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Seasaìdh MacMhunna walked down the hall with all the other scions of the noble families and tried to repress her exuberance.

She had fought for this opportunity amongst the peers of her lineage and had come out on top after all the tests and challenges. They didn’t look just for combat prowess when selecting the candidates, though that was certainly part of it. Puzzle and problem-solving skills, personality, athleticism, test scores, and a dozen other things she couldn’t quite claim to understand were all evaluated as part of the process. 

But now it was here, and she could hardly wait.

The Founder’s Armory was an ancient creation, from the early days of the Clans themselves, and had been the handiwork of the Founder’s firstborn and one of her race’s progenitors. 

It was a place of legends, and the birthplace of countless more. Every year, the best dwarven children from across the entire realm—or close enough, anyway—were allowed entry into the armory, where they were presented with the opportunity of a lifetime. 

Even the halls they walked through on their way to the Armory itself were magnificent, far grander than her Clan leader’s descriptions had led her to believe. He said they were grand and impressive, conjuring thoughts of gems and precious metals, but how wrong she was.

The halls were seemingly simple affairs of stone, metal, and wood, but the craftsmanship was exquisite. Materials blended together so seamlessly she couldn’t quite tell where the stone turned into wood until it was already blending into the metal further down the hall.

And that was only the backdrop.

On the walls, a little higher than head height, were the murals.

She recognized each from her history lessons.

The first was the story of The Founder giving life to the Dwarves.

The Second Sun was also pictured, repairing their central star by replacing it with his personal forge after a battle during the Shattering had destroyed the first one.

Another depicted Vercatus single-handedly holding back an army of indistinct enemies while missing an arm, then the next mural pictured him again, forging his Goldhand from the grandest natural treasures.

The next showed Regula sacrificing herself to take down a dragon who had tried to burn a city.

On and on, her ancestors were represented in the murals, and she was astounded at their proud legacy.

The legacy of a people who forged themselves out of common metals and into something greater.

Seasaìdh had always known Dwarves were special, but today was the first day that she truly felt it.

Felt it in her metal bones.

When the older woman leading them through the twisting halls reached a recess in the wall where a room tucked away, Seasaìdh almost walked right past the entrance in her trance.

At the slight clearing of a throat, she came to herself, and while trying to hide her blushing, rushed into the room with the other heirs.

Once everyone was sitting down, the old woman spoke.

“Good evening, children. You have proven yourselves, the five hundred best of your peers from across the Clans this year, standing unmoving before all your compatriots. The grandest fighters, the cleverest scholars, the most dedicated to your studies. You have all distinguished yourselves, and that is worthy of celebration.” Pausing, she started looking around the room with a small smile that implied everyone she was looking at was special in some way.

Then, the woman turned and an image appeared projected on the fall wall.

“You may call me the Curator. It is both my title and position. A position I have earned through blood, sweat, and tears, and a position I have held for centuries. I have seen many of your parents, grandparents, and beyond walk through these doors, and I have no doubt that I shall someday see your children and grandchildren pass through my care.” 

“Now, I’m certain that all of you can’t wait for me to shut up and let you get on with this most exciting day of your lives, but I made your great-great grandparents wait while this old woman had her fun, and now it’s your turn. The Founder’s Armory is open to you today and today alone, the greatest treasure passed down from the Founder’s firstborn himself. Each weapon within is a masterwork unlike any the Realm has seen since. Some compare them to Growth items, but the Artifacts within are far more than a mere riftcraft could ever hope to be. No, these Artifacts are partners, not tools. They grow alongside you, yes, and should you be chosen, should you prove worthy, you will be Awoken and bonded to the Artifact. Your Talents will grow to complement your Artifact, even as it grows to complement you.

“Now, I speak of you being chosen. It is not I who will choose the wielder for each Artifact, but the Artifact themselves. They cannot be negotiated with, nor bargained for. Their bond is absolute and forever, their judgment final, and they are very, very picky with their choices. It has been twelve hundred years since the last time an Inheritor has been chosen, though we usually expect one every seven hundred to a thousand years. If you are not chosen, if no Artifact deems you worthy, then you shall simply be awakened at the end of the day.

“For you have a single day within the Armory, and during that time, you may do as you see fit with any of the weapons within, save to harm one another. The Artifacts do not approve of such things, nor do I, and to raise a blade against one of your fellow candidates is to be instantly removed from the Armory. I will be watching, and I will see. 

“Now, should you be chosen as an Inheritor, should an Artifact deem you worthy, the Mountains shall pour out upon you. Your strength will—in time—be second only to the Grand Knights themselves, and you shall forever have the strength to defend your ancestral halls, your home, and your nation. For it is a boon to be chosen, and your power shall be manifold.”

There was more, but Seasaìdh started to glaze over, seeing the projected image behind the Curator.

She wasn’t particularly drawn to the items inside but rather the hall itself.

It was majestic.

Seasaìdh wanted to inspect the pillars that seemed to stretch up to the sky. She wanted to check her reflection in the almost mirror-like floor.

It seemed to take an eternity, but when she at last entered the Armory, she nearly fell to her knees.

Being inside was an experience she would never forget, though she was certain she wouldn’t be chosen. Luck was never on her side, and even that wouldn’t be enough for her here.

While the others rushed and started picking up weapons or pieces of armor, she just wandered, paying more attention to the tables than to the items on them.

The craftsmanship was beyond her vocabulary, so she didn’t even try to put words to her feelings.

When she was miles away from the entrance, she started paying attention to some of the items in the Founder’s Armory; they were also important items, and she wanted to see what made them special.

Seasaìdh quickly learned that not all the Artifacts were equal.

Each was treated with reverence and each had its own place, but the weapons and places were far from equal. A rusty saber sat upon a velvet cushion, propped up like it was the most valuable thing in the room, while a golden axe studded with gems sat haphazardly upon a plain stone table next to it. A spear with a haft of ice balanced precariously upon its point, resting in a matching divot on the floor, while a plain longsword in a scabbard hung from a simple coat hanger.

It was all fastidiously clean, though there were a few places here and there where an Artifact had obviously been removed sometime in the past. A blade-sized hole in a stone, an amulet-shaped divot in a silk chest, a mannequin with nothing on it.

Checking her watch, Seasaìdh sighed as she realized she only had fourteen hours left. She wanted to spend the rest of her life here.

She wandered for another hour before she started to come down from her high and decided to lay down next to a glass case containing a jeweled scepter. The way it reflected the light was pretty and she wanted to enjoy it for a moment.

Before she knew what was going on, she was already asleep.

If she had been awake, she might have seen the Curator and two others hovering just feet behind her. One was a tall human man, an oddity in many ways, while the other a confused-seeming dwarf woman.

“Curator, you said she was going to bind, but I don’t see it. She’s just walking around, which is different from the others, but she doesn’t seem drawn to anything,” the dwarf asked. 

The man merely smirked as the Curator answered, “Saint-Heir Aoife, I have been doing this for close to sixty thousand years. I know one who will bind. She wanders without a path, but she is not lost. There are millions of items here, but she keeps walking. She could pause at any time, but she does not. Her Artifact is calling her.”

It had been many, many long years since Aoife had first been in the Founder’s Armory, but it had never fully left her memory. What exactly the powerful artifacts within its walls were looking for was a matter of furious debate. 

‘Worthiness’ of some metric was a common rumor, but the Custodian believed—and Aoife was inclined to trust—that perhaps the single most important factor was a compatible latent Talent, though just how much an Artifact could change a Talent was wholly unknown. Just as Ascension inexplicably improved the strength and Talents of those Awakened in its wake, so too were Artifact-bonded Talents substantially stronger than their peers. Though at the cost of usually being entirely focused upon their Artifact. 

There were no Talents which merely provided Innate [Fire Manipulation]. Instead it would be the ability to use [Fire Manipulation] while bearing their staff, but with double the potency of normal [Fire Manipulation]. Those Inheritors nearly always developed their Domain around their Artifact, and when combined with the resources the Clan showered upon them, there were very, very few who could be said to be anything less than excellent.

Normally, only the Saint themselves was permitted entry to the Armory, but with just a few short centuries before his Ascension and her coronation, Hastor had invited Aoife to join him when the Custodian claimed a new Inheritor was to join their ranks. Her superior hadn’t said a word the entire time, but she had caught him looking longingly at some of the swords on display.

So, Aoife waited silently until the girl woke up.

These hallowed halls were impressive, and she understood the girl’s fascination. They truly were some of the grandest under all the mountains.

Seasaìdh woke up after only an hour and kept meandering around, but Aoife noted that the Curator was correct. The girl always moved in a specific direction, even if she thought it was simply wandering.

Seasaìdh frowned as she noticed a morningstar with a thick layer of dust on its handle. Clearly, the Curator wasn’t doing her job if a weapon was so dirty.

The weapon was rather ordinary, a simple leather wrapped metal shaft bearing a ball of steel covered in spikes.

She went to wipe the dust off, but as the dust came off, so too did the weapon’s steel, revealing underneath a burning star. Then, like dust, the metal shuddered and fell off, replaced by the burning radiance of the star that had just been born.

Seasaìdh was locked in a trance as the weapon bound itself to her, Awakening both the dwarf girl and its own power. 

Above the girl, Aoife was stunned. That weapon had not had dust on it before the girl got close. She knew that for a fact. When she first entered the Founder’s Armory, she had inspected every inch of it and every weapon inside of it.

That morningstar hadn’t had dust on it, until it suddenly did.

Even she hadn’t caught the transition.

Looking to the Curator, the Tier 49 saw the woman’s smile. There was a trace of smugness, but Aoife could admit the woman earned it. The Curator had been correct even when she doubted. Hastor positively beamed, and the human stepped forward to study the resplendent weapon, taking in its majesty while being completely unseen by its Inheritor.

Aoife finally broke out of her amazement with a snort. “It’s a little on the nose, isn’t it? A morningstar being made from the core of a star?”

The Curator just shrugged. “Perhaps. I sometimes wonder if the Artifacts change themselves to be more compatible with their Chosen, just as they change those they choose. The Founder and The Smith are beyond my comprehension.”

Aoife turned to follow as the Curator teleported the girl out. The work of the Talented were always weird, but while beautiful, this place was odd to say the least.

A living armory filled with weapons that chose their owners from the unawakened.

Frankly, her ancestors could have made things easier for her. But then, if Artifacts were simple, one of the many attempts to create more would have succeeded by now, and the armory would not be slowly getting emptier over the millennia.

Being able to produce Elites was never easy by its very nature. The Inheritors of Artifacts were at least a marginally steady source of elite warriors, and they at least were set apart at awakening, meaning they could focus substantially more resources on them, without wasting time on candidates who ultimately fell short.

In another room, Seasaìdh slowly recovered from her stupor, and the reality of her situation set in. 

She had been chosen.

It was beyond her wildest dreams, and she sat in a stupor for what felt like hours before she properly realized where she was. 

A Talent scanner. 

Armed with her new weapon, she waded into the pool of not-water and let its findings form themselves upon the reflective surface of the scrying pool

Tier 1 Talent determined.

Primary effect: Light and Fire spells are 50% stronger when channeled through Stjolna.

Secondary effect: Stjolna’s Light and Fire enchantments are 50% stronger.

Tertiary effect: Light and Fire spells are 25% weaker when not channeled through Stjolna.

Quaternary effect: Light and Fire enchantments from sources other than Stjolna are 25% less weaker.

Stjolna. That was the name of her Artifact. Her companion. 

The Realm would have to make way for the two of them from now on.
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Kelsey Tur swallowed as she looked up at the Headmaster of Barstock Academy. The man was impeccably dressed as he looked down at the students seated below him.

