a cruel sense of satisfaction upon seeing his opponent’s confidence, taking his counter-attack head-on instead of splitting up. They pulled back the sea of flames, transforming it into an impenetrable barrier. Their plan held some merit, considering the flames contained enough energy to endure [Apex Jungle]’s death throes. However, they failed to take into account [Conformation of Supremacy].

The ninety-nine runes covering Zac’s body skittered down his right arm, entering [Verun’s Bite] before fusing with the swirling haze of [Evolutionary Edge]. His arm turned into a blur as he unleashed six attacks in rapid succession, each holding over fifteen runes. The blades formed by his skill looked different from usual, almost resembling waves of vengeful ghosts crammed together.

The attacks ignored the enemies hiding within the barrier, and leaped into the densest accumulations of axelights targeting the flame curtain. A nudge made the primal spirits spread into the storm of incoming attacks. Zac shielded his eyes and braced himself for what was about to happen.

Even then, he felt as though a giant had punched him in his chest as one hundred spheres of destruction fused into an ephemeral sun formed by ninety-nine aspects of evolutionary brutality. Space trembled, and blinding white overwhelmed Zac’s physical senses. Even the distant battles seemed to stall as the world bore witness to the display.

The sun disappeared as quickly as it formed, leaving an eerie silence in its wake. The sea of flames was gone, as was the barrier and its controllers. Zac rapidly blinked to regain his sight and turned into a blade that cut into the terrifying explosion’s expanding shockwave. A swing of [Verun’s Bite] decapitated a grievously wounded pyromancer, and the final foe died soon after from another activation of [Evolutionary Edge].

It was jarring to fight without the certainty of Kill Energy. Zac hadn’t expected anything to survive the blast. Let alone two Late Hegemons just 15 levels above him when even Peak Hegemons would have to be careful when facing his Evolutionary Path put on full display.

Zac gazed at the fires raging across the artificial world. This was only the beginning.
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WEAKNESS AND STRENGTH


Taking out five Late Hegemons rarely went so fast or smooth. Reaching that level was reserved for the top talents on the frontier. Even the weakest ones who’d reached such heights had millennia of experience and all kinds of tricks that kept them alive during their cultivation. This had to be especially true with ancient cultivators, who accomplished the same without the System’s help and the orderly progression envisioned by the Apostate of Order.

Zac only dared to use such a direct method because he’d seen how crude their skills were. They possessed runes that felt like proto-skills, while most of their energy manipulation was done manually. Complex multi-function skills you’d see in modern times were far too difficult to use, at least without long casting times. As such, they hadn’t been ready to face such a powerful combination attack.

[Conformation of Supremacy] hadn’t changed its name since his epiphany, but almost nothing about it remained the same. The transformed skill had only unlocked one avatar upon reaching Early D-grade, which was the cause of his current appearance. It had no official name, though Zac called it the Ancestral form, and it didn’t look very different even if he didn’t use [Ossuary Bulwark].

The skill didn’t rely on a specific memory or impression, like the axe and shield he’d used with the old skill. The things he’d borrowed from his Dao Visions were ultimately outside help. The new skill was instead an imaginary avatar embodying his Evolutionary Path. It was the first human, born in an age before order or cultivation. A small creature surrounded by Primordial Beasts wielding the power to level mountains and swallow seas.

Despite humanity’s lowly start, their tenacity and adaptability let them survive by slaying the beasts around them. And in a battle for survival, they found a path to power. The beasts became weapons and armor, and the souls of the fallen were tamed and turned into spiritual totems. As the prey grew stronger, so did the ancestors.

The transformation’s purpose was simple—large-scale destruction. The transformation didn’t provide any attributes or boosts to one’s Dao, though the transformed armor was slightly stronger than the original. The real benefit came from the wriggling runes, which provided both active and passive benefits. It was the active effect that ended the battle in only a few seconds.

The runes could add an axe detonation to any of his cutting attacks or skills. The damage from the explosion was set, so a stronger attack wouldn’t unleash a more powerful secondary strike. The explosion’s radius was based on the original strike’s power and Dao empowerment. A full-powered swing could decimate everything within a hundred meters, not to mention the terrifying shockwave he could add to his D-grade finisher. That explosion stretched for over a mile, allowing it to take out a whole army as a side thought.

Even melee attacks could generate secondary blasts that would put any enemy under additional pressure. Thankfully, the runes could absorb any attack generated by [Conformation of Supremacy], so the skill only resulted in mutual destruction when he’d exhausted all his ammunition.

Adding a weaker large-area effect to his attacks was a great way to whittle down defenses or take out large numbers of enemies in a cost-effective manner. The Ancestral form could also create a terrifying stacked attack when enough blades overlapped. It was almost impossible to line things up as well as he’d just done, although stacking attacks before detonating dozens at once had become a common strategy. At the very least, a stacked explosion would exhaust some defensive measures while often creating an opening to finish the job.

The passive effect hadn’t come into play during his blitz. The spirit totems within the runes could autonomously attack enemies that came within a few hundred meters. These attacks didn’t expend the rune, provided the target didn’t manage to destroy or exhaust it. Retaining more runes meant more automated attacks, turning Zac into a mobile turret. Zac could even detonate the beasts mid-attack to trigger their explosion.

Of course, the skill wasn’t without limitations. For one, the runes were a shared resource, affecting the second form he unlocked when evolving the skill to Middle Mastery. It took almost twenty seconds for a rune to form, and each cost a significant amount of energy. In other words, it would take just over half an hour to top up his reserves, provided he didn’t use any more during recovery.

Resetting the skill couldn’t bypass this cooldown whether he used Cosmic or Void Energy. The only exception was [Arcadian Crusade]. Its ability to reduce cooldowns worked extremely well with [Conformation of Supremacy], allowing for a full recharge within its duration.

It was also impossible for Zac to control the passive effect. Like his Evolutionary Stance, totems were everchanging and unpredictable. It was like the skill was equipped with a random number generator, where Zac only had a slight edge over his opponents since the attacks were limited to actions based on his path.

There were no signs of more enemies, and rummaging through the pockets of the two raiders who survived the blast yielded nothing. Should he just keep going, picking a random battle to assist or settlement to save? What exactly were the criteria for passing? It couldn’t possibly be to rebuff the whole invasion since the Monarchs fighting by the breach would decide that matter.

A tremendous roar shook the artificial world, and a scorching wave swept the area with such speed Zac didn’t have time to react. Something entered his body, glomming onto his Soul Aperture. Both [Immutability of Eoz] and [Purity of the Void] furiously fought against the burning brand without much success. His soul had been fully sealed, barring him from using his Daos. It would take at least ten hours to whittle it down.

Zac frowned as he inspected the infernal sigil. Losing his Daos was extremely punishing to someone like him, who had ample Mental Energy, high accomplishments, and a full set of skills perfectly tuned to his path. And it wasn’t just his Daos that had been sealed off. Two of his bloodline abilities stemmed from his Soul Aperture: [Void Mountain] and [Spiritual Void].

The latter was an important component of dealing with higher-leveled enemies, and the former was perhaps his most versatile ace. Losing them and his Daos at once would drastically weaken him. Unwilling to wait half a day, Zac opted to take a risk and remove it with Void Energy. The Void Servant had already seen him use his bloodline, and the illusions wouldn’t tell anyone.

The burning sigil shuddered the moment he roused his bloodline, and Zac was beset by a scream of mortal peril before he even had a chance to activate [Void Zone]. Ignoring everything else, Zac flashed away, pushing [Skystriker] to its limits. His quick reflexes narrowly saved his life as a streak of flames came at him from outside the world tube. It entered through the breach and crossed the equivalent distance of a country in less than a second.

The world shook, and Zac desperately activated [Empyrean Aegis]. A golden wheel appeared behind him, only for the Early D-grade skill and its barrier to crack like an egg beneath the tremendous shockwave that swept through the area. Thankfully, the skill had absorbed enough energy to only leave Zac with some broken bones and damaged armor.

Zac looked back at the mile-wide crater and its still-burning flames that could incinerate the dimensional fabric. That attack definitely came from a Monarch. It looked like the burning seal sensed the danger from his bloodline and turned into a homing device. Zac’s back was slick with sweat as he got to his feet and kept going, afraid another attack was just around the corner.

Thankfully, a huge golden barrier sprung up to block any follow-up from the unidentified Monarch. A distorted voice spread through the world. Zac couldn’t make out any words, but he understood its meaning. It was an order to intercept an army of elementals that had slipped through the cracks. Zac set out, happy to add more distance from the crater.

Zac was alive and only lightly maimed. It was clear his bloodline had been effectively sealed. Was it the Eternal Servant manipulating the trial from the shadows, or was it a built-in safeguard against taboo techniques? Taking out energy beings like elementals without the help of Dao was a headache, but he didn’t have much of a choice.

It took ten minutes of rapid flight to spot his target. There were around a thousand in total, and a tenth had stepped into D-grade. The lineup merely looked intimidating. The warband was actually weaker than the group of raiders from before. Only the leader in the front was a Late Hegemon, and it was accompanied by ten Middle Hegemon lieutenants.

A hundred D-grade opponents would still be rough without the assistance of Dao, especially if the smaller elementals could empower their elders with War Arrays. Even then, Zac wasn’t overly worried as he descended on the elemental army. After travel and a few minutes of observation, Zac had already recovered half of his runic sigils, and they’d be enough to take a bite out of their numbers.

Roars and earth-shattering explosions shook the area as Zac dismantled enemies scores at a time. Early Hegemons were almost helpless before him, and three Middle Hegemons fell in rapid succession. The elementals cared nothing for their lives, though, maniacally unleashing everything they had. The leader also foiled Zac’s ambush before disappearing among its subordinates.

Zac was durable but not unkillable. The damage was adding up, and [Empyrean Aegis] was still on cooldown. Worse, [Surging Rebirth] was hobbled inside the trial since there was no Kill Energy to power its mid-battle recovery. He had no choice but to switch tactics after culling a third of the army in his opening salvo.

The creaking groans of the wild replaced the explosions and roars from spirit totems. His bone armor transformed again, suddenly looking like fossilized bark. Stony branches jutted out here and there, and his helmet sprouted a small crown of leaves. This was the form of [Conformation of Supremacy] he’d unlocked when upgrading the skill to Middle D-grade.

The forest he’d held back on summoning sprung up with unprecedented vigor. Meanwhile, dozens of vines burst from Zac’s left arm, each rushing for nearby targets like beasts on the hunt. Few of the elementals could withstand Haro’s bloodthirsty assault. Even the Early Hegemons lasted less than a minute despite Haro also being Early D-grade.

The Heavenrender Vine had greedily absorbed Zac’s teachings over the past year, becoming an eager participant in the war. Haro hated the Kan’Tanu because of their aura, and he hated them even more after Zac explained they were allies with Yselio. Haro indiscriminately slaughtered any Kan’Tanu he saw since then, not even sparing the weakest E-grade warslaves.

The plant’s kill count was simply terrifying, yet it had only managed to reach halfway into Early D-grade. Zac hoped a combination of treasures and opportunities in the Ensolus Ruins would let him step into Middle Hegemony, even if it seemed like a long shot.

The elementals set the whole area alight in a desperate attempt to fight back. It didn’t stop their rapid collapse. Haro was like a fish in the sea, freely entering and emerging from trees to target his prey from unexpected angles. And no matter how many times they burnt off his iron-like vines, the Heavenrender Vine would just produce more. And with each kill, Zac felt a small amount of energy enter his body.

It wasn’t Kill Energy, but a benefit from [Conformation of Supremacy]. The second avatar of supremacy lacked an active attack, while adding significant benefits to drawn-out battles. For one, the Ent Elder form increased his defenses, providing a passive alternative to the long cooldown of [Empyrean Aegis]. The main benefit came from his plant-based attacks, whether they were his plant companion or skills like [Apex Jungle] and [Primal Edict].

Like himself, they received buffs to their durability. More importantly, his enemies would become fertile soil, providing nutrients for him and his plants. Each kill provided a small amount of pure, vibrant energy that could heal wounds and recover energy. The effect on his skills was equally interesting, as it helped his summoned plants propagate and grow faster.

The hundreds of elementals fiercely fought back against the trees sprouting to replace those that had burned up—without any energy being drawn from his Cosmic Core. Zac wouldn’t simply sit around, and he began moving through the jungle to deal with the stronger foes.

Ten minutes later, Zac floated above a field of devastation. He hadn’t expected the elementals to have the ability to join and rapidly increase their strength before the unstable fusion resulted in a tremendous explosion. Zac was starting to understand why there was such a huge difference in times on the ladder. The previous battle against five strong opponents could only take so long. You either won, or you’d have to flee.

Dealing with a whole army was different. Few candidates would be able to endure the onslaught of a thousand opponents, forcing them to fight with guerilla tactics. Such a strategy could take hours instead of minutes. The weakest would have to wait even longer, avoiding danger until they’d whittled down the burning curses. For the first-place holder to only need two hours, he must have crushed each stage like Zac had until now.

Ten minutes was acceptable, and he’d retained most of his energy and cooldowns for the upcoming battles. Just as he was about to look for targets, a familiar roar shook the world. Zac grimaced when fiery sigils appeared around every single one of his Skill Fractals. He couldn’t help looking at the fierce fighting in the distance with complaint. If the opponent could send out large-scale curses, why couldn’t some Templar bigshot provide him with some blessings?

The situation didn’t look good. The defenders were losing ground, and the artificial world was becoming more of a hellscape by the minute.

It looked like he’d given himself extra work for nothing, holding back on using his stronger skills. There was nothing to do except keep going. He’d already received another order, and he moved deeper into the trial. This time, Zac was intercepted thrice before reaching his real targets. Thankfully, these victories didn’t add more burning seals to his body.

Occasionally, he passed defenders desperately trying to prevent the base’s seemingly inevitable defeat, either in groups or alone. A lone Templar had even lost all his limbs yet flew straight into a group of raiders to detonate his Cosmic Core. Zac got swept up in their frenzied desire to protect their home.

One group of invaders after another was torn apart with brutal efficiency. The third task was passed after an hour, awarding Zac with a curse that lowered his attributes by over thirty percent. Zac couldn’t even see the breach any longer, his vision blocked by dense plumes of smoke.

A fourth group was dealt with, and a wave of flames incinerated his equipment. Zac almost went berserk upon seeing [Verun’s Bite] being reduced to ash. Thankfully, his mental connections with Verun and Haro confirmed it was just part of the illusion. Finally, Zac even lost access to his Cosmic Core, where nothing but a weak trickle seeped through a blazing barrier.

Zac was like a mortal as he stumbled through a burning forest, sweat pouring down his soot-covered face. He couldn’t even defend himself against the ambient heat, let alone the engulfing flames. Zac scanned the sky as he advanced under the cover of the smoky curtain, his heart thumping any time he heard the clashes of battle or eruptions of energy in the area.

The enemies were not as restrained as he. Even an E-grade cultivator could snap his neck like a twig in his current state. Had he misunderstood the trial? Was he supposed to deal with the seals before he kept going? No, it couldn’t be. Their resilience made it impossible unless they were susceptible to Faith Energy.

Zac eventually had to give up. Not on the trial, on reaching the next checkpoint. He was already approaching his limits and would be burnt to a crisp if he kept forcing it. Even if he hated the idea of adding twelve hours to his tally to deal with the seals, it was still well within the trial’s deadline.

A deep thud and a groan made Zac stop in place before he could set out in search of a hideout. A raider commander had fallen to the ground, his body riddled with wounds. His core and pathways had been shattered, and his soul was already dispersing. In a sense, the fallen warrior was a mortal just like him. The raider was content to lie down and wait for death until he spotted Zac behind a tree. A cruel smile appeared on his face as he struggled to his feet.

Eyes locked, and Zac knew he’d found the final boss.
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BODY


The acrid stench of salt, ash, and despair was overwhelming. Zac furiously tugged, and the desperate struggle ended with a crunching snap. The raider’s grip on Zac’s forearm weakened as his final vestiges of life escaped his lips. Zac lay panting on the ground, too tired and weak to even push the corpse off his chest. A tremendous rumble forced his eyes open, and he could vaguely see a river of stars sweep the flames away.

“Salvation through slaughter,” Zac wheezed as the world faded.

He was back in the waiting room, lying right before the stele. Seals and soot were removed, but the wounds covering his body remained. The weakness was swept away by the rivers of truth and energy. And yet, Zac didn’t move for over a minute, his hands trembling as he blankly stared at the ceiling.

Zac had lost count of how many times he’d come as close to death. And yet, the brutal, almost intimate grapple had left him shaken. It was the utter lack of fallbacks, of feeling truly exposed. At that moment, they’d been beasts wrestling in the mud, caught in a deadly dance where attributes, Dao, and hidden aces meant nothing. His refined technique meant little without the energy and Dao to enable its movements. It had been a brutal brawl where ferocity and experience reigned, and Zac only barely managed to gain the upper hand.

Was this the weakness the Eternal Servant referred to? Even frontier cultivators were coddled in a way you wouldn’t see back in the day. The path toward the Terminus had become gamified, and there were often safeguards in place. Like how the System teleported his whole army across the sector when a Monarch was bearing down on them.

He’d carved his path in a way that the scions of the Heartlands wouldn’t understand, and even he benefitted greatly from the System’s arrangements. It had personally intervened to save his life on multiple occasions. There was always that comforting notion in the back of his mind that the System valued his existence and would step in to protect its investment. The ancient cultivators never had that safety net. Each step was a struggle against the Heavens, the Earth, and yourself, and death was a constant companion on their journey.

Zac eventually exhaled and sat up, feeling surprisingly balanced after the surge of fear and adrenaline settled. The experience helped unearth an aspect of himself he thought had died years ago. He didn’t know exactly what to do with it, feeling there was something in it that spoke to his Daos of Life and Death and possibly his techniques.

The stele’s energy was gradually fading, indicating he needed to leave for the next trial before the one-day deadline was up. Zac tried to glean something from its aura in case it was like the Gates of Rebirth. Zac didn’t sense anything he could use, so he turned to inspect the surroundings.

The waiting room wasn’t exactly the same as before. There were only four doors upon his return, none of them looking the same as before. They led to the four remaining trials and the trial stele had been updated, adding a new time without a name.

Seventeenth place with a time of 3 hours and 34 minutes. It was a respectable yet disappointing number and not what Zac expected when comparing himself with pre-System cultivators. He couldn’t blame the trial difficulty for taking almost twice as long as the top name. The challenge had obviously been adjusted for his level rather than a Peak Hegemon. The final clash was precisely calibrated to his level.

Zac could have shaved off another ten or twenty minutes if he’d known about the seals and their order beforehand, using more of his firepower before it was taken away. Still, it would only have improved his placement with a few spots at best, definitely not enough to enter the top ten. You really couldn’t look down on the ancient cultivators.

The experience was both humbling and uplifting. The seventeenth spot was most likely as good as it would get, but Zac was confident in passing at least two more trials after the Pilgrimage of Combat. The only thing that left Zac wary was the lack of an exit.

He glanced at the right-most door, whose arch was filled with Faith Energy. Would he really have to step into that trial no matter what, even if passing three was enough to satisfy the Eternal Servant? Was that the real reason the Eternal Servant doubted his chances of survival?

The burns and cuts covering his body were gradually mended over the next hour. Meanwhile, he went over his experience and the lessons he’d learned. Finally ready, Zac turned his attention to the four doors, his gaze stopping at the Pilgrimage of Body. Out of Soul, Heart, and Body, Zac was most confident in his triple-empowered body.

The stacked benefits of two constitutions, terrifyingly high Endurance and Vitality, and a full deck of Hidden Nodes made him almost as durable as a Beast King. Zac got to his feet and placed his hand on the stele, adding his name to the ladder before stepping through the gate.

A flicker transported him to a new environment. He was in a slightly different waiting room that was a murky, rectangular hall surrounded by rough stone walls, the ceiling only three meters. There were no gates, only crude openings leading into winding hallways. He’d been transported to the middle of a maze, by the looks of it. There was no aura of death, but the gloomy atmosphere made it seem as though he’d been thrown into a guarded crypt.

The teleportation left him severely weakened, even with his connection to his Draugr half remaining intact. A quick calculation indicated that all attributes from skills, classes, levels, and Daos had been sealed. All his items were gone, replaced by a simple set of pants and tunic. Unsurprisingly, his connection with Haro had been blocked, stopping the free influx of Vigor.

Even then, the situation was better than Zac anticipated. This was a test of the body, so all attributes from his constitutions remained. Better yet, the trial considered the attributes from his titles as a part of his body’s strength. That had to give him a leg up on the competition.

The trial stele was placed in the middle of a small basin, making it look like a fountain. The basin was filled with a shimmering liquid, which felt like a candle holding back the labyrinth’s gloom. The liquid emitted a fragrant aroma that left Zac’s cells shuddering with desire. Just taking a deep breath of the steam rising from the waters filled him with energy. It was clearly a tonic that could rapidly recover his Vigor, and it was slowly dissipating.

The stele was equally inscrutable as the previous one, its aura only giving a vague hint of the trial’s rules. He had to pass before the pond ran out of elixir, relying only on his body. In other words, the trial had already started. Between the limited rest time and being thrown right into the action, the fallback scheme to hide in the waiting room until Ultom was rendered moot.

The arrangement could be part of an overall score where rest time was added to the tally. Perhaps the Eternal Servant managed to overhear his earlier discussion and threw a wrench in the plans. It didn’t matter much to Zac. The first trial had only left him with surface wounds, and the many restrictions meant his reserves were almost full.

The ladder results didn’t give Zac any idea of how difficult the trial was. The entries were graded with points, and Zac had no way of knowing how the points were tallied. The only other clue was six grooves on the stele, the number matching the six pathways. Zac conveyed the situation, agreeing with Ogras’s assessment that the trial required him to retrieve a key from each passage.

Zac set out, picking a path at random. Desolate wails filled with hunger emerged from all six corridors the moment he entered the maze, and the gloom grew deeper. That much couldn’t shake Zac’s heart, but he did keep a careful pace as he assessed the dangers. Zac peered into the dark tunnels, finding no traps or beasts.

He soon rounded a corner, and the weak light from the starting point was replaced by darkness. The lack of a light source didn’t do much to limit Zac’s vision as a Hegemon. The darkness almost felt like a blanket on his shoulders.

No, not almost.

Zac inspected the gloom, finding no Dao to explain the very real pressure. He did, however, notice specks of dust blending into the darkness. Zac waved his hand, creating a gust in the hallway. It had no effect on the microscopic motes, which wasn’t to say they remained unmoving. They were drawn to Zac like moths to the flame.

Suddenly, both [Purity of the Void] and [Immutability of Eoz] came alive, releasing cleansing waves through his body. It was only then Zac realized that hundreds of motes had already snuck into his body without his notice. The two Hidden Nodes working in tandem meant the specks were both considered hostile energy and a curse. And they were resilient.

The Hidden Node’s tireless work only managed to cleanse a third of the specks that infiltrated his body before they seeped into his cells. They fused with the golden swirls like parasites and began generating weak ripples. It was no wonder he felt like something was weighing on him.

It wasn’t quite a gravitational restriction, though the effect was similar. Each added mote was a small droplet of lead added to his cells. It would be a while before it became a problem. Except, Zac had only explored a small corner. He might be unable to move by the time he reached the edge.

It wasn’t hard to find the solution. He only needed to rouse his constitution, and the golden hurricanes began grinding down the specks, displaying an efficacy almost matching his Hidden Nodes. It wasn’t the vibrant life of his Void Vajra Constitution that cleansed the specks, though. It was Vigor that erased them through mutual destruction.

There were an endless number of racial perks, bloodlines, constitutions, specialty cores, and other abilities that could strengthen one’s body. These advantages could have all kinds of effects, but almost all forms of body tempering and innate abilities would result in higher amounts of Vigor. This was true for Zac long before he awakened his bloodlines and constitutions, where his Draugr side greatly outshone his human half.

In other words, measuring Vigor was a decently equitable way to test one’s body. Even those whose body tempering came with attribute bonuses had an advantage. Zac believed he could carry more than twice as much dust as most trial takers, thanks to his titles, and keep a higher pace.

The hungry wails steadily drew closer. Zac used the sound as a beacon, believing it was the crux to quickly passing the trial. Following the sound led him down paths with the greatest amount of restraining dust, and the density only kept increasing. That didn’t mean the side paths were dead ends. Esmeralda posited that all roads lead to the key, with the guarded path being significantly shorter.

This gave the trial taker options—take the short, difficult route for a better result or take the route with fewer restrictions at the cost of sacrificing time. Some Dexterity-based cultivators might even see better results choosing such a strategy. It was an easy choice for Zac, though he began doubting himself after coming face-to-face with the howling guardian.

The ghost looked just like the unthinking, often malevolent wraiths that could appear in sealed environments. The ghastly figures formed from the Autarch’s resentment in the Centurion Lighthouse was one variant. This creature was instead made from the same curse that suffused the labyrinth. Just being in the same corridor flooded his body with sealing dust, to the point Zac had to spend twice as much Vigor as before.

The wraith noticed Zac’s presence at the same time, and it released a gleeful howl. Zac almost found the situation funny, wondering if he should be looking for cherries as the wraith hurtled toward him. It proved difficult to laugh, seeing just how much black gunk the creature accumulated.

The closer they came, the faster the ghost got, and Zac unleashed a powerful punch after confirming he couldn’t circumvent or outrun it. That accomplished nothing, but it felt better than just passively letting it pounce.

A flood of darkness entered his body, greedily sapping his strength. The golden swirls turned into a murky brown and were almost forced to a halt from the accumulation. Zac groaned, and his knees almost buckled from the immense weight tacked onto his body. Zac unleashed his constitution to its fullest, triggering a war between light and darkness throughout his body.

Zac’s vast reserves of Vigor were gradually gaining an edge, though it was a pyrrhic victory. Zac took a few stilting steps, feeling as though his muscles and tendons were full of rust. The good news was that the darkness found it harder and harder to squeeze into his cells as his restrictions increased, making it easier for his Hidden Nodes to deal with them.

After a time he was able to run again, at which point he suppressed his cells and [Immutability of Eoz]. Only [Purity of the Void] kept toiling away. He only had so much Vigor to spend, and the Eoz Hidden Node used it as fuel, too. Meanwhile, [Purity of the Void] only ran on Void Energy, which he had ample reserves of.