“My name is Leonard, and you are the newest students of Barstock Academy. That means you are better than your peers. We take the best of the unawakened nobles and craft you into the perfect ruler. We will teach you how to fight. We will teach you how to learn. We will teach you how to lead. As the offspring of nobility, you have a great burden. Even if you don’t inherit your parents’ fiefs, you will be expected to be an example of your noble lineage. Succeed, and opportunities will be opened to you. If you keep succeeding, the entire Empire will be open to you. Many of our top graduates are among the strongest in the entire Empire, second only to those rare few Ascenders. Fail, and you will still be far better-equipped than any of your peers.”

At the murmur that ran through the crowd, Headmaster Leonard glared at them. “That is two demerits for all of you. Remaining quiet when being spoken to is a matter of simple manners. For those of you who didn’t speak, you should have silenced your neighbors.”

Kelsey gritted her teeth. Two demerits meant more work in the coming weeks, and she was sure she would be earning more from the idiots around her.

Before she could complain more, Headmaster Leonard continued, “Now, if you feel under your chair, you should find a packet of information. It is not your own. Your first mission is to find your correct packet. You all have five minutes.”

Just as everyone was about to explode, he added, “Oh, yes. For every time someone speaks out loud, everyone gets one demerit.”

As if to punctuate his words, the massive clock behind him chimed its warning of the new hour.

Kelsey and everyone else earned seven demerits trying to finish their tasks in the short time they were given but, thankfully, people listened when a boy stood up and gestured for them to get into two lines where they could walk past each other quickly.

It was a good idea, and she wished she had stood out first, as he earned an approving nod from a woman next to Headmaster Leonard in the teachers’ area. 

Being noticed was a good thing.

If not for the idiots among them who exclaimed when they found their packets, they would have made out perfectly.

Kelsey sat down with everyone else as Headmaster Leonard resumed his place at the podium. “Acceptable, but not perfect. You will learn. Of that, I am sure. If you open your packets to the first page, you will find your room assignment. That is the one place where you will not be tested. Be warned and informed. Everything outside the door frame of your quarters can and will be a test, but inside your room, you will never find a test or an instructor unless our AI reports you are in danger. That is your single place of solitude.” For the first time, Headmaster Leonard smiled. “I recommend you not spend too much time there. Safety is a trap and tests as much as danger.”

Kelsey had already memorized her information when her eye was caught by a slight change in the weave of the paper. 

She’d always had something of a knack for noticing things, and that served her well here. She split her attention between listening to Headmaster Leonard explaining more of the rules and inspecting her paper, trying to figure out what it said. By turning it and angling it correctly, Kelsey found a second message on the paper. ‘At midnight, come to the Albatross quad. By the third bush, you will find the next hint revealed by the moonlight - The Circle.’

Seeing that, Kelsey thought hard. Everyone was meant to be in their rooms by ten at night, and being caught outside was risking far worse than demerits, but like the Headmaster said, everything was a test. From what she knew, The Circle was a group of advanced students who acted like a shadow student council.

If she could join them, she would be able to secure herself an even better position in the school.

While they didn’t publicize their members, The Circle was rumored to never have had a member not make it to a Tier 15 academy.

Kelsey wanted to be even better than that. To do so, she needed their resources.

She just needed to plan everything perfectly so as to not get caught. 

Risk and reward.

As they walked through the halls, she noted all the wards and security measures. They were surprisingly lax, which she supposed made sense. This school was a test, after all. 

That night, when she was supposed to be asleep, she slunk out of her room and stalked down the halls, covering her face with one of her shirts.

Not exactly a foolproof measure to conceal her identity, but the best she could do on short notice.

It turned out to be a good choice because she saw three others sneaking through the halls in different directions.

She wasn’t the only one to see a hidden test, but each seemed different enough that no one was on her path to the quads.

Right before midnight, she was hidden inside the shadow of a bush when she saw it.

In a topiary of a man holding an orb, she found a thin panel of what she thought was glass, but seeing the liquid dripping off the leaves, learned it was ice.

As the clock struck midnight and the moon shone through it, she found a second message written in the shadows spread across the grass field.

‘Right, left, right, left, back, back, forward, forward.’

Seeing nothing else, Kelsey furrowed her brows. But hearing steps behind her, she ran into the nearby hedge maze.

Following the pattern, she found herself not in the center but a dead end.

As panic started to set in, she saw a root that seemed slightly different than the others.

Throwing caution to the wind, she bent down and pulled it—and almost cried out as the ground dropped out from under her feet.

Landing on her butt, she looked up to see the sliver of sky disappear as the trap door shut.

Then, as if on command, the room lit up with torches.

Standing around her in a circle were six people with dark robes and masks covering the top of their faces.

“Kelsey Tur. We, The Circle, invite you into our hidden society. The strongest weapons are the ones you don’t show. Mystery and our minds are our strongest weapons. Would you like to make them yours?”

Kelsey stood up and brushed her dirt covered hands on her outer coat before looking around the circle of people.

Having gathered herself, she calmly answered.

She didn’t have to think about it after all.

The answer was obvious.

“Yes.”
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Serhan Tasci sat in the classroom and poured over the fragile pages of parchment.

Not that they were old despite trying to appear ancient.

They were forgeries made for this exercise; the ink still had a smell that gave the game away. If they were as old as they appeared, they wouldn’t have such a metallic scent.

Serhan was in the middle of his Tier 15 practical exam in one of the Republic’s best academies.

He didn’t even know exactly which academy he was testing for, but the initial Tier 15 academies numbered only a dozen. All of them were good, and if he graduated from any of them he would qualify for admittance into Evermore Academy, the highest of education.

If he failed to discover the answer to which school’s test he was taking, his academic career would end here, like ninety five percent of his schoolmates.

The weeding out of students, first as they Tiered up, then through decades of academic rigor, was how the Republic found the best of the best to nurture.

The academies were a comprehensive learning environment, and anyone who made it as far as he did was considered truly elite. Any company or political movement would salivate at the thought of roping his classmates in, but Serhan had bigger dreams.

He wanted to graduate from Evermore. Even qualifying for Evermore was sufficient to have one’s career prospects set for life, but once a millennium, someone would graduate and become a living legend.

The Everborn. Stronger, smarter, better. Only Gladiators could be considered their peers or superiors, and there was only one Gladiator Maya. To be Everborn was to be a national hero, beloved by all and given everything they ever needed or wanted.

And Serhan wanted.

He studied harder than his classmates, practiced when they goofed off, challenged himself when they accepted mediocrity.

Serhan’s Talent made every one of his skills more powerful and had set him apart ever since he first Awakened. The resources he earned through his academies had only pushed him further ahead of his peers.

That was the point, after all.

Round after round of culling the students meant those who kept improving would be able to move to higher Tier academies, where the training got better with more, higher Tier resources.

He just needed to figure out this test.

It took him nearly a week and three false starts, but he eventually found a permutation cipher hidden in the whitespace of the document, and after running it through a translator to convert it into Republic standard, he got his message.

A simple date and time set for three years from when he got the task and a name. Blue Stone Academy. 

He had his ticket and knew his destination.

Or at least the name.

The Tier 15 academies weren’t public in their locations. Even their names were little more than rumors, but he had at least heard of Blue Stone Academy. If said rumors were correct, he was accepted into the third-ranked academy of this bracket.

Not as good as he wished, but better than he hoped.

He had started at one of the worst Tier 1 academies in the Republic and clawed his way up the ladder, until the third out of fifteen offered him a position.

When Serhan entered Evermore, they would then know their blunder. The schadenfreude he would taste would be sweeter than any victory champagne.
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Tian Hai sat in the pressure room and endured.

He had dealt with far worse during his training to become a Dao Child.

When the pressure let up, he looked at the army leader in front of him, who panted.

“Dao Child, we can’t continue. Our willpower is insufficient for your needs.”

Tian Hai frowned but got up. “Imbeciles. Return to your rooms, recuperate, for you shall need it in the morn.”

As Tian Hai swept away, he clenched his fist. 

He was surely one of the greatest water mages in the Sect, perhaps the entire Realm. His Silver Carp bloodline, Flowing Water Revelations, even his Talents all supported that simple and unassailable fact as his simple birthright. The Sects had seen that within him, and supported him all the more, with rare treasures and powerful skills. He had surpassed the might of others ten times his age, meditating upon the nature of water since before his grandfather had been born, learned the secrets of the Elders, and been clothed in treasures with majesty unmatched.

Yet, the Drowner approached. The man who dared to challenge Tian Hai for his title. His blood may as well have been mud to Tian Hai’s purest spring water, and he was more a thug than a true artist of water. He was a mockery of the millennia Tian Hai had spent truly mastering his craft, lacked the elegance inherent to the element. 

He dared to challenge the heavens, and Tian Hai was prepared to show him the folly of his challenging the Dao Child of Rushing Streams. Other Dao Children had fallen to the Drowner, but he would not join their ranks today. The Imperial would regret his challenge, and Tian Hai had spent many years preparing himself to withstand the crushing pressure the Drowner relied upon instead of proper technique.

But, then again, that should have only been expected from a young master. They thought that simple power and sheer stubbornness was sufficient to overcome the inheritance and right to victory the Dao Children carried from birth. 

Tian Hai flew into space around the moon and tore a small hole through the veil, trying to see if the Drowner was nearing.

With no ripples in the flowing streams of Chaos indicating the monster was approaching, he returned to his meditation room and steadied himself. The Drowner was a capable combatant, no matter his personal feelings on the barbarian. It would not do to bring anything but his best against the man.

He was interrupted not long thereafter by a soldier flying to his balcony, pulling him from his meditation, “Dao Child! The Drowner was just reported as back in the Empire, he has turned tail and fled!”

Tian Hai scoffed, “As to be expected of the barbarian. He must have learned who he would be facing and preferred to turn tail and flee than to face this one in honorable combat! I must teach him proper respect the next time we meet upon the fields of battle! Rejoice, for your Dao Child has turned back the wrath of the Drowner!”

As the soldier left, leaving Tian Hai alone with his thoughts once more, he allowed himself a smirk. Clearly, the Drowner must have been wiser than he’d given him credit for. He’d restrained himself to fighting only those who were too weak, giving the illusion of strength, yet turning tail once he foresaw true resistance. Undoubtedly, when they met upon the fields of battle next, Tian Hai would emerge firmly victorious. He should feel triumphant, secure in the knowledge that today’s fight would have been an utter farce, his own millennia of skill firmly capable of outmatching the brutish, unrefined techniques of the foreigner.

So why did he feel relieved?
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Etienne looked down at his newly-repaired arm.

A Corp mercenary had blown it off in the last fight, but he had taken the man’s head; a fair trade.

While replacing your flesh was less than pleasant without Minkalla, there were ways. Ones at which the CyberForce Guild excelled at, though they were more painful.

Still, the power was tangible.

As his [AI] beeped, he shot to his feet and ran.

With his mechanical legs and Power boosting his speed, he crossed the miles required to reach the perimeter wall in less than a thousandth of a second.

He was the only member of CyberForce here, and it was his duty to prevent the base from being raided. This was a break assignment for his efforts in the last century. A break for his good deeds. 

Normally, it would be an easy task, but a Corp mercenary team had set up shop while raiding their military installations in this area, which turned a mission that was meant to be a minor vacation into a dangerous assignment.

With two hundred Tier 25s, they outnumbered his own Tier 25 assets three to one, and that was a gap he couldn’t cover himself.

If he wanted, he could kill most of them in a single engagement, but that would mean massive casualties for the men protecting this base. 

Unacceptable.

He was no true Hero, but he wasn’t a callous asshole, either. Each normal soldier had their own life they valued as much as he valued his. All of which meant he needed to beat down this mercenary team slowly.

And they were here again.