The Void Node barely managed to maintain the status quo with the occasional burst of Vigor. Zac still felt like he was carrying a boulder on his shoulders as he reached the maze’s depths. It was a small square, looking like an inverted version of his starting point. Instead of a stele and elixir, there was a floating crystal above a basin of roiling darkness.

The crystal was obviously the source of the darkness, and dust so condensed it had become liquid dripped into the pool below. Zac glanced at the waters, feeling something stirring. Another wraith would be born with another twenty minutes or so of the crystal’s nourishment.

Zac’s bones creaked as he went into a sprint and lunged over the basin, snatching the crystal before landing with a crash. A steady stream of darkness burrowed into his hand, and nothing he did helped stop it. The crystal exhibited a fierce resistance to being taken away. As if there was a magnetic pull between it and the pond.

Between the curse and resistance, the journey back became a lesson in suffering and resilience. Zac doggedly put one foot in front of the other until he reached the starting point. He was utterly exhausted, and the sweet aroma from the fountain was delectable enough to almost drive him mad. He hurried over and slotted the crystal in its matching groove.

Zac greedily took a deep swig of the shimmering waters, finding its taste even better than his almost delirious fantasies over the past twenty minutes. A cleansing wave spread through his body, expunging the taint far more effectively than he could on his own. Just as he’d expected, saving his energy by carrying as much restriction as possible on your way back was the way to go.

Meanwhile, a single mouthful recovered a third of his spent Vigor. Zac took another gulp, estimating the efficacy decreased by almost ten percent. Repeated use came with diminishing returns. Not to mention, completely recovering one’s Vigor this way was impossible, just like eating Soldier Pills couldn’t replace natural recovery.

In a way, the fountain was part of the test. A high-quality body was like having high affinities. Some could extract more benefits from pills and treasures; others could consume larger quantities before they built up a resistance. Zac had both. A sixth of the trial was over, and less than five percent of the water was lost.

Each round would get harder, and he would probably have to spend some time dealing with the ghosts before the third or fourth round. The wails from the remaining five corridors were noticeably closer, and he had a strong feeling that letting them reach the fountain was a very bad idea. Still, passing was more or less a given.

The question was how he’d measure up to the names on the leaderboard.

Hours later, Zac wobbled out of the hallway, veritably dragging himself into the fountain to slot the final key. He fell into the waters, his body screaming with complaint. He forcibly held onto his fading consciousness, eager to see what score his performance would translate to. The stele’s aura rapidly rose after the last crystal was inserted, and Zac felt the water being absorbed by the plaque.

A powerful pulse of cleansing faith burst from the stele, sweeping away all taint in Zac’s body before continuing into the labyrinth. The ravenous shrieks that accompanied him for the whole trial were cut short. Zac barely spared it a thought as he looked at the stele with disbelief. He’d been mentally prepared his placement would be worse. But to this point, while having access to his titles and [Purity of the Void]?

To think his run only amounted to a 58th placement. How did the top-ranker have a score almost 40% higher than his? More than half the elixir remained when Zac wrapped things up, so the leader must’ve had around 75%.

Had he missed some aspect of the trial, or had the maniacs at the top bulldozed through the walls to pick up the pieces at record pace? Were they simply so strong that the erosion couldn’t exhaust their reserves or slow them down? Zac turned to the labyrinth entrances, which had been blocked or replaced with gates to the remaining trials.

Zac was tired, but his competitive spirit burned stronger than ever. Not to mention, he was growing increasingly curious about the facilities outside which helped raise these monsters.
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FAITH


Zac took a deep breath as he emerged from the hell of his own making. He’d hoped the Pilgrimage of Heart would resemble the trial he overcame to get his hands on the Shard of Creation and the [Boundless Vajra Sublimation]. Facing a superior path would be even better, as his Void State was excellent at rebuffing that kind of influence.

In reality, the Pilgrimage of Heart was a lot closer to the tribulation he overcame when reaching E-grade. He’d been forced to face the victims of his path, and there were a lot of them. A sea of anguished souls forced him to witness futures that would never be because of his bloodthirst. Each family torn apart and dream cut short became a fetter, making his steps heavier.

Zac knew that his bloody path was born out of necessity and survival, not savagery or bloodlust. And the rough road to his current level had nurtured a far stronger Dao Heart than those who grew in the shade. However, the pilgrimage turned what should have been a strength into a weakness, twisting and amplifying his deeds. It had almost been enough to push him over the edge.

The stele’s energy nearly faded. Its aura left him with nothing but an indication he’d passed with less than ten minutes to spare—not even close to getting a spot on the stele. Zac realized the Pilgrimage of Heart would pose a challenge after the combat trial; to think it was this bad. Maybe he’d become arrogant after the surprisingly good showing in the Pilgrimage of Mind, where he seized the 34th spot.

Finishing with ten minutes left of a whole day was undeniably a disappointment after coming this far. It would drag down his grade, reducing the rewards he’d secured after passing four trials. But like the previous pilgrimages, passing did come with some benefits. The trial had almost done him in, which would have resulted in death or insanity. It also helped him process the carnage he’d been forced to participate in since the war began.

A trial wouldn’t miraculously fix the accumulated mental toll, though it exposed some spiritual cracks and begin the healing. It was possible those wounds would have recovered on their own after the war. They could also have been left to fester until they turned into Heart Demons or weaknesses to be exploited by the Remnants or Heart cultivators.

The experience left him unraveled in a way a few minutes of rest couldn’t fix—not what Zac had hoped for with the final trial right around the corner. As expected, there was still no exit provided after the fourth trial.

“Hello?” Zac shouted. “Can I come out? I’ve passed four like you said.”

The Eternal Servant didn’t respond, and Zac turned to the final door and the uncertainty it represented: faith. How was faith tested? He tried picturing replacing faith with the resources in the other trials. He would die if the Pilgrimage of Faith were anything like the Pilgrimages of Heart and Combat. The Pilgrimage of Mind, where he used Mental Energy and his Daos to lead a group of refugees through a snowstorm, was iffy.

He wouldn’t be able to progress, and his protectees would have died. With his other advantages, he could survive and run out the clock. It was the same with the Pilgrimage of Body. He could have stayed by the fountain or in a side passage until the wraiths drained the elixir, and he failed.

The odds of passing a Pilgrimage of Faith were essentially nil unless there was a huge loophole in the trial. It definitely wasn’t worth gambling his life on such a long shot.

“I concede! Please teleport me out,” Zac tried again.

Still nothing. Zac refused to give up on giving up. The waiting room wouldn’t last much longer. Maybe he’d be sent out after the timer ran out.

Minutes passed, and the surroundings grew increasingly unstable. Just as Zac thought he’d succeeded, the runes lining the trial gate lit up, unleashing radiant waves of Faith-attuned light. Zac swore and grabbed onto the ground as the light formed hundreds of appendages dragging him toward the trial. Resistance proved futile.

Zac sighed in defeat as he took in the new environment. There was no trial stele, though he was obviously not back in the Halls of Service. He’d been sent to a grand corridor exuding an air of profound dignity, where every inch of floor, walls, and ceiling had been lovingly carved by master artisans. Every few meters had a niche on either side, displaying relics radiating undying glory.

Together with the dense Faith Energy, the hall gave off an intensely sacrosanct aura. Even Zac, who didn’t share in the common belief of the Limitless Empire or their Templars, was swept up in the atmosphere. It truly felt like he’d embarked on a holy pilgrimage, and Zac was beset by an incredibly strong compulsion to walk down the corridor toward the gates waiting at the other side. Zac only barely managed to resist the coercion to look behind him.

Not an exit. The corridor just stretched toward infinity, and Zac couldn’t will his body to turn around. His exhausted Dao Heart was already fraying from resisting the pull, leaving Zac no choice but to take one reluctant step after another. Only when he reached the first alcove did the pressure relent.

The enshrined relic was an azure-blue sword snapped right above the hilt. The engraved array lining the alcove flickered, and a solemn voice spoke in Zac’s mind.

‘The sword of Her Holiness Eleani Ano, Cardinal of the Twenty-fourth Chapter. Her holiness embraced the Origin in the year 133,305 of the Fourth Trigram Order. Her sacrifice saved the lives of 3,847,318,324,521 citizens of the Rosini Colony.’

Zac’s vision shifted, and he was almost overwhelmed by terror as he found himself facing a sea of flying beasts. Paradoxically, it was their overwhelming aura that helped Zac calm down. After all, this swarm couldn’t possibly be the trial he was supposed to face. A beast tide this size could devastate all of Zecia if given enough time.

The swarm almost seemed endless, filled with too many Beast Kings to count. There were also hundreds of Beast Emperors, each larger than a city. Massive armies of smaller descendants accompanied the larger beasts, some even clinging to their bodies.

Their goal was evident—they might look like reptilian birds imbued with the Dao of Space, but they acted like locusts. Drained shards of over a hundred D-grade planets drifted in the distance, an appetizer before the swarm set its sights on the main course. Zac turned around, seeing a massive continent stretching as far as he could see.

A sole guardian floated at its edge—a human Templar, holding a whole version of the broken sword housed in the alcove. One moment, she felt like a mortal lost in space. The next, she was the embodiment of Heavenly Judgment, her aura reducing millions of beasts to dust. Zac had only seen such a display of power once before; when he escaped the Orom World and encountered Iz’s guardian.

Beast Kings died by the millions as the Templar unleashed a one-woman crusade against the swarm. Each of her attacks contained the power to destroy Earth, yet it was barely enough to make a dent in the sea of beasts. The Templar didn’t relent, nor did she back down, and not a single beast made it onto the continent.

Days passed, and Zac couldn’t begin to compute the number of deaths he’d witnessed. Even an Autarch would eventually run out of energy if put under a relentless and unending assault. The Cardinal was clearly reaching that point, with something having changed about her attacks. They contained a different aura, which made Zac think of attacks imbued with life force. If Zac had to guess, she was sacrificing pieces of her Inner World to keep up the assault.

It would have been easy for her to escape. The beast tide was endless, but the strongest Beast Emperors were Middle Monarchs. Yet, like the ancient protector from Zac’s Dao Vision, Eleani Ano refused to abandon the trillions of lives behind her.

An earth-shattering wail filled with turbulent Spatial Hunger shook the universe just as it looked like she might pull through. Enormous cracks tore toward the continent, and the Templar’s waning aura grew erratic as she narrowly prevented the ambush from getting past her. Space buckled as three gargantuan birds emerged from hiding. Each was the size of a small D-grade world, and their auras surpassed the C-grade.

The swarm had been reduced to a third of its original size, and it looked like the true leaders couldn’t sit around any longer. Or perhaps they were happy to thin out their herd after it had grown too big, especially when it let them exhaust a dangerous enemy.

With such a difference in power, Zac would have run for his life. He couldn’t see any path to victory when placing himself in the Templar’s shoes. Of course, that wasn’t how things would play out after he’d heard the introduction.

There was no joy or sorrow on Eleani’s face as she pointed her shimmering sword at the three incoming giants. A six-winged avatar even larger than the Primordial Beasts formed behind her, and it was like the gates to the Heavens had opened above the continent. Innumerable streams of prayer rose to the sky as a whole civilization prayed for salvation.

Faith and sacrifice gathered into a singular point at Eleani’s sword tip, and the Cosmos dimmed before the destruction she unleashed. The echo of a sword snapping echoed through the vacuum of space, followed by a heavy silence. The three giants were utterly annihilated, and only a few wayward beasts remained from the swarm.

It was a victory, one which cost everything. The Templar was slowly disintegrating, breaking apart into motes of azure light. She’d sacrificed her Life, Dao, and Soul, joining them with the world’s faith to wipe out the threat. Zac witnessed her final moments, entranced by the tranquil conviction of her gaze. The scene faded, and a woman’s voice echoed in the darkness.

‘The blood of the Empyrean Chalice feeds the flame.’

Zac was back in the hallway, facing the broken sword. The days of struggle had only taken a minute in real time. The pull urged him to keep going to the next relic, and he complied after bowing at the sword.

Not all scenes were as overwhelming as Eleani’s final stand. A few of the relics had even belonged to Peak Hegemons, though Zac didn’t have a shred of confidence in taking any of them on. They were monsters through and through. One slayed ten Monarchs before detonating his core to stop an evil ritual.

The enshrined saints had one thing in common. They’d paid with their lives to create a miracle, saving uncountable lives and preventing deadly calamities. Just as shocking was that every single one of the interred Templars belonged to the same chapter, and Zac recognized a third of them from the ladders. These amazing, terrifying people weren’t the greatest martyrs of the Order of the Empyrean Chalice. They were just the local standouts.

Zac’s opinion of Faith-based cultivators had always been strained. His first encounter with the concept was the Church of the Everlasting Dao, the body-snatching lunatics who’d caused mayhem during the Integration. Then there was the Great Redeemer, who used faith to form a Karmic link with his chosen. Not to mention Salvation, his crazed apostle. Even the Monks of the Sangha reeked of holy malevolence, hiding their ruthless schemes behind congenial smiles.

These Templars felt different. They were true guardians of civilization, no matter what Laondio’s ultimate goal was or what the Imperial Destiny entailed. Sure, the Templar order would want to convey an image of righteousness, and this journey through history could be considered conditioning or even propaganda. Zac still felt the core of it was genuine and that these feats weren’t fabricated or embellished.