Activating his command channel, he said, “Prepare to repel boarders once again.”

The moon they were on didn’t have an atmosphere, but that only helped him and increased his top speed without needing to use his Domain.

As the soldiers started casting spells and firing their defensive weapons, Etienne flexed his legs and launched himself into the air as he started running.

Using his Concept as a ground, his Power started increasing his speed to levels even a Tier 29 would struggle to keep up with as he weaved between projectiles, cutting out at the mercenaries while he ran forward.

This was the third raid, and he had a plan.

As their ship spat out another volley of attacks, he increased his speed to his limit and dashed inside the port before the weapons hatch closed.

Now that he was inside the ship, he started doing what he did best.

Killing people.

His integrated [AI] kept track of everyone’s position even as his shoulder rockets unleashed a barrage of [Fireblast]s.

He dodged a blade and projected an [Energy Sword] from his wrist, bisecting the woman guarding the hatch.

Two kicks later, the door fell, and he was free to run once more.

In the close quarters of the ship’s halls, he took mostly cosmetic damage to his cybernetics, and in a short two minutes, he had entered the helm and had the captain held up by the neck.

“Call off the raids or die.”

The man smiled. 

“I’d like to discuss your surrender. We have the helm rigged with explosives. We knew you would do this, Mercury. You were our target from the start.”

Etienne wasn’t surprised and smiled as liquid metal seeped out of his pores.

Crushing the captain’s neck, the last thing he saw was the man’s surprised expression as the ship exploded.

Thankfully, his liquid metal module was more than enough to protect him from an explosion of this Tier.

With their leader exploding, the rest of the mercenaries tore through real space into chaotic space, but Etienne followed. He kept up a steady harassment until they were well away from the flickering light that was his planet, but not beyond.

He was only Tier 25 and couldn’t entirely protect himself from the degradation of chaotic space with his own power, but seeing the mercenary group leave, he knew his job was completed.

Now, there would come the paperwork and funerals.

Etienne needed a break from this break.
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Kar’Tan stalked the halls of his laboratory, a vial clutched in his paw. Around him, tubes filled with all manner of liquids slowly bubbled, the tiny, misshapen creatures within them pulsing like they were alive. 

For they were. Mostly, at least.

The Chimera Program had, in the days of the Federation, been one of the countless abominations their hated enslavers had subjected them to. They were, however, far less interested in actual results than simply stitching flesh and bone together in the most painful ways imaginable. Their attempts to add bloodlines to humans, to add bloodlines to beasts, to create new bloodlines… They all failed, save for a single instance.

Kar’Tan himself.

His parents, if he could call the genetic donors spliced together in a test tube and grown within an incubator ‘parents’, had been a Golden Eagle and a Solar Lion, but he was no griffin. He was a winged lion instead, a carnivorous mockery of a pegasus, yet a vicious predator with two mighty bloodlines, nonetheless.

Many of his compatriots from the war had sought to distance themselves from those running the Federation and anything they worked on as much as they possibly could, which he understood. He had done the same for the first few thousand years of their independence, but they soon learned.

Independence wasn’t easy to maintain with all the other Great Powers breathing down their necks. 

After a devastating loss twenty thousand years after their independence, Kar’Tan had seen the value within himself, so when the Monster Collective higher ups started making inquiries about restarting the program, he had been the first to offer his services.

He had been party to the true horrors of the old Project Chimera, and thus was trusted to not stray too far into the abject depravity that haunted the program’s past.

That he actually produced results, rather than creatively spliced corpses, certainly helped.

Kar’Tan stopped in front of an incubation tube slightly larger than his already-impressive size, injecting the serum he had recently concocted into the intake membrane at the device’s base. The crimson fluid stood out in stark contrast to the faintly-green liquid currently surrounding a feathered dragon in embryo, yet sought out its target like so many snakes, diving into the lab-grown creature.

Failures were frequent and catastrophic. 

It had taken him almost a millennia to produce the first proper chimera, a splice between a Water Otter and an Ice Martin, yet even that one had only survived for a few days outside of its birthing pod. It took millennia more before he had a subject survive until Awakening, but Awakening turned a bright, cheery little raven-fox into a slavering, insane monster akin to those within a rift.

With the serum having taken, Kar’Tan began his return to the other section of his laboratory. His long strides were soundless against the metal grates that acted as the floor, leaving only the faint hums of enchantment and circulating nutrient fluid from the dozens of tanks around him.

Even now, failures outnumbered successes a hundred to one, but they were improving. Chimeras were being born, they were surviving to Awakening, they weren’t going mad. 

At least, occasionally. 

It was hundreds of years between each true success, and even though most chimeras proved willing to join the army once they were grown, most was not all, and they never forced it. The fraction who were suitable to the rigors of Elite military duty were slimmer still, but having nearly the full prowess of two bloodlines was a potent one, in the rare instances that it all worked.

Potent enough for Project Chimera to retain its generous funding. 

With a flap of his wings, Kar’Tan brought himself to the catwalk overlooking the growing chamber, then a few steps were all that was needed to return him to the far busier portion of the building. 

His colleagues, a mixture of humans and beasts, worked in an interesting combination of utter chaos and complete order, as requests and cries to “Make way!” and “Behind!” turned the floor into a chaotic stew of researchers and assistants taking notes, studying magical patterns, and developing strategies for the next batch of chimeras.

War was coming.

They needed to be prepared.
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Valerie stood her ground with her bonded armor as Violet Paladin Ortiz gave his welcome speech to a dozen Tier 10s. Five hundred years ago, she had been on the receiving end of this speech, but the new perspective brought with it no small amount of pride.

“You all fought for this position. You are some of the best fighters in your generation. Not all of you will become Paladins, but it’s possible. Green Paladin Valerie is our newest member, having stood where you are now just five hundred years ago. Now, out of Minkalla and bonded to her armor, she represents who you compete to become.”

As Paladin Ortiz said that, she saw the desire in their eyes. It was familiar.

“Green Paladin Valerie, please give us a demonstration,” Violet Paladin Ortiz said it with a smile, and Valerie had to resist grinning.

Her job here was to be serious and knock some sense into the recruits. Having been on the other side of this, she was more than ready to knock some heads together. If they were half as arrogant as she was, they needed it.

“Green Paladin Valerie will be fighting all of you in your training armors. Worry not that she will just overpower you with her better power armor. Her power armor is better, but she won’t use even a tenth of its strength. Your training armor is stronger than hers.”

Valerie smiled as her helmet sealed her in, and she merged with her armor more fully. Having emerged from Minkalla, she had been granted a full [Assistive Intelligence ME26-MI], and the original skill truly made the armor feel like a second layer of skin. With the module active, she moved into the center of the recruits.

A Paladin’s powered armor was made through incredible craftsmanship, using only the best natural treasures. Minkalla turned the powered armor into a growth armor, and a whole lot of training created a perfect pilot for the armor.

They protected the Corporations as the finest fighting force that existed and were given the best of everything, but that came with responsibility.

Valerie knew each of the recruits thought they were sure to be the one to bind with a Paladin armor, but out of the close to fifty recruits, if more than two of them got the right to enter Minkalla, she would be shocked.

Earning that shot wasn’t easy, and the biggest obstacle was the recruits’ own pride. Well, the suits of armor that took centuries to build certainly didn’t make things any easier. There were far, far more candidates than available armors after all, but that was why they weeded out the recruits even after the rigorous preselection. If the fighting style of a candidate didn’t happen to align with a suit’s specialty, they were already out of luck.

As the first blade tried to descend on her back, Valerie spun. She was slower than she was used to, but the recruits were sluggish despite all their hours of holographic training sims. 

The real power armors were different, no matter how good the program.

They were more robotic than their suits accounted for.

Dipping low, she kicked the blade out of the first recruit’s hand before planting her hands on the ground and spinning, tripping another two recruits.

Bouncing to her feet with a strong push, she jumped once more and kneed the closest one in the helmet.

As he fell back, she rode him down and broke the encirclement.

This was so much fun.

When the last of the recruits dropped to their butts, she stepped back to Violet Paladin Ortiz, who winked at her.

He knew what was coming next and was looking forward to it as much as she was.

“Recruits, your armors seem a little damaged. Your first task is to fix them.” Pointing off to the side, he showed them the mechanics.

All of them had hard expressions, but it was all an act Valerie knew. The mechanics were some of the most passionate people in the Paladins, but they served a less highlighted role for all that it was just as valuable. A lesson the recruits needed to learn. If they couldn’t respect the people who maintained their armor, they had no place among the Paladins.

Most of them came from pampered backgrounds and were used to being given everything by teams of hired help, but that wasn’t how the Paladins worked, and those who couldn’t grasp that fact invariably failed. An operator was only one half of a Paladin team. Even after turning into a growth item and becoming able to repair itself, no operator wanted their armor to be running at anything other than its best. Which was where the mechanics came in.

Only one of the recruits, a man who she clotheslined in a bit of fun, moved at first. He moved to the closest team and demanded they repair his armor.

The mechanics refused.

The man looked gobsmacked and stood there as he tried to process what to do.

Ordering the mechanics was the second worst way to try and get them to help. The only way that was worse was using violence, and that option was why Paladin Ortiz and she stayed around. Well, they also wanted to watch the show, but they were ready to move and protect the mechanics.

Paladin Ortiz hadn’t lied when he said that she was only using a fraction of her armor’s power. With two growth powers on her Tier 15 armor, she could cross the distance faster than they could throw a punch. Paladin Ortiz could be there before the recruit even flexed if he was so needed.

As the first man started shouting, she smiled.

The show was starting.
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Yusef grunted as he completed his push up.

Lead Instructor Ha Hyonu spoke his mantra, “You are the Warrior caste. Your old caste is in the past. Some of your parents were Makers, who created our weapons and armors, our barracks and ships. An honorable life, filled with the knowledge that their efforts serve the Warriors. Be grateful you are not them, for if you were, you would only bloody your hands by proxy.”

Everyone screamed back, “We are Warriors!”

A training Instructor neared the woman next to Yusef and started screaming at her for letting her body sag from the perfectly flat plane that they were meant to maintain.

Lead Instructor Ha Hyonu didn’t stop his mantra, but did raise his voice as he passed through their orderly ranks.

“You are the Warrior caste. Your old caste is in the past. Some of your parents were of the Community, making your food and your clothes, maintaining our homes and our ships. Respect them, for they are the ones who allow you to be Warriors and spare you from worrying if you will have food or clothes that fit. Be grateful you are not them, for if you were, you would only support the war, not be in it.”

Everyone screamed back, “We are Warriors!”

Exercise Instructor Almante called for them to start doing high knees, and everyone jumped to their feet. Yusef was just grateful, as his arms were starting to tire, so the change of exercise was welcome.

Lead Instructor Ha Hyonu never stopped speaking. “You are the Warrior caste. Your old caste is in the past. Some of your parents were Leaders. They guide us with their wisdom and Talents, bringing forth order from chaos and purpose to the aimless. Be grateful you are not them, for you would never protect our home yourselves.”

Everyone screamed back, “We are Warriors!”

From the corner of his vision, Yusef saw Lead Instructor Ha Hyonu raise a trainee’s hands to be higher and therefore raise the contact point for their high knees. The man had been slacking with his exercise and had gotten caught. 

Never a good thing.

While Lead Instructor Ha Hyonu was gentle in his correction, the swarm of training Instructors who started screaming at the trainee were anything but.

“You are the Warrior caste. Your old caste is in the past. Some of your parents were Warriors. It is them who you follow, those are the few you should seek to emulate. To try and reach, and even surpass. Treat your fellows with respect, for you share a common goal. Be grateful you are them, for the blood of our enemies will be spilled by your hands.”

Everyone screamed back with even more fervor than the other replies, “We are Warriors!”