Zac reached the end of the hallway where the golden door waited. The short walk had only taken an hour, but he’d spent weeks accompanying the saints on their final journey.

On each door was a large rune in the script of the Limitless Empire—flame and uphold. There was an unbelievable amount of meaning stored in those words, returning Zac to when he faced the Imperial Destiny in the Tribulation Throne. Whoever carved those runes must have been an Autarch, and a Faith-based cultivator could likely gain far more from them than Zac did from the wall in the Big Axe Coliseum.

The gates swung open on their own, and Zac almost stumbled back when a cascade of pent-up Faith Energy poured out. It was far beyond the hallway or what he’d faced in the Halls of Service, though it thankfully wasn’t weaponized against him. Even then, Zac had to safeguard his mind to avoid having his path led astray. The holy atmosphere might give him the final push to accept consecration after witnessing those feats of valor if he wasn’t careful.

“Hello?” Zac hesitated as he stepped inside. “Uh, Lady Instructor?”

The only response was the slam of the gates closing behind him. Zac looked to his left, finding a familiar face looking down at him. It was one of the saints he’d just seen, carved from a white stone with perfect detail. It almost felt alive because of the immense amounts of Faith Energy it held.

Perhaps it was. Zac could vaguely sense a hint of spirituality within, which was constantly being nourished by the room. Unfortunately, the High-grade materials and large amounts of energy coursing through the statue made it difficult to glean anything specific. Zac took a step closer before quickly moving away.

The energy inside the statue stirred from Zac’s proximity, exuding a minacious aura. It was like the fallen saint roused himself from his eternal rest to slay another enemy of the empire. Zac continued, relieved to see the statue calm from the added distance.

The hall was lined with similar statues, and another slumbering presence stirred when he moved within reach. It carried a similar forbidding threat, forcing Zac to keep going.

It didn’t take long to get a full scope of the inner sanctum. It was a catacomb of interred Templars shaped like a T. There were only statues, and no graves. Maybe they had no choice, considering only a few of the saints left a body behind. The trial stele stood in the sole intersection. One hundred and eight candles burned before it, one for each saint.

Apart from the 108 statues and the stele, the central crossing was also furnished with three oversized weapons. A scepter and a sword to his left and right, while a human-sized chalice had been set at the place of honor behind the trial stele. They didn’t emit any spirituality like the statues, though Zac could tell they were anything but ornamental. If he had to guess, they were all powerful Peak D-grade weapons. The chalice possibly something even greater.

Thankfully, they were inert, only giving Zac a vague sense of danger. The intersection also seemed to be a blind spot for the slumbering saints. The closest ones didn’t stir so long as Zac stayed within a few meters of the stele.

Taking in the stele’s aura finally imparted the rules for the Pilgrimage of Faith. Recognition. Zac needed to gain the blessing of at least one statue before the candles burned out. It didn’t sound very hard, except the saints were obviously very discerning. Even the top ladder holder had only gained sixteen blessings, and four was enough to get on the ladder.

None of that mattered to Zac. He might have common beliefs with most of the saints, and a few walked similar paths. He simply wasn’t a Templar, and he had no Faith Energy to commune with the statues. More importantly, he’d fully rejected the Imperial Destiny of the Limitless Empire to create his own path, essentially marking him as an enemy of the faith.

His failure was already a given, let alone appearing on the ladder. Zac wasn’t too broken up about it. Just passing through the hallway had been an eye-opening experience that broadened his horizons.

More importantly, the trial held no danger so long as he stayed close to the stele. He just needed to withstand the ambient Faith Energy for a couple of hours before being sent out with a failing grade. Having passed the other four pilgrimages, he would be spared and even get some benefits. This was already the best-case scenario.

Zac was content standing next to the stele doing nothing. His Heart had already stabilized after the many visions, and he saw no point in rocking the boat. He could try some alternative methods to gain the acceptance of the D-grade saints just before the flames went out. All his items and abilities were unlocked, so he’d be able to endure a short time even if he triggered a violent rejection or awakened the weapons.

Half an hour passed. Zac had practically become the 109th statue in the catacombs. He kept his aura sealed, watching the candles while his other half discussed possible ways to gain a blessing with the others despite the overt antipathy from the interred spirits. Unsurprisingly, Esmeralda suggested stealing one by extracting the wisp of spirituality inside one of the statues.

Zac had no idea how he’d go about something like that or if the spiritual wisp was the actual blessing. Not to mention, desecrating a saint seemed like a good way to get ripped apart by the Eternal Servant upon his return. Ogras had a few ideas to trick the statues, like faking faith with an Aura Modulator. Ultimately, they agreed the best solution was to display his path to the statues Zac felt the most affinity with, hoping it would outweigh his lack of faith.

Their discussion was suddenly interrupted by a vague sense of foreboding. Zac flashed out of the way, feeling like a ghost had been breathing down his neck. He was almost right. A spiritual tendril had emerged from the closest statue, its aura almost indistinguishable because the ambient faith. It had just been a few inches from entering the back of his head.

Zac knew well enough to trust his instincts. The feeler didn’t appear dangerous and the statue remained calm, but coming in contact with it was a very bad idea. That notion only grew stronger as the statues came alive, one by one releasing tendrils like they were searching for the interloper that previously eluded their grasp.

Trouble had come knocking.


64

INCOMPATIBLE DESTINIES


More and more statues were coming alive, including those Zac hadn’t passed. It didn’t take long before Zac was forced to stay on the move to avoid the feelers emerging all around him. The space was too narrow, and his movements stirred up the Faith Energy, exposing his position. There was no way he’d be able to avoid detection until the candles went out.

Zac narrowly avoided being pincered and appeared before the stele. He reached for one of the candles then shied away like he’d been burned when the vague threat turned into overwhelming wrath. Hidden runes on the ceiling and floor had briefly appeared to weaponize the immense amounts of Faith Energy.

Even the [Lucky Beads] around his neck hummed with warning, telling Zac in no uncertain terms that snuffing out the candles himself would result in death. The catacombs thankfully relented when he backed down, but his actions awakened the last of the saints.

Zac was left with two options—hide his presence even further with his Void Emperor bloodline or interact with the hostile saints. Each came with very real risks. Activating his Void Emperor bloodline could be considered putting his Void Road on full display, flagrantly flaunting his rejection of the Imperial Destiny that nourished the interred souls. The latter seemed marginally safer.

He might have been making a mountain of a molehill, where the sealed spirit’s actions were a response to sensing an unidentified presence. They might lose interest after coming into contact and confirming there was no threat. Right or wrong, Zac had no time to perform a deep analysis with over a hundred feelers coming his way. He zigzagged deeper into the right corridor, appearing before a certain statue.

It depicted a rough-looking warrior holding onto a bardiche. He was human, just like Zac, and one of the few Peak D-grade saints. He’d fallen defending a Teleportation Array far beyond his breaking point, allowing reinforcements to arrive. Among the many saints, Zac felt this man was the one closest to him in path and strength, which would hopefully count for something. Zac touched the D-grade saint’s spiritual thread, channeling his Evolutionary Path while conveying his beliefs and desire to protect his home from invaders.

Rejection.

The saint’s answer was a fierce, murderous rejection that made the statue vibrate with killing intent. It was like the spiritual wisp inside was so angry it tried to force its immobile housing to strike down the interloper. The reaction spread like a wildfire, passing through the gallery of saints in less than a second. The feelers were retracted, apparently knowing all they needed about the intruder.

Zac’s heart hammered as he directly touched the statue’s chest, desperately trying to find common ground with the agitated spirit as his danger sense grew increasingly urgent. The three weapons hanging in the central crossing were coming alive, pulling in vast amounts of Faith Energy to light up golden runes across their bodies. The Killing Array was even faster, blazing to life and kicking up a storm.

The ambient faith poured toward Zac like a swarm of angry wasps. Cracks identical to the wounds he got in the Halls of Service returned with twice the speed. The rejection of his presence was so absolute and determined that the damage spread to his other body, making Zac curse with fear and anger. Ogras and Esmeralda tried everything to slow his collapse, even hiding his presence from the Heavens. Nothing worked against the unrelenting judgment of the Imperial Faith.

Zac’s eyes were wild as he unleashed his bloodline to the limits. What was the point in holding back when things had come this far? Activating his imperial bloodline did nothing to placate the commotion in the catacombs, and neither did it make it worse. Channeling his bloodline wasn’t enough. It only made his torment more drawn-out, so Zac also activated [Void Zone].

A five-meter sphere of nullification formed around him, hiding the area from the Heavens and weakening the Imperial Faith. Only a hollow husk was left as the Killing Array entered his body, which only barely overcame his body’s natural recovery rate. His D-grade bloodline would never have been able to accomplish such a feat when the Limitless Empire was still around to nourish and bolster their communal faith. Today, it was rootless and greatly weakened.

Unfortunately, [Void Zone] didn’t offer a permanent solution to his plight. Holding back the catacomb’s seemingly inexhaustible Faith Energy came with a huge drain on his Void Energy reserves. Meanwhile, the inert guardian weapons were feeding on the palpable killing intent. It was only a matter of time before they joined the attack.

The slow-burning candles indicated there was over an hour before the trial ended. How was he supposed to endure that long when his Void Energy would last half that at best? Escape to the outer hallways? Impossible. He’d never make it through those high-grade gates. Even if he did, so what? Some of the relics outside belonged to Autarchs. Even damaged, they posed a far greater threat than the defenses in here.

A loud snap interrupted Zac’s thoughts. A large crack appeared on the statue before him, which rapidly spread and forked.

“Wait—” Zac’s gasped.

The saints were already angry enough to eat his flesh and drink his blood. He didn’t want to imagine how they’d react if he destroyed one of their brothers. A quick inspection confirmed he was the cause. His nullification sphere had disrupted the statue’s internal energy flow, creating dangerous leaks and faultlines. The Void also damaged the spiritual wisp, making the large amounts of energy it controlled go berserk.

Was it a clash of incompatible Destinies? These saints weren’t necessarily the strongest Templars, and they weren’t the only ones who sacrificed their lives for the cause. There had to be something else about them that warranted this kind of immortalization. Each might have grasped or advanced an aspect of the Empire’s fate, which gave them a say in who qualified to become a Templar.

Zac was the progenitor of his Void Road, a solitary path that rejected outside influence, holding the same status as Emperor Limitless did for the Imperial Destiny. Certainly, Zac’s Destiny had barely formed, and comparing himself to the Limitless Empire was almost delusional. Except, he wasn’t facing Laondio today. He was dealing with an incomplete, discarnate soul following a path at its nadir, and the disparity was evident.

The statue crumbled before Zac’s eyes, releasing a gust of gravelly dust and ancient faith. The already intense killing intent bearing down on Zac reached unprecedented heights. Zac’s brows rose when the pressure grew marginally weaker. A streak of light emerged from the statue’s core, preempting the plan that had begun forming in the back of his mind.

The shimmering sphere held Faith, yet it felt benevolent, inviting—a stark contrast to the rest of the room. The light filled Zac with the same desire as when he encountered top-tier treasures. There was even a hint of providence swirling around the blob, proving the mysterious energy was extraordinary. There was no hint of the spiritual will, which could only mean this was the thing the saint was guarding—its blessing. Zac instinctively reached out, and it was like the wisp was drawn to him.

Releasing [Void Zone] for even a second was out of the question. Thankfully, the light only partly dimmed as it passed through the Void to enter Zac’s body. The Faith Energy had protected the mysterious force hidden within. [Void Heart] stirred while [Purity of the Void] and [Immutability of Eoz] remained calm, confirming the light was beneficial.

More crackling sounds made Zac turn his head before he got a chance to investigate the blessing. The statues next to the baldriche-wielding saint had partly been within [Void Zone]’s sphere of influence, turning them into collateral damage. The pressure further lessened with three statues down for the count, and two more lights snuck into Zac’s body.

Zac’s cells were veritably screaming with desire at this point, and he had to stop his Void Emperor bloodline from absorbing the blobs calmly floating in his chest. Judging by the makeup, the largest benefit from the lights was the incredibly pure Faith Energy. Zac suspected it could catalyze and refine a Templar’s accumulated faith. Even someone like Joanna should be able to benefit greatly despite having a different faith.

That part wasn’t of much use to Zac, and he let it be extracted and absorbed by [Void Heart]. Expelling such pure energy seemed like a waste. The rice was already cooked, and spitting out a part of the blessing wouldn’t make any difference after coming this far. It was better used as nourishment for [Void Mountain], which hadn’t gotten to absorb many Faith-attuned Natural Treasures.

The Faith Energy didn’t resist at all, voluntarily entering his Hidden Node to be refined. The mysterious force that remained was even more interesting. The closest aura Zac could think of was Attribute Fruits, though the lights felt far purer and more profound. Esmeralda had said that a real blessing could impart a permanent raise in power, whether it was a person or treasure. This had to be it. Getting a saint’s recognition in the Pilgrimage of Faith wasn’t just a requirement to pass. It was an opportunity to gain an actual powerup.

The three lights were raw bundles of potential. Better yet, the energy appeared to be wholly detached from anything related to the Templars or Imperial Destiny. He could use the blessings how he wished in order to improve. Interestingly, they weren’t quite unattuned like Origin Dao, instead carrying their own characteristics without emitting any real sense of Dao. His Soul Cores were only interested in one of the lights, while his Cosmic Core wanted two. His voracious bloodline wanted them all.

Zac’s eyes shone with madness and greed as he looked at the neat rows of heroes and guardians. Accidentally destroying three statues lessened the pressure he faced by an equal amount. If he took all of them out, wouldn’t he have stopped the Killing Array entirely? And each pinata—no, saint—even held easily-refined powerups?

“I’m sorry… you’ve left me no choice.”

Three more statues came under the attack of the Void as Zac switched positions. The sense of peril coming from the guardian weapons grew more urgent as the statues resisted his domain, and Zac frowned with impatience. Hungry tendrils shot out from his Worldring as one vine after another latched onto the saints on the other side.

Haro’s efforts weren’t enough to even budge the statues, let alone drag them into Zac’s nullification zone. Zac felt the Heavenrender’s fury through their link. His attempts to tear the statues apart didn’t leave so much as a scratch. Faith protected the statues like armor, and only the Void could deal with the vulnerable sections within. That didn’t mean [Void Zone] was his only option.

The illusory mountain descended in his Soul Aperture, and Zac drove large amounts of Void Energy into his arms. He placed his hands against the statue’s chest and flooded it with his Bloodline Talent. Infusing the stone with [Void Mountain] was almost too effective. It exploded like a shrapnel bomb, hurling Zac into the opposite wall with enough force to make him see stars.

Zac shook his head and lunged back, snatching the blessing before it could escape or disperse. Only then did Zac notice the palpable hunger from [Void Mountain]. His newest Bloodline Talent was just as interested in the blessings as his cells and was willing to take on all four blessings without [Void Heart] refining them first. Zac didn’t need any deliberation before funneling the blobs into his Soul Aperture, forcibly quelling the hunger from his cores.

One by one, the blessings seeped into the mountain, which released grand ripples of anti-truth in return.

“Holy crap,” Zac whispered, almost forgetting the predicament he was in.

How could the blessings be so effective? They weren’t even refined and inverted into a semi-void state by [Void Heart]. The first blessing he got added more progress than a month of constant refining and infusing Natural Treasures. The blessing from the C-grade Saints were even more useful, providing nearly twice the gains.

The discrepancy should stem from the deeper comprehension of a Monarch. A blessing was an imprint of someone’s cultivation. Even if the lights contained roughly the same amount of energy, one was made from better materials. It was just like the Life and Death he’d generated by splitting a Chaos Mote during his D-grade breakthrough. On the surface, the truths were no different from normal Life and Death, but something deeper was encoded in their DNA.

Then what about the B-grade cardinals like Eleani Ano? Would the benefits be twice that of Monarchs? Or even more?

If he let [Void Mountain] absorb the whole sanctum, he would save decades of work on his Bloodline Talent. It might be enough to make it permanent or even unearth the hidden feature of [Spiritual Void]. It wasn’t just a matter of saving time and money. Having [Void Heart] constantly refine energy for [Void Mountain] had a high opportunity cost. Whether it was his Cosmic Core, [Force of the Void], or his Eoz bloodline, all could benefit from [Void Heart]’s tempered energy.

Any lingering misgivings about the Eternal Servant’s deadly response were thrown out the window as Zac tabulated the benefits. The servant still hadn’t appeared, but his human half was probably already slated for death. Why not make the most of the situation? Who knew? It might even be possible to reform this half like a missing limb so long as the other side survived.

Zac’s vision of a bright future was interrupted by a scream of danger. One of Haro’s vines dragged Zac backward, allowing him to narrowly avoid a terrifying blade formed by the guardian sword. The attack was formed by a huge amount of pure Faith Energy, and it had to be imbued with something equivalent to an Earthly Dao. The blade hadn’t even fully awakened, and it was already releasing attacks at the level of Peak Hegemons.

The scepter was just a step behind. The empty chalice needed more time.

Zac’s hair stood on end as he sensed its well-contained aura. It was drawing extraordinary amounts of Faith Energy, condensing it into a shimmering liquid. The chalice was only half-full and already held enough power to threaten his life.

Zac turned into a blur, rapidly slapping six statues with the Void. At that moment, an illusory crystal sprouted right in his face, expanding to take up half the wing. The scepter’s attack didn’t harm a hair on the statues, while both Zac’s figure and space tore apart. The real Zac appeared on the opposite side of the inner hall, glancing fearfully at the dummy formed by a displacement treasure.

Another five statues received a touch of death before Zac used [Skystriker] to return to his original position. His movement skill was so fast it looked like he teleported in the confined environment. In reality, he hadn’t. The guardian weapons were placed in the catacomb intersection, and unbearable pain almost made Zac lose control of his skill when he passed the stele.

He appeared in a burst of blood, picking up the six blessings waiting for him before touching a few more statues. The sword had generated a hidden domain, and passing through left him with deep lacerations. He was given no time to recover as another blade ripped through the corridor to cut him apart. The attacks grew increasingly frequent, forcing Zac to change strategy.

An armor of bark appeared over his body as the small crypt was filled with trees. They rapidly withered under the unrelenting onslaught of the Killing Array, but they did help Zac briefly lessen the pressure by taking on most of the punishment. Zac emerged in the intersection by the chalice, stepping out from a tree just before it was shredded.

A wheel made from golden wood appeared behind his back. It was no larger than a manhole cover, and its golden luster made it look like a divine halo. Five densely engraved spokes connected the wheel with its hub, replacing the pillars of old. The center of the wheel was a round wood cutting, depicting the cycle of nature.

The D-grade version of [Empyrean Aegis] had instantly crumbled when protecting him in the Pilgrimage of Combat. That fireball had been launched by a Monarch, and just surviving the shockwave was a blessing. And while Zac wouldn’t trust the golden barrier to fully deal with the Faith-imbued attacks from the guardian weapons, it was enough to temporarily block out the Sword Domain.

Zac looked at the sloshing waters of pure faith within the chalice, his brows furrowing with determination as he activated [Void Zone]. The nullification zone fell completely flat in its attempt to snuff out the glowing runes on the chalice’s surface, though it did ruin the efforts of drawing Faith Energy. He’d essentially sealed the chalice in an airtight container, unable to reach the dense energies waiting on the other side.

That didn’t cut it—the other weapons were dangerous enough. Zac didn’t want to see what kind of mayhem the most powerful treasure would cause when the chalice was filled. Zac’s plan would drastically exacerbate his growing list of sins. What else could he do? He’d need to get out of the trial before he could worry about receiving a death sentence. So long as it gave him a slim chance at survival, he’d tear down the whole crypt.
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COLLAPSE OF FAITH


The extinguishing force of [Void Mountain] poured through Zac’s arms and entered the massive chalice. A tremendous rebound answered, and Zac grunted with pain when his arms broke in multiple locations. The only thing he got for almost crippling himself was three runes briefly fading before they regained their glory by using an inch of the liquified faith. There was simply no way it would work.

Streams of Creation Energy mended Zac’s bones, and he switched to his backup plan. A step took him into the heart of the Sword Domain, and he noted it had expanded by over a meter from before. If it kept going like that, it would soon cover the whole sanctum. The domain put [Empyrean Aegis] under immense pressure. Zac reactivated his Bloodline Talent, this time targeting the blade. It proved far more resilient than any statue, though still within his tolerance.

Each second stretched like an eternity. The wheel behind him creaked and groaned, forced to withstand the combined assault of the Killing Array and Sword Domain. Zac kept regrowing trees to carry some of the load. Most were torn apart before they could fully emerge. Meanwhile, Zac’s danger sense grew increasingly urgent.

Just as the warning bells reached a crescendo, the wheel turned 180 degrees. The etching on the hub distorted in a disorienting flutter before settling on a completely new motif. A powerful pulse of gold and Void burst from his defensive skill, spreading through the whole crypt. Most of the damage to the wheel had been mended, and the golden barrier shifted to gain a steely hue.

The Faith Energy grew turbid wherever the pulse passed, and the runes on the guardian weapons dimmed. The chalice lost a large amount of Faith Energy and was forced to restart its absorption array, and the devastating attack the scepter was about to launch was fully canceled. The same was true for the sword, giving Zac a much-needed window to continue wearing it down.

The pulse was an intentional change when upgrading [Empyrean Aegis]. The restrictive domain of the old skill was also good, and had allowed him to turn the tables more than once. Yet it was the initial surprise when activating the skill that he found the most useful, and that most experienced cultivators quickly adapted to the domain.

Therefore, Zac chose to replace the continuous restriction with a sudden pulse packed with greater power. He’d also incorporated his Evolutionary Path into the skill, where turning the wheel recovered much of the sustained damage in a faux-rebirth. Doing so also shifted the defensive properties, making it harder for the enemy to discover a weakness.

Seconds passed until the threat level returned to unbearable levels, at which point the wheel turned again and threw the weapons back to square one. Even a prepared cultivator would have had a hard time defending against the pulse with its randomized energy signature.

Two pulses was the skill’s current limit, but it was enough. The sword shattered before gaining the chance to unleash a real attack or grow its domain beyond the intersection. The weapon was intent on dragging Zac with it to hell, and its destruction unleashed a tremendous blade storm fueled by its stockpiled spirituality and faith. It was like dozens of sword domains layered at once, more than enough to tear Zac apart a few times over.

A vine tugged, and Zac was dragged into a nearby tree before the fallout consumed him. He appeared on the far end of the hall, his danger sense still blaring. Layers and layers of empowered trees were reduced into splinters, utterly incapable of stopping the shockwave. Zac’s armor transformed, and the responding axelights erupted in large explosions that pushed back against the sword tide.

The contained space made the mayhem even more appalling, yet Zac fanned the flames by adding [Evolutionary Edge] on top. Together with [Conformation of Supremacy]’s explosions, the attacks became like hyenas nibbling at an elephant. Their strength couldn’t be compared to the guardian’s revenge, while the vast quantity helped exhaust parts of the incoming shockwave.

Having spent almost all his runes, Zac swapped back to his Ent Elder form and threw out a Life-attuned defensive talisman. A wall of thorns filled the hallway, blocking Zac’s vision. Haro emerged from the Worldring, sacrificing a mile’s worth of vines to lessen Zac’s load. The defensive blockade was torn apart, and the sword tide crashed into [Empyrean Aegis]’s golden barrier.

The five spokes on the empyrean wheel snapped in rapid succession until the skill collapsed. Having been forced to use both resets to interrupt attacks meant he couldn’t reset the skill to prolong its defenses. Still, only a shadow of the original tsunami remained by that point, and that became weakened by [Void Zone]’s erosion. It was barely enough.

Pieces of [Ossuary Bulwark] fell like rain, and deep lacerations were carved across Zac’s body. Zac grimaced and dove into the wake of the shockwave, worsening his wounds. His previous location was torn apart by another golden crystal just a second later.

Zac appeared close to the intersection and crammed a handful of Healing Pills into his mouth. He branded the nearby statues before moving out again. He ignored the scepter, even when it began spitting out a large number of smaller crystals that followed him like heat-seeking missiles. He had no choice. Destroying the sword cost him too much Void Energy and time.

Since he couldn’t deal with the chalice, he needed to escape before it filled up and came alive. The good news was that the candles went out as statues crumbled. And with the sword gone, he only needed to avoid the scepter’s attacks while alternating between picking up blessings and destroying statues. It was getting harder as the room filled with floating mines.

Zac didn’t have time to split his attention on the blessings. A few had been rejected by [Void Mountain], so he simply let them accumulate in his chest to investigate later. Sixty, Eighty, and finally one hundred statues crumbled. Zac was right at the end, his face pallid, and his eyes dark as he shattered another statue and snatched its blessing.

He couldn’t even see the sanctum’s other end because of the large number of bombs. He’d tried to keep their numbers down, but they were intangible balls of faith. Haro passed right through them without triggering an eruption, and his skills were equally useless. Only one thing worked. Zac’s face remained unmoving as he cut off strips of muscle from his thigh and threw them at bombs blocking his path.

Each crystal unleashed a contained blast upon sensing Zac’s aura in his tissue. He was literally paying a pound of flesh to absolve his sins. Zac flashed forward the moment the path was clear, already collecting more grisly tributes as he dismantled the next saint. It took almost two seconds, forcing him to keep throwing out more flesh to stop the approaching crystals.

He’d already reached the bottom of the barrel for his Void Energy, and [Void Mountain]’s aura was unstable from overuse—something infusing blessings couldn’t resolve. He’d long since been forced to turn off [Void Zone] to continue his work. Thankfully, the Killing Array was already so weakened it didn’t pose much of a problem. He was doing more damage to himself than the arrays were.

Again and again, Zac dug deeper when his Void reserves were tapped out, and the whole sanctum floor was painted red by his sacrifice. Eventually, there was only a single saint left to deal with. Eleani Ano. It wasn’t just because she stood next to the scepter he’d saved her for last. She was the first saint he’d encountered, and seeing her end left the strongest mark. He’d subconsciously picked other statues when she stood nearby.

Now, there was no one else to pick, and he was out of Void Energy. It was nothing short of a miracle he managed to extract enough energy to activate [Void Mountain] for the past three statues. He had nothing left to give, no matter how hard he squeezed. Zac’s vision swam, and he found himself losing balance from the strain. He grabbed onto the statue with a bloody hand missing multiple fingers.