“You are the Warrior caste. You are the archwarriors of the Warrior caste, your Talents beyond all those who you once thought of peers. It is your duty to surpass all others and be the tip of the glaive as we pierce the throats of our enemies.”

Yusef wanted to smile at that reminder. He would be one of the best in the future. Before he could daydream about the time where he could lead normal Warriors into battle, Lead Instructor Ha Hyonu then reminded them why they fought.

“We are the strongest Great Power. The others fear us, they cower in their homes, posturing and seeking to intimidate us with shameful tricks. They will not succeed. We will fight them all and win. It took all seven of them to equal our brilliance but, today, we shine brighter than all of them.”

Yusef missed what Lead Instructor Ha Hyonu said next, as a training Instructor saw his eye twitch to the side to follow the Lead Instructor.

“Did the Lead Instructor tell you to look at him, trainee? Do you rate to look at the Lead Instructor?”

“No, sir!” Yusef screamed back at the top of his lungs while doing his high knees even faster.

The training Instructor then told him to switch between burpees and bicycle kicks as he commanded him to go faster with every breath.

When someone else caught the training Instructor’s eyes and left Yusef alone, Lead Instructor Ha Hyonu was cursing the beasts that pretended to be human.

“What are the imposters who wear our flesh and pretend to be like us?”

Yusef and everyone screamed with spit flying, “Monsters pretending to be human! Nothing better than monsters from the rifts, who pretend to be like us!”

Their exercise lasted until the sun was high in the sky, when they were eventually passed food by the Community members who had the privilege of working on the base.

A Trainee near Yusef spent too much time looking at one of the helpers, and the training Instructors fell on her. “Do you think you rate to look at a member of the Community, trainee?”

As he watched through his peripheral vision, Yusef quickly ate the meal provided.

It was his favorite time of the day.

Potions of Strength were passed around, and when they drank them, Yusef could feel his sore muscles vanish as they loosened and twitched. 

Flexing, he could feel the increase in his strength. In time, the potions would be replaced with proper technology, turning his body into a weapon incomparable to all others. He would surpass his own self, becoming an unstoppable war machine, but that would be in due time. They all started with the potions.

Once their potions were drunk, Lead Instructor Ha Hyonu called for them to turn and start running. 

Today was obstacle course day.

“At the obstacle course, you will simulate the attacks of the enemies as you weave through the rubble of their defenses and seek to take their lives.” Lead Instructor Ha Hyonu explained the same thing as he always did, but Yusef was grateful for it, as it gave them time to catch their breath and settle their racing hearts.

As they broke into teams, with half of them moving through the obstacle course, Lead Instructor Ha Hyonu once more explained their purpose.

“You are the Warrior caste. Your old caste is in the past. Some of your parents were Makers who created our weapons and armors, our barracks and ships. An honorable life, filled with the knowledge that their efforts serve the Warriors. Be grateful you are not them, for if you were, you would only bloody your hands by proxy.”

Everyone screamed back, “We are Warriors!”
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Luna felt a ripple in space, and like everyone else, narrowed her spiritual perception into the Clans’ moon to inspect the group who came out.

Tier 13s, and with the overly full feeling that came with a successful Folded Reflections reward. Seeing that, everyone’s attention retreated off the now thoroughly scanned team and spread back across each of the eight moons.

The nerves across the highest Tiers were palpable and translated to the various spiritual senses trying to shove the others away from their area of influence. But with so many spiritual perceptions layering, it was like trying to shove the ocean away with one’s hands.

It just flowed back in, but the exercise was more about demonstrating displeasure than actually accomplishing anything.

In the Empire at least, it was outright illegal for higher Tiers to spread their perceptions so widely on a regular basis, as well as being rude, but Minkalla paid no heed to decency at the best of times.

Thirty seconds later, when another spatial ripple appeared on the Federation moon, everyone repeated their swarming, to see that it was only a pair of Tier 14s leaving from the fourth floor with new Concepts. Luna and everyone else returned to a more neutral stance before four quick exits to various moons from floors five and six raised their hackles. None of the entrances gave them anything of consequence, and she quickly remembered why she hated Minkalla.

She was half-tempted to bring out her tail just so she had something to flick.

The waiting for the final floor’s reveal and the unknown fate of her children were like two sore spots that were also rubbing her fur the wrong way.

Normally, things weren’t quite so bad, but with the fourth floor Courtly Warfare, she knew the various groups would be preventing anyone from fighting a boss undisturbed. It would help them better finish off the last of their kill missions, which would form a bottleneck on the final level of the seventh floor.

As tensions rose like boiling water trying to escape the pot, a fight broke out between two Republican and Corporation Tier 40s. They at least had the manners to fight each other in the outer system and keep their attacks limited in scale, but the gas giant that was already on its last leg was obliterated by a stray attack, creating a pretty swirl of gasses trailing perpendicular to the rest of the system.

The fight at least provided some entertainment that was more exciting than counting the spires of the planet again, during the lulls between teleports.

Luna was just getting ready to start scratching something when another ripple appeared on the moon under her.

As her spiritual perception swept over them, she instantly teleported next to her charges and brought them all to the hospital, with her heart racing. They were well into Tier 12, which made her wonder when they had been forced to Tier up. More importantly, she could feel the spiritual damage that always accompanied a new Innate skill slot. Skills were not yet placed inside them, but that didn’t directly tell her anything surprising.

Even with her acting to shield her charges, everyone over Tier 25 in the system was already hovering over the moon, demanding answers to the most important question.

What was the final floor?

She used all her spiritual sense to wrap up her children, but she could feel others, notably the Tier 45’s from each Great Power, ripping her shielding away and trying to inspect the four of them.

Minkalla was a neutral ground by treaty, but each Great Power had the ability to staff their planet with one Tier 45, and their largest job was to learn about the newest up and comers each Great Power had sent through the Forge.

Watcher Eru, the Empire Tier 45 representative, was doing his best, but even with his help, their efforts were shaky.

As they materialized, Luna finally had the opportunity to inspect her charges, and she didn’t like what she saw.

Liz was ostensibly the best-off out of all of them. She was missing an arm, yes, but other than some lingering signs of miasma across her spirit, she was otherwise limited to an array of small injuries and a not-quite-healed scar on her throat. However, while the injuries that she still had were comparatively minor, the fact that Liz, with as much focus as she’d given to her self-healing and regeneration enhancements, hadn’t healed through them all passively meant that she must have been several times over her normal healing limits.

That Aster, with a shattered ribcage, a shredded and torn foreleg, a missing tail, and skin covered in third-degree burns, was the next best-off spoke to the degree which Liz’s healing had already carried her. Still, at least most of the fox’s wounds were superficial, save for a bit of internal bleeding that wouldn’t prove life-threatening for a few more days.

Susanne was missing a leg and an eye, with raw fourth degree burns rendering half her head a charred and burned mess, down to the bone. Several of her limbs were covered in fractures, and there was basically no part of her body that wasn’t bruised. She’d broken three fingers, cracked her collarbone, and a portion of her exposed skull had a chip of bone missing. As she was doubtlessly far over her healing cooldown, that could prove an issue.

Matt was unsurprisingly even worse off. He was the physically toughest of the four by a substantial margin, but that just meant he tended to throw himself into harmful situations with even less regard for his physical well-being than the others. His hands were slightly blackened and had so much nerve damage, she wondered if he could even properly hold his sword. He was missing half his hip and right leg, had a broken left foot, a shattered arm, half a missing hand, and a fractured jaw with half his teeth missing and only a single one fully intact. To top it all off, his chest was a mess of puncture wounds, one of which had torn one of his lungs to bits and caused some worrying damage to his heart, with the Purple Heart Lotus he’d once eaten possibly being the only reason it was still working. That his entire body was an off-color purple from a forming bruise was almost an afterthought.

It would be inconvenient to fix, but he had [Bandage]s covering the worst of his wounds, and he could be stabilized well enough to make a full physical recovery. What worried her more was his vacant, unfocused and catatonic expression, as well as the way he was limply hanging off of Liz.

That was not a good sign, and her claws were out in worry at the worst possibilities.

Luna refused to allow herself to panic, however. His spirit was intact, and his Concept felt very healthy. He hadn’t failed Folded Reflections, that much was certain, so she had a chance at fixing whatever was wrong.

Looking to Liz, who seemed to be at least mostly conscious, she was about to ask when her [AI] received an update from the girl. At the speeds Luna was processing, that was faster than her speaking. It was a good sign too, as it showed she remembered their exit procedures.

The message was thankfully short and to the point. “Final floor, Mind Over Matter.”

She passed the information on to the waiting horde of watchers faster than she could even allow herself to properly appreciate a double-Concept final two floors.

That satiated most of their curiosity, and most left, but the Tier 45s’ spiritual perceptions kept sweeping her charges, trying to catch any hint of whether they had reached Minkalla’s core at Tier 11. The masks they wore were in no way strong enough to hide their real cultivation from such a Tier difference.

It was also a question she wanted answered.

Both Tier 12 and Tier 11 delvers could gain an Innate slot, but it wasn’t required to fill the slot immediately. Some did, but others left it open to absorb a skill after they left. It was tricky, as the Innate slot wanted to be filled, and even an errant nudge of a core skill could push it into the Innate slot, but no amount of upgraded [Analyze] studying would reveal that particular tidbit. It would be even worse for the other Great Power watchers, as they had to contend with Watcher Eru fighting their scrutiny to protect their proper identities.

Instead, they were looking at how far along into Tier 12 the kids were.

It was also what Luna was investigating.

They were a little more than a third of the way through Tier 12, which nearly guaranteed the fact they had to Tier up early which was expected if disappointing. That meant it was just a question of when they Tiered up and what the Tier 45s were trying to sense, but that wasn’t so easy a task.

Before a full second passed from their exit, the spiritual perceptions vanished, and Watcher Eru appeared next to her, using his range advantage to help keep anyone from easily intercepting AI messages.

“What’s wrong with Matt?” That was her first question and most pressing concern.

Even as healers rushed in and started casting [Bandage] on their wounds, since actual healing would need to wait, Luna didn’t have the luxury of time if something serious was wrong.

Some matters of the mind could be time sensitive.

Liz paused for an agonizingly long two seconds as she clearly mulled over how to say what happened without giving too much away to anyone who might be tapping in. “A hefty amount of spiritual overstrain, and then…he saw his Image in person.”

Luna paused hearing that, as her mind ground to a halt.

They had found a white hole?

That seemed impossible, but they were talking about Minkalla, after all. Anything was possible, and if the planet really came from the higher realms, the fact it might have something that didn’t exist in the lower realms shouldn’t be surprising.

As she processed that information, Luna inspected Matt a bit more closely and had a moment of realization at just what that meant for him. She just needed a single piece of information to know if it was a bad thing.

“Liz, sitrep? Quickly!” Luna was counting the milliseconds as they ticked by at a glacial pace.

“Situation three-N,” Liz responded, and her mouth twitched into a smile, which would have been well earned in any other situation.

Situation three-N meant they finished Minkalla at Tier 11 and Tiered up on their exit. How they had accumulated enough Genesis Energy to get so far into Tier 12 was something she would find out in due time, but the implications for Matt settled into place immediately.

Matt hadn’t doubled his mana yet.

And he was undergoing an Inspiration.

Luna finally allowed herself to panic as she threw her Domain at Matt.
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Matt couldn’t believe it.

A white hole existed.

It was real.

That fact seemed like a mantra resounding through his mind.

It made him feel like he had found his place in the universe despite not knowing he was adrift before.

The epiphany felt like he was in a pool of water that perfectly matched his body temperature, allowing him to forget that anything else existed.

He felt at peace despite being in serious physical pain.

Almost without his control, he felt his spirit start to seemingly expand and merge with the world around him. It was trying to do something, and he wasn’t in the right frame of mind to analyze or question it, he was just able to experience it.

Wake up.

Matt’s mind jolted into awareness, as a presence far beyond his own slammed into his spirit and mind. His cultivation was utterly crushed, his cores slowed to an utter standstill, but the sheer bliss he felt seemed to fight it, pushing against the suppression and even making some headway.

His head was stuffed full of cotton, and he could barely understand what was being said… Or not said, messaged. His AI was alerting him to several Highest Priority messages from…Luna?

With no cultivation, even his thoughts felt agonizingly slow as he accepted it.

“Wake up. You need to use your Talent.”

His Talent? But that was automatic. The messages kept coming though.

“You’re undergoing an Inspiration. I’m stalling it, you need to fight it, you need to use your Talent.”

Panic fought through Matt’s clouded mind, even though he wasn’t sure why.

A voice cut through the fog.

You are about to Tier up twice in quick succession.

Oh. OH!

Matt’s panic finally fought through his brain. His maximum mana doubled with every Tier, but none of them knew what would happen if he didn’t double his maximum on a given Tier, whether he would be able to quadruple his mana or would miss out on his Talent’s greatest power. He tried to mimic what Luna was doing, suppressing his own cultivation, but his Inspiration had already started, and there was no stopping it now.

He needed to double his mana now, and the fastest way to do that, he sent a message in response, “House. Drop house.”

He’d barely even sent it when Matt suddenly found himself inside Luna’s house where he dropped his own house immediately. Then before he could realize the transition they were next to his mana crystal.

Even before his house had bonded to him as a growth item, the mana crystal it ran on was already perfectly matched to his own, and the millions of mana it currently held were more than enough to fill his pool a dozen times over.

Liquid poured down his throat, even though his mouth was closed. As it was absorbed into his stomach and concentrated his mana, his spiritual sense finally was able to perceive Luna properly.

His manager usually had a wild air about her pale skin and dark hair, but today, it looked like she had gone through a weeklong bender, with bloodshot eyes and sallow skin. If that wasn’t enough, right before his eyes, he watched as the blood vessels in her eyes burst, and her nose started leaking blood like an artery had been cut.

Seeing her assistance was in no way easy or free, Matt tried to hurry along the process of the mana concentration potion and redoubled his efforts to slow down his spirit’s expansion.

Both were futile.

His spirit seemed to be already on the final stages of expansion, and the potion was beyond his control. Luna seemed to notice the same thing, and her skin turned translucent as her presence redoubled.

His inspiration seemed to halt for a moment, but that was when he saw Carol, Susanne’s manager, appear next to Luna before she almost instantly collapsed. Whatever she had done had earned Luna a moment of reprieve, and together, they resisted his spirit’s expansion for the few seconds needed for the mana potion to take effect and to attain his Tier 12 maximum mana again.

At first, he almost didn’t believe it when Luna’s power vanished, and his expanded spirit seemed to find harmony with the Realm around him. It was like he was a part of the Realm itself for a moment, like he was connected to everything.

That was when he understood.

White holes were real, and he was one of them.

During that moment of understanding, he felt everything snap into place. It was the heart of Minkalla. A place of impossible gifts, something which the Realm shaped itself around, the sort of thing which wars were fought over, a form of matter that could do the impossible and shaped the unthinkable.

And it was him.

He was it.

Words didn’t do it justice. It was just himself and the Realm…and everything was at peace. He couldn’t even properly process what he was experiencing, what he was thinking…nothing mattered, only the feeling that everything was profoundly right.

Then, the moment passed, and darkness claimed him once again.

[image: ]


Liz was dead on her feet, a very chaotic scene unfolding before her. Luna had vanished to places unknown along with Carol and Matt, leaving her, Susanne, and Aster unsteadily standing under the attention of countless high-Tier individuals, with only the resolute Tier 45 man standing next to them providing any form of solidarity.

She started opening her mouth to ask what was going on, then, their surroundings were different.

They were in the entryway to a hospital. A flicker of movement later, Matt was lying next to them on the floor.

Luna was floating next to him, and she looked almost worse off than them, with blood pouring from her eyes, ears, nose, and mouth, and with semi-translucent skin dripping off her face. Liz couldn’t even properly process what she was seeing before they were elsewhere once again.

They were in a private room with four beds. Aster was comically small for her bed, Susanne was just bewildered, and Matt was firmly unconscious in the bed next to hers. A healer in white robes was hooking him up to a series of tubes and wires connected to his bed and a rack of monitoring projections next to him, and Carol appeared in the middle of the four of them with drying streaks of blood running from her nose.

“Luna is fine. Recover first. We’ll talk in a day or two. You can trust the healers.”

With that, she vanished once more.

The healer finished connecting Matt to his bed and moved over to Liz. “I’m going to be casting some spells on you. Would you mind removing your mask? This room is well-warded and I need accurate readings.”

Liz hesitated for a moment, but with Carol already vouching for him, she reached up and started removing the amulet that shielded her spirit from inspection. It got caught in her hair and on her ears, and with only a single arm, she was struggling just to get it that far. Fortunately, the healer caught on and assisted her with gently pulling the chain over her.

A couple of spells later, he nodded and scratched down some observations on his notepad.

“You need rest. I’m going to cast a sleep spell on you, if you’re all right with that.”

She gave a jerky nod, the healer waved his wand, and she knew no more.
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Matt groaned as he woke up, a paradoxical combination of intense pain, clouded thoughts, and incredible clarity and strength. He struggled to sit up, prompting a healer to appear in their room and consult a bank of machines next to his bed. The rest of his team was in the room with him, but only Aster and Liz were awake. Susanne was sleeping peacefully, for all that her face looked quite ghoulish. Most of the dried blood was gone from her face and his, giving Matt a clear but very unpleasant view of just how much of her skull was visible.

The last few seconds of consciousness he’d experienced came back to him, and a grin spread across his face.

Liz spoke up, mirroring his thoughts, “So, you think it’s fair you just get to skip Tier 12?”

Aster inspected his spirit through their bond and whined at him slightly in question, so Matt answered through shattered teeth, “You chnow ith. Bu’ I’m more confushed about what happened to Luna. She tyied to delay the Inshpirathion, why is she in shuch bad shape?”

The healer next to his bed provided an answer, tapping through a screen displaying Matt’s vitals. “Inspirations are a merging between someone and the Realm itself. The person undergoing the inspiration can slow it down or delay it on their side, but outsiders need to fight against the Realm in order to interfere, which can lead to straining or even broken Domains in extreme cases.”

Matt was feeling guilty at hearing that and asked, “Is she all right?”

The healer shook his head. “I’m not allowed to speak about patients, but if you have any further questions about general medical knowledge, I will be happy to provide what I can.”

Matt tried to compare the nosebleed he got when he pushed his Concept too far to the dismal state Luna pushed herself to before he lost consciousness, and shuddered as he realized how far his manager had pushed herself to ensure he didn’t ruin his future because of the inspiration. If she had simply stopped helping him when he had doubled his mana, that would have been more than anyone could have asked, but instead, she pushed herself beyond reason to give him time to take the mana concentration potion.

He had never considered Luna a friend or even a particularly good person, but he had respected her ability to train them. Now he had to face the fact she put her money where her mouth was in her pursuit of ensuring he had the best foundation possible.

All he could do was hope she’d be all right.

Matt was too far over his healing cooldown for any proper healing spells to be applied to him, but his wounds had been cleaned while he was unconscious and bandaged with semi-mundane techniques. They couldn’t even give him proper prosthetics, thanks to just how fragile his condition was, and it would be a couple weeks before he was ready for them.

The machines he was connected to were also acting as life support in addition to monitors, taking some of the strain from his half-functional heart off his Purple Heart Lotus. That was the one surgery he did have, as everything else needed to wait until magic would work on him again.

His arm was placed in a basic sling, and he had been told in a rather serious tone that he would have problems if he tried to use his arm for anything at all. By the healer’s accounting, moving his fingers did count, and they would be able to tell.

His leg and hip were measured for a prosthetic leg for once it could be installed, as his condition was too fragile for even the basic connection enchantments to actually work on him. In the meantime, Matt would be in an AI-controlled wheelchair, and even that hurt when he shifted his weight.

Teeth weren’t exactly crucial to his physical health, but it was a relatively simple procedure to have his mouth scanned, and ceramic replacements flash-printed and glued into place. It would allow him to talk normally, though he wouldn’t be using the teeth for anything else for at least a month. He and the rest of his team were on an all-soup diet for the time being.

Matt had been in and out of consciousness the entire time and trying to catch up on reading his mail while bed bound and waiting for treatment. He happened to catch a few snippets of conversation from the nurses and occasional healers while being wheeled between hospital rooms. “Medically inadvisable” was perhaps the politest description they had for what he had been doing in Minkalla, but it sounded like an old complaint rather than anything unique to him.

In the end, the only thing that didn’t hurt anymore was his spirit. Apparently, it had been healed as a part of his Inspiration. All the spiritual strain he accrued during the final battle and the subsequent spiritual expansion from the new innate slot was gone, though there were still occasional aches when he tried to use skills. The healers diagnosed it as phantom pain, and assured him that it would pass in time, but to limit skill usage as much as possible, and to utilize only his [AI]. Even that was to be used sparingly for the next week, and only then could he slowly work back up to full magic use.

After the installation of his false teeth, Matt wheeled into the group convalescence room, just as Aster whined at her dessert. Jello, it seemed, wasn’t an acceptable replacement for food, let alone a good snack.

“Hey, guys. I can speak now!”

He grinned to show his new teeth and snorted at Liz’s snort of, “Finally.”

“How’s everyone doing?” None of them looked very good. They were all in their own wheelchairs, just as covered in bandages and [Bandage]s as he was, but this was the first time in the past few days that they’d all been properly awake and in the same room.

Liz smiled as Aster flicked her ears to express her happiness, still missing her tail.

“We’re good.” Liz’s first words were sweet and matched her honest and relieved smile at seeing him, but the smile quickly turned teasing as she continued, “Just, you know, complaining about how you skipped all of Tier 12.”

Matt gave a one shoulder shrug as he gestured toward his missing leg and sling. “It cost me an arm and a leg, so I feel like I paid my dues for it.”

Aster snorted. “If it worked that way, my missing tail would get me all the way to Tier 50. It’s clearly more important than the limbs you lose twice a year.”

Susanne snorted. “It’s good to see you up and about. You seemed out of it there, after the end.”

Being cagey about the hidden exit reward wasn’t quite necessary at this point, as Carol or Watcher Eru were protecting them, but after months in Minkalla it was a hard habit to unlearn. Neither of them alone had the power to fully stop prying eyes from outside their moon, but it was far easier to detect such an intrusion and stop anyone from speaking further, along with wiping the sound from the air in the room. It was probably just Carol though, as Watcher Eru had likely moved on to other, more important assignments. Matt had to think that Carol was wondering what Susanne was talking about, as they had yet to talk about what had happened in their Minkalla run.

Aster yipped her agreement. “Yeah, tell us about it. What is an inspiration like?”

It wasn’t exactly a secret that he’d undergone an inspiration, it had happened when literally every eye in the system had been on him, after all. “It was weird. At first, I didn’t even realize what was going on. It just felt comfortable. Like I was floating in a warm bath before my spirit started to leave my body. It—” Matt paused as he considered how to explain it. “Saying I became one with the Realm is accurate, but it doesn’t explain it. It was a really nice feeling without it being addicting or anything. The best way I can explain it is that for a moment there, the edges of where I ended and the Realm began seemed to blur, which is when the Tier up happened. My spirit seemed to reach Tier 13 without the essence it would normally take to advance. After that happened, all the essence rushed in and started to make my essence core match by Tier.”