His mind screamed with danger. His body no longer listened. Zac tried to rouse himself one last time, to try something, at least. He had to lean against the saint for support as the crystals drew closer, and he went with the only thing that held a chance of breaking the statue. Chaos.

Streams of Oblivion and Creation were dredged from the depths and moved toward his shoulders. A rumble and something heavy touching his head stopped his attempt to activate the last-ditch skill he hadn’t dared use since the Void Star. Zac’s drifting consciousness was shaken wide awake, and his eyes widened when he saw the statue look down at him with a gentle smile. The thing touching his head was the statue’s hand.

‘Flame…’

The weak, distant whisper seemed to come from the past. The statue crumbled, the last candle went out, and the guardian weapons dimmed. Zac exhaled as the last blessing entered his chest, bringing with it a spiritual surge that had been absent from the blessings he stole. It swept through his body, giving him the strength to keep going a bit longer.

It was at that moment Zac realized the trial wasn’t fading like the previous four. The catacombs rumbled, and Zac quickly swallowed another set of Soldier Pills as he warily looked around. The threat came from below this time. The floor gave way, exposing a bottomless darkness. An enormous sinkhole had appeared beneath the cathedral, swallowing it whole.

Bricks and pieces of marble fell like rain around Zac as he plunged into the trial’s hidden underbelly. He tried to control his descent, but the environment overruled his control. Then, his whole body disappeared, reducing him to a discarnate consciousness caught in a storm.

The waters collected by the almost full chalice spilled out, forming rivers of faith that snaked through the hurricane of rubble. Zac looked on with confusion and shock as the sanctum’s falling pieces rearranged themselves into the statues he’d destroyed. Most were only half-formed and partly made of floor tiles and pieces of wall, and liquified Faith Energy filled in the blanks.

The saints looked broken and worn down. And yet, they felt more alive than the statues he’d faced moments ago. There was true consciousness in the gazes that lasted a second or two before the statues were returned to the storm. The wrath and killing intent were gone. Replacing them were conviction and anticipation.

The rain of rubble was gradually thinning out, with piece after piece being swallowed by darkness. Soon, there was just Zac, who kept scanning the surroundings for threats. His danger sense had stilled, and that didn’t make him feel much better. Had his desperate gambit dismantled the whole trial, forcing the environment to unravel like a video game bug? Or was it responding in kind, throwing him into the Void after he’d used the Void to destroy it?

Finally, there was a spark of light in the distance. Zac warily watched it grow until it took up most of his vision. He relaxed after confirming it wasn’t a blast of faith coming to do him in. His guard soon went up when he sensed another familiar aura—the Heavens, the current one and not a vision from the pre-System era. Zac desperately tried to get away, only to be pushed into the grand tapestry all the same.

Zac didn’t dare so much as think, afraid he’d draw another tribulation on himself. Thankfully, he passed through without causing so much as a ripple. The light faded and was replaced by dark oceans made from incomprehensible patterns. It was the Four Laws, engulfed by boundless radiance before Zac had a chance to derive anything.

The Imperial Destiny he faced in the Tribulation Throne was back with a vengeance. It exuded a boundless conviction that could overturn fate and usher in a new era. A common thread, a common goal. A prime undertaking made possible by the grace of the Emperor.

This time, there was no Cosmic Destiny to curtail its expansion. The boundless ocean of communal belief covered all reality, and Zac’s soul groaned from being forced to take in just a sliver of its scope. It was like he was once more facing the silent, enduring power of the incomprehensibly large Void Mountain.

A flickering aura different from the rest gave Zac something to focus on, which helped alleviate the pressure. It was the closest anomaly of many, and Zac vaguely sensed more than ten far in the distance. It soon became apparent he was being pulled, right toward the congregation of undying will.

The particular aura congealed into a familiar rune: the sigil for the Order of the Empyrean Chalice. The brand was like an array flag, helping sustain and stabilize the fading faith of a long-gone era. Like the Imperial Destiny, the rune showed signs of age. It wouldn’t fail today or tomorrow, but it couldn’t overcome the Law of Impermanence. Zac shot right into the sigil’s center, expecting the vision to end there. It didn’t.

Zac passed through the shimmering curtain, coming face-to-face with an endless expanse of nothingness—utter, absolute nothingness. It was the same horrifying desolation as when his inspiration took him to the Void Mountain. Zac felt his very being erode from being exposed to the boundless beyond. Thankfully, the suffering didn’t last long before something pulled him back.

In the heart of the order’s sigil was an unadorned chalice filled with the waters of destiny. A drop fell into the cup, and the gentle sloshing conveyed a universal yearning. It stemmed from the earliest eddies of the Grand Kalpa and stretched to the unknowable haze of a distant future. Zac vaguely sensed the marks of the exalted existences that had contributed to the cup.

‘In accordance with the Pact of the Flame, we name you the Terminal Son of the Empyrean Chalice.’

The vision faded. Zac was back in his own body, his wounds healed. He stood atop a platform in the middle of a round church, showered in multifarious light from glazed windows. Surrounding him were the five steles of the Pilgrimages of the Empyrean Chalice and an exit leading to the Halls of Service. Lofty faith seeped out of every corner of the building, and the ambient energy was no less than in the Pilgrimage of Faith.

The swirl of faith wasn’t threatening. Instead, it was almost protective, welcoming. The sense of safety didn’t do much to calm his nerves. The Pilgrimage of Faith had given him too many shocks, from narrowly escaping death to the shocking vision that followed.

“Feeding the flame,” Zac muttered as he turned to the fifth stele.

His name had been added right at the top. The entry loomed above the other candidates like an unreachable peak, which did little to lift Zac’s spirits. The Eternal Servant had called him a thief, and he truly felt like one now that the dust had settled. He’d pillaged the catacombs and was shown a vision meant for someone else. Like rejecting his notion, a screen appeared before him.

[Holy Son: Wielder of the flame]

Zac sighed in defeat as he looked at the title. It wasn’t the first time he’d gained a title that didn’t provide any attributes. He received the Pathstrider in E-grade, which ‘marked him for further training.’ Then there was his hidden Terminus title, whose purpose remained unknown. Zac scanned his body, finding no brand or impartment.

Even so, Zac had a strong hunch he’d been tricked again. By Laondio and the Eternal Servant waiting outside. The title put a claim on his future in a way that his Technocrat heritage failed to defend against. This encounter was another piece in the Limitless Empire’s vast plot, and Zac had been dragged further into the conspiracy. He was still clueless about the details, and was almost certain his life wasn’t at risk anymore.

Zac tried to glean something from the vision while the memory was fresh. The Imperial Destiny was at the highest layer of reality, above the Dao and Laws. It would have made sense if it was part of the System, but it didn’t seem like it. The System’s aura was distinct from the Imperial Destiny, and the former was at its strongest while the latter was waning.

It had almost felt like the Imperial Destiny acted as a barrier covering all creation, protecting the Multiverse from the erosion. Was Ralz Kalzood actually right? Could there be threats lurking in that endless expanse?
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Whether guarding against outside threats or plots involving the whole Multiverse, Zac was in it now. Then again, was he ever out? How much was coincidence, and how much was design? Getting Ensolus from an unexpected Incursion just a few years into the integration. The war and the Remnants rising from the depths of history. Awakening the Ensolus Ruins with the Tribulation Throne, and now being given a title he didn’t understand or want.

Step-by-step, he’d been led to this point. His so-called Void Road and its independence almost felt like a joke. And it wasn’t over. There was no way the flame the Templars referred to wasn’t related to his Flamebearer title for the Left Imperial Palace. The whole Limitless Empire waged an eternal war for some unknown purpose, and the torch had been passed onto him and a few others.

A shudder of hunger forced Zac to table the matter and turn his vision inward. Even if he didn’t hold up much hope, maybe the Eternal Servant could provide some answers later. For now, he needed to deal with the blessings before his body did it for him.

His body had seen some improvements, which could be explained by the dozens of lights drifting about. He didn’t have time to infuse [Void Mountain] with more than a third of the blessings during his fight against time. A few had been consumed when his mind grew hazy by the end, and even more had been absorbed during his vision.

His Cosmic Core had seen enough progress to let him advance a level, and a few stubborn imperfections to his core had been fixed. It was well within the range of a High-quality Core again after having seen some degradation from his breakthrough. His Soul Cores had seen similar improvements, removing heterogeneity and imperfections left from his heavy reliance on Moss Crystals and Oblivion Energy.

In addition, he felt like he’d gained a few years’ worth of practice from the [Nine Reincarnations Manual], which was a welcome boost with the Atavism around the corner. Together with the stabilization brought from the Pilgrimage of Mind, he was well-positioned to make another leap in strength before he set out for the Imperial Graveyard.

A few blessings had entered his cells, sinking into the unfathomable depths beyond the golden hurricanes. Zac couldn’t spot any benefits, but he was certain it had improved his bloodline somehow. If lucky, the Void would return something later. The thought made Zac inspect [Void Heart]. It seemed fine despite having swallowed so many bundles of high-grade faith, though Zac suspected it’d be a while before it finished the job.

There were currently forty-one blessings left in his body. They could evidently be put to good use no matter where they went, yet Zac chose to stick with his original plan and corralled them toward [Void Mountain]. Summoning the illusory mountain wasn’t easy, even with [Void Engine] having replenished a bit of Void Energy during the vision.

It grudgingly descended, still flickering precariously after the massive over-reliance. Luckily, it indicated its interest in more than half the blessings. Its drained state couldn’t hide how it’d become significantly more corporeal after having absorbed over thirty blessings. The improvements didn’t seem to taper off as new blessings were added to its spirituality.

Zac noted that it lost interest in a particular blessing after having absorbed two more. The mountain had likely reached its needs for specific Dao Peaks, though Zac had a hard time telling which ones. Five minutes later, [Void Mountain] was fully satiated. Zac looked at the Void Sigil with a mix of gratification and regret as it faded away.

The talent was right at the cusp of some form of breakthrough, unable to be pushed past the goal line since the mountain wasn’t interested in any of the twelve remaining blessings. The good news was that Zac had a pretty good idea of what was missing—the Dao of Faith. [Void Heart] had siphoned off everything related to the Peak of Faith, leaving the pieces that were based on the saints’ other Daos.

Zac was confident that he’d fill in the blanks the moment [Void Heart] finished its refinement. And if not, it wouldn’t take too many treasures. Zac looked at the twelve remaining blessings, steering three to his Soul Aperture and four to his Cosmic Core. A surge of strength rippled through his body, confirming he’d gained another level. It was a welcome bonus, even if the improvements to his core weren’t quite as good as he’d hoped. The imperfections that remained after all the treasures and encounters he’d been through were incredibly stubborn.

One blessing fused with his spiritual body, strengthening it and furthering its transition toward a conflict attunement. The rest could only be given to his cells, which had been clamoring after seeing such delicacies being given to everyone except them. A deep hum emerged from the steles the moment the final blessing was absorbed.

Zac warily looked on as each released a beam of energy that converged right before him. The strongest beam undoubtedly came from the Pilgrimage of Faith. It felt like a ray of pure providence. The streaks from the Steles of Combat, Body, and Mind were roughly equal, while the Stele of Heart barely released a trickle.

Together, they formed an illusory rune, its strength and balance based on his performance in the trials. Zac calmly grabbed it, knowing this part at least didn’t differ from what the other Templar candidates experienced. For him, the blessings were the largest gain, but this rune was likely the big one for most Templars. The rune froze just as it was about to enter his body, and a set of screens appeared.

[Chosen of the Empyrean Chalice (Limited): Pass the five pilgrimages of the Empyrean Chalice. Reward: Base Attributes +500, Luck +15. Strength +13%, Dexterity +11%, Endurance +11%, Vitality +7%, Intelligence +6%, Wisdom +7%. Luck +15%. Effect of Attributes +10%.]

It was a Limited Title, a shockingly powerful one at that. It wasn’t that the System graded his achievement higher than the feats that got him the other Limited Titles. Rather, the ranges became higher on Limited Titles as you advanced through the grades, and most of his other titles were awarded in E-grade.

It was easy to deduce why the attributes were so unevenly distributed. The Pilgrimage of Faith boosted Luck, and his almost impossible record got him a full mark of 15. The Combat score was at 12, and the next two 11. Finally, there was the Pilgrimage of Heart, which dragged down the boost to his Vitality, Intelligence, and Wisdom. The average score was 10, so he got that as an Attribute Effect.

The missed-out potential stung, but the title was just the cherry on top of his other gains. Zac chose to swap out [Big Axe Gladiator] after some deliberation. It was between that and [Equanimity], which he got from reaching the bottom of the Havenfort Chasm. The former focused more on Strength and Dexterity, while the latter gave a smaller boost to all Base Attributes. He’d already reached a point where focused allocation provided diminishing returns—lack of raw strength was rarely the cause of the problems he faced.