Liz tsked. “I wish it could always be that easy. Sounds really nice.”

Matt thought about Luna’s sunken visage and shook his head. “Without Luna’s help there, I would have, you know.”

He wasn’t about to say anything about doubling his mana with each Tier here, but the others understood his point without him needing to say it directly.

They all stayed silent for a long moment before Matt asked, “Any news?”

Susanne nodded. “Word from Carol, which boiled down to sit tight and wait for another few days as we—and Luna—heal.”

Their Manager hadn’t had her Domain break, but it had been seriously strained. “I still can’t believe she was actually hurt, let alone so badly,” Matt mused, to general agreement from the others.

The woman had always seemed like an implacable mountain. Untouchable and unbreakable.

With orders to stay inside the hospital, the four of them relaxed.

Even as Tier 12 to 13s, they were still exhausted after nearly a full year of constant fighting, in addition to the insane pace they’d set beforehand to prepare for it, and the rest was absolute bliss.

Matt wasn’t sure about the others, but he spent at least fourteen hours a day asleep for the first week, waking up only long enough to wheel to the bathroom and then back to his bed. Fortunately, his Concept was in good enough shape, thanks to the Inspiration, that he could handle moving between his bed, wheelchair, and bed again without assistance.

The only notable news they got was that Bradley and Jill, the lava mage and his archer wife they met inside, made it out of Minkalla with both the floor and exit reward at Tier 12. The now Tier 13s were more than happy with their progress inside the Forge and invited the four of them to a dinner once everyone was out of the hospital, though their conflicting schedules threatened to force the date back some. All four of them easily agreed but did let the pair know that they were so badly injured, they probably wouldn’t be released for a while. At worse they would see them in the Empire proper at some point.

The days seemed to pass quickly as they recovered, and by the start of the second week, Matt and the others were conscious enough to start getting news from the moon base around them.

The news reports had no right to be as interesting as they were, but they mainly listened to the interviews with the Tier 14s who hadn’t been able to create their own Concept and needed to rely on Minkalla for the process.

Some of the stories were long, others short, but it gave Matt a new appreciation about how easily he had created his own Concept. Even without Aunt Helen pointing the three of them to Liz’s brother’s house to experience the Ascension, he had already had his phrase and a decent idea about his image. In theory, he could have made a Concept at any point, so hearing about the other side of the coin, he gained some insight on what many people had to go through.

How it felt to spend centuries searching for how you fit into the realm as a whole without the certainty Matt had felt since he was fifteen.

Part of it was the pure emotion that the people in question had during their interviews, but Matt and the others found it entrancing, and had the station on nearly constantly in the room.

After nearly two weeks of their recovery, Matt was growing irritated after being unable to get any of the hospital staff or Carol to tell him how Luna was doing, beyond just ‘recovering.’ He was about to start demanding to see Carol in person to get some answers in a way she couldn’t just ignore, when a black cat walked in through the door opened by one of the nurses.

Even knowing their manager was a cat, it took Matt’s brain a long moment to put the human manager who haunted a good number of his dreams to the normal sized black housecat. The only similarities were cat Luna’s fur was the same ink-black shade as human Luna’s hair, and the identical purple eyes.

As the cat jumped to the wheeled table the healers used for their tools, she spoke, “While this was delayed, it’s time we debriefed the four of you.”

Matt was about to ask how she was doing, but Aster was faster with her AI to send the message.

“How can you speak human language in your animal form? I want to be able to do that!”

Cat Luna just glared at Aster, or rather cat Luna looked at Aster, but with how cats always looked like they were glaring, he couldn’t read her expression to be sure which she was doing.

After a deep sigh that didn’t fit her form at all, Luna answered, “There are a few different methods, but I’m vibrating the air manually with [Air Manipulation]. Yes, it’s quite convenient, but not the topic I wish to speak on at any length, as you flatly can’t do it yet. Once you have a few centuries to spare, we can revisit the subject.”

Matt took the opportunity to interject, “Are you okay? You looked, um, rough.”

Luna turned her glare onto him, but getting the full brunt of it, Matt suspected she was just tired. Her eyes, while almost luminescent, had a slight sheen to them, like cataracts were starting to form.

“If I said I was fine, I’d be lying, but I’ll live. My human body is little more than a pile of flesh, and holding it together is more effort than it’s worth, so you get to deal with my beast side, which is smaller and easier to manage.”

As she looked like she was going to continue, Matt spoke first. “Thank you, Luna. Just thank you. I would have been screwed if you didn’t wake me up. Beyond that, thank you for giving me enough time to get the mana concentration potion down. If I can repay you somehow in the future, I will.”

Luna just blinked at him before yawning. He noticed the teeth seemed sharp enough to cut even the light landing on them, but it didn’t seem hostile at all.

“Matt, the only thing I desire from any of my students is their best, and I accept nothing less from them or myself. I am doing what I see as my job, nothing more and nothing less. And besides, it’s really not that bad. I didn’t even crack my Domain. Just exhausted myself.”

Matt wasn’t sure her body falling apart could be described as ‘not that bad’ by anyone but Luna, but he felt he understood.

Standing up and stretching, she jumped down onto the floor before padding over to a table, where she picked up a cup with her mouth and jumped over to the sink, where she put it down and filled it.

Matt didn’t miss the fact she didn’t use her Domain to just lift or manipulate the object, just her mouth and paws, and knew how bad that meant things were.

Once she had taken a drink, she continued. “Now that I’m mobile, we’ll be departing soon. We need to get out of this system. Somewhere the entire Realm won’t be watching.”

Luna narrowed her eyes as she glared at all of them, and this time, Matt knew it was a glare without a doubt.

“You have questions to answer.”
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As if waiting for the cue, Carol walked through the door with a bag slung over her shoulder.

“Is everyone ready?”

Matt looked at Susanne’s manager and then down to his bed and wheelchair, wondering exactly what he was going to take with them.

As Luna nodded and jumped to the other manager’s shoulder, he got his answer.

Nothing.

His oh-so-convenient wheelchair and bed were both left behind as Carol teleported them to Luna’s house. On instinct, he tried to catch himself with his Concept, but Carol was already lifting them along as Luna unlocked her front door and went inside. Matt, meanwhile, noticed his house on Luna’s lawn where he normally set it. He probably shouldn’t have been surprised, but he had been half-comatose when Luna had set it up and hadn’t left the hospital since.

“Gather your house Matt, we’re getting out of this system as soon as possible.”

As Matt collected his house, a much easier task now that he was Tier 13, Luna recalled her own home from inside, leaving a barren patch of earth that Carol set her ship on. With a casual wave of her hand, the four of them floated through the hatch and into the lounge, while she and Luna went to the cockpit and took off. Below them, the moon and then Minkalla itself shrank away, leaving behind all the wonders and nightmares it brought.

It took them a little while to get out of the mana-draining field that Minkalla exuded, but once they had, Matt practically gasped in relief. It wasn’t truly noticeable on its own, but the sudden shock from leaving it felt like a breath of fresh air. Shortly after, he felt the twist that accompanied breaking through to chaotic space, and Luna returned, tail held high, to check in on them and get them more situated.

After about a day of travel, they returned to realspace, dropping in above a Tier 1 planet Matt had never seen before, then jetted out to the distant reaches of its solar system. Only then did Carol return from the pilot’s seat and join them in the lounge.

Luna stretched from her catnap, licking a small tuft of fur back into place, and settled into a sitting position even as she said, “I am aware from Liz that you managed to reach the core at Tier 11. Welcome to the one hundred.”

At the group’s questioning look, she further elaborated, “In the Empire’s recorded history, there have been less than a hundred people that have completed Minkalla and exited with the Tier 11 reward. Even Duke Waters didn’t manage to do it. Admittedly, he didn’t even enter Minkalla at Tier 11, but the point still stands. For that, congratulations are earned and due.”

Matt smiled at that. They had pushed themselves to the limit to try and get through the hurdles Minkalla and their fellow delvers put in their way, but in the end, they had succeeded.

Hearing Luna acknowledge that felt really good and put him in a contemplative mood as Liz started to describe their delve.
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Liz, by some silent agreement, spoke first, and Luna’s ears flicked as the children began recounting their delve.

“Floor one was Eternal Darkness, and honestly, everything went along with your predictions and training. The fights, while slightly more difficult because of the floor theme, weren’t anything unexpected.”

Luna resisted the urge to sigh. She had tried to beat into the children’s heads that Minkalla was dangerous, but the way they described their early encounters in Minkalla, it didn’t seem like that particular lesson took. Saying as much now would do them no favors though, and the condition their bodies were still in indicated that they had gotten the message…eventually.

Eternal Darkness was one of the most dangerous starting floors, as evidenced by the below-average survival rate from this cycle, but the kids clearly considered the floor practice. A little jaunt in a ruin with a fun twist. It spoke to their ability that it could be so simple, but she would have preferred they learn the painful lessons that would teach caution at the start.

Still, she nodded along, taking everything in until Liz mentioned that Matt had shortcut a rift by overpowering the binding on the end prize.

Luna shot Carol a look and the other manager understood.

As Liz was actively speculating, Minkalla’s tests often had multiple ways to complete them. There was always an ‘intended’ way, but the planet often included ways to outwit, circumvent, or in this case, brute force its challenges. Other times it would insist on playing by the rules, but it seemed that this time, it was content with Matt’s physical struggle.

To demonstrate, Matt pulled out the reward he’d gotten from it, a pair of gauntlets connected to a tiny black orb. As she realized what she was looking at, her ears drew back in surprise.

The core of a Tier 14 black hole.

That was….

Impressive.

And useful for someone with an opposing Concept.

She began to say something, then thought better of it, dispelling the sound waves she’d generated with a flick of her ears.

“Was the core a part of the original item?” Carol asked to Luna’s approval.

Matt shook his head. “No, we got it on floor…six, right?”

“Fascinating,” Luna cut off Carol’s next question. “I look forward to hearing about that once you get there. That looks removable, yes?”

Matt nodded.

“Well done. A resource like that has many uses. Don’t permanently integrate it into anything without consulting Kurt or I first, and certainly don’t sell it.”

Matt nodded, and Liz took that as a cue to continue.

Given the subtle shifts Aster and Susanne gave when Liz described their encounter with Essential Civilizations and its rift development as ‘interesting,’ she assumed what truly happened was Matt found something that sparked his interest during the civilization, and promptly talked about it until only Liz could bear to listen. She made a note to message Erwin. The man was involved in some project for the Emperor, but at his Tier he would be a nonessential assistant at best and would probably jump at the chance to work with Matt again.

Her team would need new rifts, and Aperology would be an excellent way to keep them all busy with new delves.

She would need a few years to recuperate, after all, and keeping them busy and close in some isolated area would be ideal.

Liz carried on, describing their respective floor challenges, and Luna nodded at the ‘Chaser’ approach Matt and Susanne took, as well as Liz’s ‘Seeker’ tactic. Fittingly, albeit irritatingly, the challenge was best entered blind to the various ways one could modify your approach for the most fitting reward.

The ruin they had found themselves in midway through Genesis Cultivation was unusual, and its rewards matched the rarity. Their seeker compass was certainly one in a trillion, but not all that interesting in its functionality. It had a substantial range of items that it could point to—anything below Tier 14 that the user didn’t already consider to be ‘theirs’ in some sense—but it wasn’t terribly useful to any of them, save perhaps Susanne but even she would quickly out Tier it. The Seeker’s guild tended to offer a premium on such items besides, so it was unlikely they’d keep it.

The mirror and key were similar. The mirror sounded strong for its Tier, but they hadn’t tested it against a dedicated illusionist to know how it truly compared. The key, meanwhile, needed an actual keyhole to work, and that cut its utility drastically.