Name: Zachary Atwood

Level: 188

Class: [D-Arcane] Evolutionary Precursor

Race: [D] Human – Void Emperor (Corrupted)

Alignment: [Zecia] Atwood Empire – Baron of Conquest

Titles: […] Arcane Ascension, Pathbound Core, Peakmender, Cosmic Introduction, Exalted Destiny

Limited Titles: Tower of Eternity Sector All-Star – 14th, Equanimity, The Final Twilight – 1st, Gates of Rebirth, Void Road, Chosen of the Empyrean Chalice

Dao: Branch of the War Axe – Peak, Branch of the Kalpataru – Late, Branch of the Pale Seal – Late

Core: [D] Evolutionary Core

Strength: 218,051 [Increase: 236%. Efficiency: 521%]

Dexterity: 103,232 [Increase: 176%. Efficiency: 346%]

Endurance: 98,856 [Increase: 206%. Efficiency: 546%]

Vitality: 101,799 [Increase: 215%. Efficiency: 543%]

Intelligence: 21,248 [Increase: 156%. Efficiency: 346%]

Wisdom: 39,542 [Increase: 159%. Efficiency: 363%]

Luck: 1,510 [Increase: 199%. Efficiency: 466%]

Free Points: 300

Nexus Coins: [D] 87,548,227

Zac thought he’d unearthed all his gains, but there were a few surprises on his Status Screen. The Holy Son title was missing, being hidden like the Terminus title. Even odder, his [Destined] title was gone and replaced with a new one.

[Exalted Destiny: Reach 1,500 Luck while in D-grade. Reward: Effect of Luck +10%.]

The change was unexpected for multiple reasons. For one, the previous luck-based titles in the chain didn’t remove their predecessor. Secondly, the next stage should have been 2,000 or 2,500 Luck. It looked like the System provided a 3% bonus after he’d overshot the D-grade goal by a wide margin. Lastly, while the new Limited Title awarded a significant chunk of Luck, it shouldn’t have been enough to cross the 1,500 threshold. Zac soon found the reason.

[Void Road (Limited): Reject destiny in pursuit of the unknown. Reward: Luck +110. Exclusive. Upgradeable.]

The Void Road title had actually improved. He’d been waiting for something to happen after getting a related quest by the System when breaking through. However, the System had never given him any follow-up. Now, he’d finally gained some clues on how to upgrade the title. The boost should have come either from clashing with the saints or facing the Imperial Destiny in the vision.

There wasn’t much else beyond the changes to his titles. He gained two levels from the blessings, and [Force of the Void] had advanced another 4%, reaching 35%. Zac’s Dexterity was in a good spot, so he allocated his free points into Wisdom and closed the screen.

Three days had passed since he entered the Halls of Service, and he’d reaped enough rewards for the excursion to be considered a success. It wasn’t enough to make him forget being plotted against, but it was a start. Zac took a final look inside the room before turning toward the exit.

It wasn’t without some fear he approached the spatial gate. He had good reasons for thinking the Eternal Servant tricked him the same way she did Joanna, where the ancient Templar knew the only way he’d survive was to act as he did. At the same time, it was undeniable he’d demolished a whole crypt full of interred saints.

His Draugr half and Ogras had already escaped when he began smashing statues. Not that they had any hopes of orchestrating a prison escape in case the Eternal Servant actually chose to target him. Esmeralda’s entrance had been dealt with, and he’d already experienced the extreme disparity of strength.

There was no point in holding off the inevitable. Zac stepped through the gate, appearing before the stele of faith placed in the Halls of Service. The Eternal Servant hovered next to him, looking at his leaderboard entry of 108 blessings. The silence stretched until Zac could bear it no longer.

“I’m back.”

“So this is our Terminal Son? A calamitous thief believing only in himself.”

A ball of fire ignited in Zac’s chest upon hearing the servant’s scathing words and despondent tone. “Did I ask for this? You were the one who left me no choice.”

“You always have a choice,” the servant said, turning toward him. “The saints you profaned all had a choice. They could have escaped or given in. They chose death to uphold their values and beliefs. You could have done the same.”

“I should have laid down and accepted death?” Zac spat through gritted teeth.

“You could also have stopped early. If you destroyed the scepter after the sword, along with sixty statues, you could have waited out the trial by the chalice inside your heaven-shrouding ability. Instead, you opted for greed, not sparing a single soul.”

“That’s…” Zac was about to refute her claim when his voice lost its fight as his brows furrowed.

She was right. Dealing with the shockwave after destroying the scepter would have been rough, though by no means impossible. He could have used [Extinction Event], the upgraded version of his Annihilation Sphere, to erase it. With only the chalice remaining, he could have taken his time to destroy statues with [Void Zone].

That would have cost less Void Energy, leaving enough to resist a weakened Killing Array and block the chalice’s energy collection until the candles went out. If he’d gone that route, his rewards wouldn’t have been as impressive, and he also wouldn’t have been marked as a Holy Son. Zac’s convictions faltered, but he shook his head.

“There was no way for me to know that would work, and there was no guarantee the chalice was the final threat I’d have to face. What if the relics outside the crypt came alive? I couldn’t take that risk, so I had to end the trial as quickly as possible.”

“Righteous words to motivate plunder is no better than faith used to lead the virtuous astray.”

Zac glared at the Eternal Servant, reluctantly choosing not to push the matter further. It was clear she’d achieved her goals, yet acted like Zac was the one at fault. What could he do except hold onto his complaints until he was strong enough to do something about it? He was asking for a beating, trying to argue with a being multiple grades above him.

“Well, like it or not, I’m apparently the Holy Son of your order now,” Zac said. “So what’s next?”

An entirely too long silence stretched before the Eternal Servant shook her head. “I don’t know.”

“Uh, what?”

“I had destiny decide your fate, and it did. The world I woke up to is foreign and unexpected, and only an echo remains of my faith. You want me to tell you what it all means, but who am I to ask? The saints and sages are gone, lost in the River of Time. We are both making our way through the darkness in search of a guiding light.”

“You have no mission for me? No holy quest?”

“Would you complete it even if I did? And not just seal off these ruins the moment you left?”

“Then… Are there any rewards for becoming the Terminal Son?”

“Consecration upon reaching the minimum threshold.”

“Uh, anything else? Like treasures, inheritances, or opportunities?”

“Insatiable and shameless. Whatever benefits you believe your new status deserves, perish the thought. Even the two previous Holy Sons were treated no differently from ordinary Templars. Their resources and rewards were based on their contribution to the cause.”

“Fine,” Zac said. “But your promise from before is a separate matter. Will you honor it and activate the Halls of Service?”

“No. The agreement said that passing four pilgrimages would allow you to exchange rewards based on your performance. I shall award you Glory Points accordingly.”

“What? I passed all five!”

“That may be, but you also said you conceded on multiple occasions before and during the Pilgrimage of Faith.”

“How does that count when you didn’t accept my surrender?” Zac said, his blood pressure rising.

“A shame, really. You should have believed in yourself, or at least in your affinity for destruction.”

Zac mutely stared at the servant. There was something about their inexpressive face that made Zac’s eyes narrow with suspicion. “…Wait, are you messing with me?”

“A small punishment for your actions, even if the trial was held inside a dream realm. It will take weeks for the ancestral souls to recover, you know.”

“What the hell… Are you really an Eternal Servant?”

“Perhaps. Perhaps not. I took my Eternal Vow shortly after the Fall, and this realm was sealed immediately after. My soul has been dispersed, yet I have not fully integrated with the Imperial Faith. I will not survive long.”

Zac didn’t know how to respond to the servant’s candid confession, though it did lessen his ire a bit. Even if it might be because of Laondio’s plot, he was the one who awoke the not-so-Eternal Servant, potentially ruining her chances of fulfilling whatever mission she took the vows for. If he were in her shoes, wouldn’t he have grasped at any opportunity to accomplish her mission?

“Rava.”

“What’s that?”

“You may call me Instructor Rava. I have decided to keep my identity since that part of me remains.”

“Instructor Rava,” Zac said. “Where’s Joanna?”

“The Godking’s inheritor is still undergoing her test. I expect it to take a week. Now, I have awakened the halls. The rest is up to you and your subordinates. I can sense that the Imperial Tutor has made the road of cultivation smoother, so I will adjust the criteria and requirements accordingly.”

“Thank you,” Zac said, looking around with anticipation as steles and gates were coming alive by the dozens. “My performance in the pilgrimage, how many points was it worth?”

“The information stele has the answers you seek,” the servant said, pointing at one of the large tablets behind the testing platform. “Now, I must leave.”

“Instructor, wait! Can I ask—” Zac exclaimed, stopping her dissipation. “Eternal Servants are supposed to safeguard important treasures and institutes. And since this is a normal training facility…”

“You are wondering if there is a Holy Relic hidden here,” the Eternal Servant said. “Does your cupidity know no bounds?”

Zac forged ahead despite the evident displeasure on Rava’s face. “There’s a war on the outside… We’re leaving for a critical mission in three weeks. It might decide the fate of trillions of civilians.”

“A Holy Relic? There is, and there isn’t,” Rava said after some thought.

“What does that mean?” Zac said with exasperation.

“The prerequisites are not yet met, so it cannot exist. It depends on fate and faith.”

“Fate and faith…” Zac muttered. “And if the conditions are met?”

“Then…” Rava glanced in the direction of the main cathedral. “Then a Seed of the Apocalypse will be unleashed upon the world.”
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There really was a Holy Relic hidden in this remote training facility, and it seemed even stronger than Zac expected. Could it be part of a contingency where the Templars hid their greatest relics, planning for a resurrection when the Dao recovered? If that were the case, why did it have such an ominous name?

He’d pictured something like the three guardian weapons, not a ‘Seed of the Apocalypse.’ Then again, its name didn’t matter. Despite its many restrictions, it could become another lifeline in case their Foreign Gods gambit didn’t pan out.

“I suggest you give up. The seed holds enough destruction to reshape the Heavens. Are you worthy of wielding such power? Do you think it comes without a price?” Rava said, her voice full of reproach. “That said, the appearance of our Terminal Son is the first criterion of its manifestation, so I will not stand in the way of destiny. I do suggest you forget about the matter until you Confirm your Dao. Before that, you’ll likely end up a puppet to its will.”

“Confirm my Dao?” Zac sighed, realizing his desire to solve the Kan’Tanu threat had gotten the better of him.

Rava’s comment about puppets and will made the Seed of the Apocalypse sound like the Heart of Oblivion and its archnemesis. Zac was worried about combining five measly splinters of those ancient entities. How was he supposed to wield a complete item and use it to take out the Kan’Tanu armies across Zecia?

And honestly, he shouldn’t have to. Zecia would have to pick up the slack if he managed to unleash the Foreign Gods. If they couldn’t even do that, then Zecia was bound to collapse anyway. Would the System bother to protect Zecia after such a shameful display? More likely, it would swing the gates wide open to let outsiders search for opportunities in the wake of the pillar’s ascent.

Zac dropped the subject, turning to something else that had been rattling in the back of his mind for the past few days.

“You said my bloodline carries dangerous implications before I entered the trial. What does that mean?”

“I’m sure you have many questions, but why should I answer? You’ve chosen a path of independence, and your unwillingness to pick a side in the Zenith War is evident. Make no mistake, we are not allies. We are both getting something out of our exchange. If you want more, you need to offer something of equal value. Eschewing balance will harm us both.”

“Balance…” Zac whispered, his eyes glazing over.

Rava’s words carried a unique cadence that pushed Zac into a transcendent state. Suddenly, the curtains parted before his eyes.

To cultivate was to steal from the Heavens. The further you diverged from the Law of Balance, the greater the universe would suppress you. The greater the deficit, the greater the backlash. Unorthodox cultivators wantonly broke it in their pursuit of power, using sinister methods to hide from the Heavens.

What did it mean to be orthodox? You couldn’t cultivate without breaking the Law of Balance. Perhaps you could mitigate the backlash by aligning your actions with the laws. Didn’t he have countless examples of this?

The System always maintained balance in its operations. The same was true for all the old masters he’d encountered. Sendor, one of the most powerful beings in the Multiverse, strictly adhered to a principle of equilibrium in their dealings. The Realm Spirit didn’t have to give Zac anything if he didn’t want to. What was Zac supposed to do if Sendor said no?

The same was true for Laondio’s wisp. Zac had his suspicions of events being manipulated, but Laondio provided something in return at every step of the way. Iz was adamant about maintaining balance, from trading attacks for information to reciprocating when Zac shared his quest. Rava paid for her trickery by opening the Halls of Service.

Even Ogras followed this logic when reforging his flag, as had his mother when she took Kenzie away. They all formed virtuous cycles by enforcing balance on themselves and others. Certainly, it was impossible to always maintain balance, and the acts of reciprocity shouldn’t be confused with acts of charity.

So what about him? His vision for the [Void Vajra Sublimation], which spread to other aspects of his path, was to take what he needed and seal off everything else. There was never any concept of balance, of reciprocity. But the Void wasn’t above the Law of Balance, and neither was he.

His path was flawed.

The Eternal Servant must have discovered the imbalance and decided to help him see it, too. The epiphany didn’t have an answer on how to reform this aspect of his path, and it wasn’t something that needed to be immediately addressed. Just being aware and conscious of the concept was enough for now. Zac slowly exhaled and bowed in gratitude.

“Thank you.”

“So long as you understand,” the servant said and handed him a token. “You will not pass the screening with your affinities, so I’ve issued a token directly. You can discover the rest on your own. I need to leave and gather information.”

Rava disappeared, leaving Zac alone in the fully functional Halls of Service. Zac tabled the matter of upholding balance, focusing on the matter at hand. He updated Ogras on the situation before walking over to the information pillar. He infused his will, and a stream of information gave Zac a comprehensive rundown of the base. By the time he’d given it a quick once-over, he found the demon standing by his side.