The three items were still incredibly strong inside Minkalla and would probably be bought by the Empire to send in with future teams. Then, either they would lead to better rewards, or would possibly bind to someone and potentially become incredibly useful.

Their cornucopia showed no signs of being anything more than just a food-creation item, leading Luna to explain that Minkalla occasionally handed out similar rewards, a token prize and an enhancement of previous rewards, as an indication that a given challenge was complete.

Matt’s domination of the floor challenge made Luna proud, though she didn’t show it. Experimentally proving that essence could be made from pure mana was novel, albeit of limited practicality. The same thing went for making pure Aura. Interesting but not directly useful for his training. She hadn’t heard of anyone attempting it previously, but she’d have to ask Erwin about it when they met up with him again. He’d certainly know of any similar test if they were public record, and she was sure he would want to pick Matt’s mind over what little he could remember about the test.

Back to Basics was treated even more dismissively than Eternal Darkness, though even she had to privately admit that Matt having his full mana would make the floor trivial for them. Susanne’s Talaria Seed would be useful, as would Liz’s vampiric blood. Though she would ensure that their next hospital ran some tests on Liz to ensure there weren’t any long-term complications from the blood they ought to be aware of.

Liz’s voice was starting to sound rather hoarse by the time she finished explaining their strategies for the floor challenge, and Matt’s awarded AI enhancement left her feeling rather conflicted. She really didn’t like over-reliance on the damn things, but she would need to fully explore his new ability and see how best it could be utilized without becoming a crutch. Liz waved off talking any more in favor of a warm cup of tea, leaving Matt to tell of their expedient trip through Courtly Warfare.

“First, our idea was to create an autonomous reconnaissance system which we did with a number of others on Winter’s side.”

Luna nodded. It was an intelligent use of resources while not revealing too much as to his true capabilities.

Her eyes shifted to Aster as the fox took over the story, explaining how and why she entered Winter’s castle. “I felt something familiar and decided to explore, and Matt was the only one free, so he came with me. Winter was nice enough, and she gave me a boon almost immediately, which helped settle my bloodline a bit.” Her AI-created voice turned bitter as she continued. “When we left the floor, I asked her for a final floor: Blood is Thicker, but she flaked on me. Though, all I really did was explore the place, which led to Matt meeting Winter.”

The fox could be flighty at times, but she had good instincts. Winter must have welcomed her, but her request to Minkalla was pointless. Floors were set at the start of the cycle, which she knew, but the young were ever wistful.

Matt sighed, filling in the details she skipped. “While Aster was passed out, Winter and I had a chat. That was when we learned the Fae forces were created with mana. I started feeding the court, with Winter concealing the output. We then used the increased production to rush down Spring and then Fall.”

As he continued telling of their time in Winter, Luna’s mind raced. Minkalla lied often, yes, but it could be very honest at times, particularly in its promises in Courtly Warfare. If it said that it was hiding Matt’s contributions, to enable him to better contribute, it was likely doing just that.

Still, discretion was the better part of valor for such things, and between his approach in Courtly Warfare and him being forced to double his mana in an all-too-public manner, it would be best to ensure that no rumors about his capabilities were circulating. The only good thing was that the four of them had rigorously tested if his mana was obvious, so she would have to go off the assumption that they were correct, and no one had noticed.

And in the end, they had proven the decision to make more foot troops was the correct one, as they were able to get out of that floor before even more people caught up with them.

Liz and Susanne spoke up from time to time to detail their individual outings, but it remained primarily Matt who told of their conquest first of Spring, and then of Fall. Their decision to attack the general was foolish, and borne of the overconfidence they’d carried through their entire delve until that point. But they all survived, and that was what mattered.

That Liz had her glove destroyed was something of a painful loss for the girl, but she was confident that Liz would be able to overcome it. The girl’s Concept only effectively applied to blood inside her own body, or previously the glove, it being bound to her spirit so closely.

Once removed from her body, it required active focus and Willpower to maintain the connection. Thus, external storage devices of the form commonly employed by water mages would be insufficient for the blood mage. Liz’s Talent enabled her to quickly assimilate external blood as ‘hers,’ but when compared to the millions of gallons of blood the glove could store for her, it would take her an impossibly long time to gain control over a comparable amount of blood.

She would still be able to utilize [Blood Tidal Wave] and its ilk, of course, but losing the ability to reliably apply her Concept to them was a substantial loss in power for Liz’s Blood kinesis spells. Once they were off The Path, custom enchantments from Talented crafters could easily return her oceans of blood to her, but in the meantime, it would present a substantial obstacle to the girl.

Still, as a loss which taught them the danger of Minkalla, it was far superior to one of their lives.

It also served as a firsthand reminder of the danger of overreliance upon any one strategy. There existed a counter to every tactic, and redundancy in toolkits was essential for any Ascender. Tools were vital for any cultivator, just as surely as Domains and skills were, but the loss of a single tool shouldn’t cripple a cultivator any more than a countered skill, missing limb, or broken Domain.

Luna wasn’t happy the item was gone, but she also wouldn’t mourn its passing. It had served its purpose in both life and death, which was more than most growth items could say.

Susanne spoke up for the General’s true defeat, and while Luna wasn’t pleased that Liz had utilized her offensive blood magic in such an external and public way, Courtly Warfare proved its value once again as they spoke of how obscured the blood was in its use.

Their choice of attacking was still not something Luna was particularly proud of, but they at least had the sense to stay and finish the fight, rather than run. Hopeless battles should be fled, close ones should not, if they were to become true Ascenders. They had won, and that carried a certain level of justification for their actions. Even Liz using her blood magic. She’d rather the children be alive and needing some of their messes cleaned up rather than dead, after all.

Even from their retelling, Luna would be having words with all of them—such as Matt not anticipating an intelligent foe to dodge an attack—but their overall performance was admirable.

Even better, they all received high-quality upgrades for their growth items, new and old.

Taxing Skills slowed them, and as she had expected, they were constantly facing other delvers, having all been reset to the same stage courtesy of Courtly Warfare.

Folded Reflections slowed them down again, as was normal, and the smaller floor meant they were starting to really learn why other delvers were the true danger of Minkalla’s depths. Minkalla was a test bed for proto-Elites, and it was hardly a surprise that when outnumbered and out-Tiered, they would struggle. A group of ten was less common, but all that truly meant was that one of the Great Powers had a full squad of promising recruits they decided to send into Minkalla together.

The one fight took nearly two hours of back-and-forth, given how effectively their opponents had separated them, and Luna would be spending a substantial amount of time ensuring they’d know exactly how to proceed in a similar situation in the future. Being outnumbered by people slightly weaker than them would become a common occurrence, and they needed to learn the tactics to fight in such situations.

Matt and Liz’s voices were getting raw, so they took a break for food, then resumed discussing the lives they each had experienced. True to form, Minkalla’s illusions were traumatic even at the best of times, and she used the opportunity to mention that she’d already coordinated a series of visits with their therapists in the coming weeks, while they were still recuperating.

Matt’s lives were interesting, but ultimately nothing unexpected. She hoped that living a full life with his family alive and Aster as his sister would help settle some of those issues once and for all, but that was ultimately a good life that shouldn’t cause any lingering issues. The other lives got progressively worse, and she knew he would need to properly process those lives before too long.

That one of them had shown him as a terrorist was surprising, but the life where he was locked in a room to provide mana had the potential to become an issue. She was grateful that Emmanuel hadn’t been placed in the role of Emperor for that life, as that could have turned into something very delicate. It was everything he feared, and that whole life had the potential for creating deep seated mental instabilities.

Aster’s lives were varied and useful for their effects, but Luna had no worries about them becoming problematic in the future. Beast bonds as a whole were a bit more resilient to those lives because of their connection to said bond.

Liz, on the other hand, was another situation altogether. From the start, Luna had some hope that her lives wouldn’t be too traumatizing, but she was quickly proven wrong, as each one seemed to strike at another facet of the woman’s fears.

Eventually, Luna had to interject after Liz’s life as a serial killer plague mage. Liz was putting up a decent front, but she’d had far too many millennia of experience to be fooled by someone who was only slightly over forty.

“Liz, while I understand those lives weren’t pleasant, don’t push them away. I haven’t been able to train you in the usage of your blood beyond fighting like, as you put it, ‘a red water mage’, not because I don’t want to, but because the resources are basically non-existent in the Empire. Either blood mages go into healing, where they are incredibly helpful, or they do reprehensible things and are executed for their crimes. Secondhand documents and reports are valid resources but are not nearly as valuable as firsthand experience.”

“You think I don’t know that?” Liz snapped, her voice raw. Matt reached out to grab her hand, and she clenched it tightly enough that her hand went white.

“I am well aware of what blood mages do. I’m not a healer, and don’t want to be one, but everything I’ve read has shown that it’s either being a healer or being a reprehensible, utterly horrid monster that history books will at best describe as ‘unstable’. That’s why I never even wanted to delve too deep into actual blood magic in the first place, now that I think about it. Because apparently, doing so is basically an assured way to go crazy and murder entire planets! I am all too aware of what blood mages do, I see what they do every night in my dreams. What I did.”

Luna opened her mouth, but Liz charged ahead without stopping. “And don’t say that that wasn’t me. I know that it wasn’t actually me. But tell me, at what point does it even matter if it was me or someone whose head I lived in for nearly a thousand years, watching them do everything and feeling every little bit? If I start following in their footsteps⁠—”

Liz cut herself off mid-sentence with a sharp breath and looked away, giving Matt’s hand a final squeeze and taking a deep breath. “Sorry, that was uncalled for. My next life was…”

In addition to therapy, Luna added a possible detour to see some of Liz’s family to their upcoming itinerary. Liz was broadly stable, and more than capable of overcoming her trauma once again, but Luna had made a rare misjudgment as to what Minkalla had done to the girl. It was less that she’d had an unfortunate life than it was a long-healed scar ripped up, then rubbed with salt. Multiple times at that.

In time, she would ensure that Liz excised the poor associations and preconceptions she held, and that all her misgivings were cut away. It wasn’t untrue that blood mages often did truly reprehensible things, but that was a matter of notoriety, rarity, and desire. Mana type did not influence personality in any meaningful way - the research on this was crystal clear - but certain personality types certainly favored particular elements. 

Susanne’s lives were interesting enough, but nothing Luna particularly honed in on. She was Carol’s charge after all, and beyond some little bits of help, it was rude to interject on someone else’s Pather.

Once they finished with the lives, they moved onto the final floor and the rush they went through to get out of the free for all that the final floor turned into.

Luna saw the smirk Carol gave Susanne and rolled her eyes. The woman had reason to be proud, as the girl was good, but vendettas had a time and a place to be settled. That was not one of them.

Overall, she was both surprised and happy with her team’s showing in Minkalla and was even more pleased knowing they had gotten through the Forge at Tier 11. Even Matt’s little incident with having an inspiration would be a good thing in the long run, though she would have preferred it to happen sometime else.

It had nearly killed her to ensure he got to double his Talent-granted mana pool, but that was temporary.

These kids were going to be monsters when she was done with them.

Oh, she had so, so many plans.
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When they finished their recounting, Luna had them remove all of the items they had gotten through their delve, and after seeing it all in one place, Matt had to admit…it was impressive.

While they had kept pretty good track of their items throughout the first four floors, once they entered the fifth floor and the fighting became hectic, most things had just gotten chucked into the house for later perusal.

Their final pile of loot was beyond massive, and once the various spatial items were emptied, larger than their house. And that wasn’t even considering the fifteen houses they had gathered from other delvers.