“You got in?” Zac said with surprise. “And you actually dared enter?”

“The barrier around this building is gone. The others remain intact,” Ogras said, looking around with interest. “As for daring… If you say it’s safe, I’ll trust you. Who has a better nose for trouble? Where is the senior?”

“She said she needed to find information and left.”

“I can imagine, after being sealed longer than the Ruthless Heavens have existed,” Ogras said. “So what happened? Seemed like you were hiding something before. Don’t worry; I highly doubt that toad dares take one step into these halls. She still seems deadly afraid of the Eternal Servant. I’ll spell my name backward if she hasn’t robbed a few Templar treasuries in her day.”

The demon was definitely onto something. Esmeralda had staunchly refused to go with Ogras, instead returning to the shrine after confirming Zac’s Draugr half wasn’t coming along. Giving it some thought, Zac told Ogras about his new designation and its potential connection to his Flamebearer status.

“A Holy Son, you?” Ogras snickered. “Well, you can look at it like a compliment. Their evaluation of you must be high if they put this much effort into tying you to their chariot. And if you ask me, it’s better to be manipulated by the Emperor’s ghost and the Ruthless Heavens than some outsider faction. If you’re going to be someone’s stooge, you might as well pick the faction with the biggest fist.”

Zac rolled his eyes. “Yes, I’m very flattered. So what do you think?”

“This is so far beyond me I don’t know which thread I should pull. I’d suggest you don’t tell another soul and forget about it until it becomes a problem. Becoming a chosen of these Templars could be construed as an attempt to revive the Limitless Empire. That doesn’t just pose a threat to the Imperial Heavens. Everyone cultivating under the Ruthless Heavens will try to prevent the return of its architects. They control the System, and the System controls us.”

“You’re right,” Zac said. “I guess I’ll just have to keep working. The stronger we get, the more we’ll be able to control our fate.”

“On that note,” Ogras said as he eagerly looked at the various gates. “How are things here?”

“You need to pass the screening to get an access token,” Zac said, pointing at the platform in the middle. “All the other buildings require merit to enter. The list of facilities is pretty damn impressive. If we survive the pillar and its aftermath, we’ll have the foundations to become a peak faction in Zecia.”

“It’s that good?” Ogras whistled.

“It’s that good. We won’t be able to access the best stuff in the short run, though.”

“Maybe the Holy Son gets to go for free? Perhaps while bringing a friend or two for company?” Ogras grinned.

“You’d think, right? Well, I’m better off with my starting bonus. Anyways, the hallways are feats or simpler trials. Their rewards aren’t very high, and are mostly safe if you enter prepared. Repeated use costs merit points.”

“Sounds like a basic contribution system. You prove your cultivation has reached a certain threshold and receive the equivalent rewards.” Ogras nodded.

“The real rewards are in the steles and missions. Don’t know about the latter, though.”

“Give me a second,” Ogras said, appearing atop the testing platform, then he grinned two minutes later, waving an identical token to Zac’s. “Easy.”

“The order does have a desperate personnel shortage. I guess they can’t be choosy and test for things like personality.”

“Whatever.” Ogras laughed and touched the information pillar. “Alright, let’s check out the mission board.”

The mission board was located in an empty spherical room with a pillar in the middle. Though it would be more accurate to say the room was the board. The walls were absolutely covered in glowing runes.

“There’s actually missions? And so many?” Zac exclaimed.

“There’s hundreds of beast-slaying quests.” Ogras whistled. “I don’t recognize a single species or location. What’s going on? Are they old quests from before the place was sealed?”

“Instructor Rava?” Zac said, shrugging when the Eternal Servant ignored his call. “They seem recently added. Maybe there are Mystic Realms inside? This is a top-tier training facility. They can’t just send their Templars-in-training to the frontlines, right?”

“Mystic Realms left untouched since the age of the Limitless Empire?” Ogras said, sharing a knowing look with Zac. “Look at the grades.”

The missions were assigned stars for difficulty, ranging from one to seven. There were barely any extermination quests below three stars, where the targets were Early Beast Kings. Late Beast Kings were mostly five stars, six if there were special circumstances. Six-star missions and above were placed on the pillar in the middle. They dealt with Peak Kings or Half-step Beast Emperors. The few seven-star quests targeted genuine C-grade beasts.

If their theory was correct, the mission rewards were the least of the potential benefits. Such ancient Mystic Realms could very well hold treasures and resources that didn’t exist or had gone extinct on the outside. If their energy was dense enough to raise Beast Emperors, there should even be the kind of C-grade Natural Treasures that required millions of years to form.

“Let’s not get too excited. Top-level beasts will guard any top-level treasures,” Zac said. “And these quests might not even be real. It could all be inside illusion realms like the trial.”

“I assure you, they are real. Our facilities have been left unattended for too long, leaving them in a state of disrepair. Clearing out the mission board is the starting point of your reclamation work.”

Both Ogras and Zac swirled around, finding the Eternal Servant floating behind them.

“You,” Rava continued, her gaze trained on Ogras. “You’re not Templar material.”

“My apologies. Then I shall just—” Ogras said, only for a wall of faith to stop his hasty retreat.

“Let me finish. The world is not black and white, and people like you fill an important role. While such soldiers were generally raised elsewhere, we still have ways to temper your edge,” the Eternal Servant said, and a streak of light entered Ogras’s token. “Your commander said you have three weeks. Here is your progression plan. Expect punishment if you don’t live up to my expectations.”

“My progression—” Ogras repeated, his eyes wide with confusion as he glanced at Zac, who didn’t know what to say.

“Uh, Instructor Rava? I thought you left? What’s this about a plan?”

“I asked to be called an instructor, what would I do if not instruct? I have a training plan for you, too,” Rava said as another light entered Zac’s token. “I took a look outside to better understand your cultivation and the current era. These are the people I find acceptable.”

There was a lot to unpack in Rava’s answer. Zac began by infusing his will into his token, and found two sets of information added. One was an incredibly detailed training regimen with step-by-step instructions and his expected performance. The other was a list of names. It was the latter that was the cause of the frown that slowly appeared on Zac’s face.

Rava had only listed two hundred of his subordinates, meaning it was impossible to use the Ensolus Ruins to train his soldiers en masse. The bigger problem was that a good chunk of the names on the list belonged to the Echelon Class, none of which were on Ensolus at the moment. Had Rava visited Earth? Just how far could this supposedly restricted entity move? Zac shuddered upon realizing there was no escape if Rava actually wanted to kill them.

Zac copied the list onto an Information Crystal and handed it to the demon. “What do you think?”

“Priority for those who are joining the graveyard mission. Compulsory among the enlisted. As for the rest… Not sure.”

“The children,” Zac said, turning back to Rava. “Their paths are still not set. What would their training entail?”

“You’re worried I’ll fill their heads with nonsense?”

“I’m sorry, I can’t have them joining a long-gone Templar order. It’ll add a target on their backs, and it’s not right to put that kind of weight on their shoulders.”

“The birth of a Templar requires both Faith and Fate. Lacking just one means they have no affinity with the order, so they can only find another path for themselves. If they have both, is it your place to stop their pursuit?” Rava said, and Zac felt the double meaning behind her words. She lightly nodded before turning to Ogras. “Are you still here?”

“Ah?” Ogras said, withering under the servant’s intense stare.

“Just go. I’ll update the other sealbearers first. We can decide what to do with the rest after we’ve experienced the training for a week,” Zac said.

“Two trials and seven feats to accumulate merit. Of course, right away,” Ogras said and slunk away.

“You seem confident in your ability to escape. You’re welcome to try, though you should be aware that it will mark you as a deserter. I’m sure you’d discover if I placed a mark on your body,” Rava calmly said just as Ogras was about to leave the Mission Halls.

The demon momentarily froze before scurrying toward one of the hallways.

“For a righteous Templar, you seem to really enjoy tormenting us youngsters,” Zac muttered.

“Whenever did I say all Templars were righteous? When has righteousness ever accomplished anything?” Rava countered. “We were willing to sacrifice everything to further our cause, so why would we restrict ourselves based on a rigid code of conduct?”

“Fine. Why do you want to control our training plan?”

“Fate brought you here. I cannot see what role you’ll play in the future, but I refuse to be the reason you’re found wanting now that we’ve embarked on this path.”

“I’ve already chosen my path, as have most of the stronger people on your list. Taking outside input⁠—”

“You have three weeks,” Rava scoffed. “Do you have time to rework your cultivation? You’re leaky vessels, and I’m a shipwright performing emergency repairs. You and the demonling are the best balanced, but your frantic progress has left hidden weaknesses. Before adding more weight to your path, you first need to mend the cracks in your foundations.

“Three weeks is not enough to accomplish that—you’ll need centuries of refinement and consolidation. My regimen will let you advance a bit further without harming your future. The others are walking imperfect paths, a few wholly missing some of the building blocks required when pursuing the Dao. Controlled suffering will let them see the truth while shoring up their greatest weaknesses.”

Zac could see what Rava meant after going through the pilgrimages. He was considered an odd one out for cultivating Soul, Body, and Heart, even if his Heart Cultivation was only a minor part of his Body Tempering Manual. Zac wasn’t confident a single one of his followers could do it, even after reaching Peak Hegemony. As Rava said, Ogras was the only one who might succeed, thanks to this training under the Faceless Patriarch.

It was a stark contrast to the Templars, who seemed to have tempered all aspects of their cultivation. Even the weakest Templars who failed to appear on a single ladder would need rock-solid foundations to pass every trial. It was a very different approach from what you saw today, where cultivators focused on their strong points and shored up their weaknesses with skills, equipment, or even banding up with Dao Partners.

“Cultivation is different today,” Zac offered.

“The Imperial Tutor has not changed the nature of cultivation. Its teachings and unfathomable methods may have raised the Cosmos to a level of unprecedented prosperity. However, its assistance have made some of you forget the inviolable truths discovered by your predecessors.

“A tripod cannot hold up the Heavens when it’s missing a leg, and the path of an elite cannot rely on outside strength. It will leave a gap in their armor that an enemy will discover. The Era is approaching its Zenith with unexpected speed. The struggle and suffering you’ve seen is just a prelude. Most of your followers will perish no matter what you do, but a few might get to see the conclusion if you begin your preparations early.”

Rava’s cynical evaluation felt suffocating. Was she right? Was the struggle for the Fifth Pillar the start of the war over the Era’s direction? That struggle had been a distant concept when he first heard of it in the Perennial Vastness. Zac subconsciously expected to be long dead by that point.

“Well, what are you waiting for?” Rava said. “Let me be clear, punishment for failing to live up to my expectations was not an empty threat. A Holy Son, especially, cannot be found wanting. I’ll make sure of that.”
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Looking for more great LitRPG & Progression Fantasy?

Check out our new releases!
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Noah thrives on battle. He won’t stop until he’s the strongest around. When the System Administrators arrived on Earth, they forced those of the younger generation into other worlds to fight for multiversal entertainment. Bored of life on Earth, Noah has trained to become one of the chosen. He even had his class all planned out – a Mounted Monster Tamer. But he was never picked. So he put matters into his own hands and volunteered. Arriving in a world thick with jungle and hotter than the most boiling desert, Noah finds himself face-to-face with a kobold, which he proceeds to beat into submission and turn into a minion. In this realm where both humans and monsters wish to tear him apart, Noah doesn’t just want to survive. He wants to thrive. In this place, he’ll become king. Don't miss the start of this LitRPG Apocalypse Adventure from FreeiD, bestselling author of [Psychokinetic] Eyeball Pulling! With a unique spin featuring tamed monsters that grow and evolve alongside Noah, it's perfect for fans of Primal Hunter, Apocalypse Tamer, and Defiance of the Fall!


Get Otherworld Volunteer Now!
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Stuck in a new world. Surrounded by monsters. It's time to Fight, Level, and Survive. When Mason wakes up naked and alone in a whole new world, everything changes. Lying there with blades of blue grass stabbing him in his ass, he has no idea just how chaotic his life is about to become. His new world is crammed full of monsters, magic, and worse. But first things first. He's arrived buck-naked in a strange land—should he pick a weapon or clothes first? That's just step one. After that, it'll take his wits, charm, a ton of luck, and a heavy dose of sarcasm to ensure his survival as he levels up and learns to thrive. Join Mason in this rollicking new Isekai LitRPG Adventure as he finds allies, faces enemies, and does a whole lot of ass-kicking and shit-talking on his quest not only to survive but also to become a hero and legend in his own right.


Get Fight. Level. Survive. Now!
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Stranded on an alien world. Surrounded by enemies. He must learn to fight... or die. When the apocalypse strikes the world Kyle Mayhew calls home, he is thrust into a struggle for survival. Alongside his Central Health Autonomous Diagnostic Drone (C.H.A.D.D.), he will have to overcome mutated creatures, ruthless marauders, and his grandfather’s legacy to carve out a new home. He might even find that he belongs... Don't miss the start of this Apocalypse LitRPG about an underdog who must do whatever it takes to survive against impossible odds. This rational, Healer Class MC will rise from weak-to-strong together with his sort-of- insane AI companion.


Get Oath of the Survivor Now!
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For all our LitRPG books, visit our website.
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