The houses were numerous and of varied quality. None of them were bad, per se, as the rings needed to hold a house that was also below Tier 15 were in no way cheap. But some were obviously made to a higher standard than others.

After seeing just how much they had gotten, Luna and Carol both agreed it would be dealt with once their team’s respective liaisons got back.

As it turned out, once they had started to suspect that the cycle had a Courtly Warfare, the two managers had sent their helpers out to prepare for when they came out of Minkalla in an expected year or longer, instead of the almost year they were inside.

A three month Courtly Warfare wasn’t a record, but it was close, and it had turned all their timetables on their heads.

They’d returned to chaotic space after their initial debrief and spent the time predominantly recuperating and relaxing. Carol’s ship wasn’t exactly the most luxurious place they’d ever stayed, but it still had more than enough comforts to keep themselves occupied, even if half of it wasn’t usable in their current state.

They had quite a good time, and simply being able to relax and sleep in was wonderful. There were several days when Matt and Liz just never got out of bed, as often as not just spent holding one another and talking. Their Folded Reflection lives, their battles hard-won and fun, plans for the future… They just talked and enjoyed each other’s company without the risk of death looming over them.

“She’s definitely helping me with…the memories, that’s for sure.” Liz sighed, her head resting on Matt’s lap. Even traveling through Chaotic Space, Luna had gotten them some virtual therapy sessions set up, with in-person meetings loosely set up next time they were in a suitable location.

“Well, that’s good. Progress, right?” Matt remembered the nightmares he’d used to have about his parents’ death, overridden by monsters, and Liz’s own lives had been worse, many times over. Considering the guilt he still felt about killing Liz in one life, Matt felt he had a faint picture of what she was struggling with. He ran his fingers lightly over her forehead, providing what comfort he could.

“Yeah, yeah. But then, with what Luna said…”

“That’s still bothering you?”

“Not one, Matt. She couldn’t find a single blood mage trainer for me that wasn’t just a healer who barely even touched the field beyond translating healing magic techniques into body magic. Luna couldn’t find a trainer. Out of quadrillions of people in the Empire, I’m the only blood mage who’s willing to use it offensively and isn’t worthy of summary execution.”

“Some just didn’t want to share,” Matt pointed out.

Liz waved her arm-stump. “That just means they’re doing ethically shady stuff on the side and don’t want the scrutiny that would come with training a Pather. Better at hiding their crimes than the ones who were executed, sure, but they most definitely are not great people.”

“You don’t know that,” he countered. “There are lots of reasons someone might decline to be a teacher, and it’s not like any kind of combat magic makes people crazy. I’m sure there are just as many fire mages who decided to burn everything down as there are blood mages who went all blood-sacrifice-crazy.”

“Are there though? There’s millions of fire mages who were great and noble and moral and went down in history, but there just aren’t any equivalents for blood mages. When they do show up in the history books, it’s always because of the awful stuff they did. And when I look at the lives I lived in Minkalla…”

“Well, there’s how many billions of fire mages for every one blood mage? Most of them never get any notoriety good or bad. But your lives, they were all stronger than you, yes.”

“Exactly. Well, maybe not my researcher life, but in every one, I’d done far more impressive things than I have in reality. Minkalla lies, yes,” she cut off Matt’s next statement, “but history doesn’t. Blood mages are either mediocre or horrible, or both. There’s no way I’m somehow the first blood mage with morals and a drive to succeed. So here I am, a second-rate water mage, does that sentence me to mediocrity? I’m barely dipping into the pool of blood magic, that much is clear, but what if dipping in deeper is going to make me crazy?”

“There’s nothing wrong with being a red water mage, you’ve done more with less.”

“Yes! I’m a second-rate fire mage too! And guess what, I’m damn good at it. I’m a damn good second-rate water mage and fire mage. But I’m not a blood mage. It’s just…” She sighed and covered her face with her hand, slightly muffling her voice, “Veritas says whatever I do, I should decide and commit to it wholly. Do I want to be a knockoff elementalist? Or do I want to be a blood mage? If I can command fire the way I do, and I’ve got the practice of being a red water mage, do I focus more on those? Just stick to the physical manipulation abilities and work around my Talent as much as possible while hopelessly trying to stick it to the Realm for trying to ruin my life?

“Or, do I stick it to the Realm and legitimately go the blood mage route, with blood curses, sacrifices, plagues, and all? Do I want to find out what drove all my predecessors to either abandon the field or go insane? I want to say that I’m better than that, that my other lives have prepared me, but did they really? Every one of my predecessors shared the same fate, am I really better than all of them? I’m good at this Matt, almost too good. What happens if an almost-Ascender or even outright Ascender quality blood mage goes crazy? Is that something I want to risk? Is that blood I want on my hands? “

“Well,” Matt pecked her on the lips. “Whatever you do, I’m sure you’ll do great.”

“Mmm. That’s almost the problem,” she mumbled back, pulling him in close once again with a smile.

Still, difficult conversations aside, Matt couldn’t remember the last time they’d had such a stress-free time together. It was entirely possible they simply hadn’t since they started dating. Perhaps the Pather War, but even then, they still had something they needed to do, as opposed to being consigned to bed rest and movies. It had been decades since Matt had watched some of his favorite movie series as a child, but he had to admit that Liz’s running commentary about all the things they got wrong about Duke Waters in the movies’ ‘about’ him certainly changed the viewing experience. Whether it was better or worse, he couldn’t tell, but he enjoyed it, nonetheless.

Their break eventually came to an end when Susanne’s liaison, Jeremiah, April, and Kurt met them at their next stop in realspace.

It was nice to see the silent man once more, and better yet, to get an update on The Unbroken, his friends from his time at the PlayPen and fellows from his home planet Lilly. They were doing well and were trying to decide if they wanted to do their own run through Minkalla.

That gave Matt some mixed feelings. Melinda’s Talent may have granted her Overhealth, providing perfect healing with no cooldown, but he’d been inside Minkalla and wasn’t sure if that alone would be enough to get them through the planet, especially if it started singling her out like it had with him.

And that didn’t even consider the fact that other delvers were just as dangerous, if not more so. Let alone the possibility of the six of them getting a floor theme that stopped her from using her skills altogether.

After making a note he needed to visit them in the next year or two, Matt and the others turned to their loot.

April looked torn between dismayed and delighted at the literal pile of work they had brought out of Minkalla.

Before they even separated the loot between teams, she and Jeremiah needed to go through all of it and give things at least a tentative value, which took three full days.

Once they had a rough estimate of the total value of the loot, the hard part started.

Divvying it up between the two teams.

Not because they fought over the loot, but because Matt, Liz, and Aster kept trying to give away too much of their loot to Susanne.

The three of them never had money issues since they figured out he could charge rifts, which was a luxury Susanne didn’t have.

But things were never that easy, they couldn’t weigh things too far in her favor without breaking the rules of The Path, and there were rewards they wanted.

In the end, the lesser spoils were divided in an equal half and set aside to be sold off in the general exchange between Great Powers, if only to buy more needed items and useful things like natural treasures.

Though, they had an abundance of Natural Treasures in their own right.

They weren’t sure who they had killed, but one of their victims had dozens of different natural treasures along with many duplicates in his spatial ring, tucked away and untouched.

Some were simple natural treasures like Eternal Embers, only good for replacing firewood in their natural state, but others were much, much rarer.

Susanne ended up taking, at Carol’s advice, a leaf from a Sicklebranch bush, which an alchemist could process into a potion that would aspect one half of her mana to air and even help with sharpening her air spells into honed blades. Combined with the bottle of Mercury’s Might from the challenge room on the seventh floor, she would have a split metal and air mana pool, which would give her plenty of flexibility in the future. The natural treasure she’d be using to split her mana pool would also make it somewhat easier to integrate additional mana types in the future or develop existing mana types into higher-order ones, which made Matt wonder a bit about what they were planning on doing.

It was unlikely to be Void—though the attack power it provided was undeniable, since there were practically no natural treasures that granted the affinity. Those which did exist only tended to show up once every few dozen millennia, and nobody had figured out the right mix of lower-level elements to make the ultimate Nothingness, if it even existed. A seventh floor Blood is Thicker was the only way he’d ever heard of doing so reliably.

Matt already had the Sliver of True Night’s Sight, so he passed on a similar natural treasure that Liz took. He took some Ironsight Salt for himself, which when dissolved into water and dripped into his eyes enhanced his vision by a fair margin, mostly in his ability to track moving targets and notice fine details. It was exactly the kind of thing he was aiming for with his focus in sense cultivation and would help with both combat and enchanting. Ordinarily, the natural treasure would turn his pupils gray, somewhat like Susanne, but his Concept overpowered the effect, leaving him with his white, swirling pupils that bled into his green iris.

Aster ended up grabbing a Feather of Falling, a natural treasure that gave the person who took it the ability to better control themselves while they were falling. She didn’t need it for that effect, but it was one of the core ingredients in a wind potion that would strengthen her control over air mana.

The next big-ticket items were the houses. Some of them were quite nice, and Susanne and Aster each decided to take one of them. Aster took one so she had somewhere to call home herself when she was separated from them, once she reached Tier 15 and went off to the beast academy. Susanne took the other because the house was simply better than the one she had gotten from the Tier 10 Pather tournament.

Luna tried to tell Aster she would have little need of the house, but she set her mind on it and refused to budge, so they let her have it. The rest of the houses were set to either be absorbed by Matt’s growth house once he reached Tier 15, and could use a larger spatial ring, or were to be sold outright for other helpful items.

Most of the swords went to Susanne so she could absorb them into her Concept, even the void longsword Matt had used to defeat his reflection during the final fight of the sixth floor. While a void weapon was handy, it wasn’t a growth item, and he would have little use for it as a Tier 13 that would be delving in at least Tier 15 rifts. Void was strong, but changing his entire style for a weapon that would ultimately only be useful for a few Tiers was pointless when Susanne could get much more use out of it, once they confirmed it would be safe to shove inside her spirit.

The rest of the arms and armors were divvied up to be sold en masse at the Corporations’ moon orbiting Minkalla, which hosted one of the largest inter-Great Power markets in the Realm. April informed them that some of it would be shipped back to the Great Powers proper, but most would end up back inside the planet one way or another, which gave Matt an odd feeling.

Skills were the next biggest debate. They had nearly a thousand Tier 8 skills, twice that in Tier 14 skills, and nearly one hundred and thirty Tier 20 skill shards. It was a staggering amount of wealth, far too much for them to properly assess in a reasonable amount of time without help.

After looking through the piles of skills, they took the few they wanted and then gave the rest to the liaisons to sell and barter off in exchange for a laundry list of skills that Carol and Luna wanted their respective teams to take. The first was [Arcane Powershot], which was most commonly found in the Corporations, Clans, and Sects under the names of [Conjured Weapon NM20-AR], [Skypiercing Bow], and [The Divine Arrows of Distant Vengeance] respectively. It was a skill that summoned a magical bow, then allowed for channeling mana into a single magic arrow that was fired off at incredible speeds. With a base effective range of fifty miles, it was considered an ‘extreme’ range skill, far better than what even [Cracked Mana Spear] could accomplish, but that wasn’t what made it special.

While the mana arrow was being reinforced, the skill also allowed other bow skills to be applied, giving a wide latitude of additional effects with the appropriate setup. There were some drawbacks, however. When releasing the arrow, it kicked like a mule, and the spell itself anchored the caster in order to prevent them from being flung backward. Effectively, he couldn’t move while firing. Additionally, the mana control requirements for making the arrow and layering effects on top of it could become quite high. Normal mages had trouble when using half their mana pool per shot, and Matt expected to use several times that amount.

With that in mind, Matt collected a few skills that would bolster his new ability, putting his Taxing Skills reward to good use. He had the mana and outer skill slots to spare, and there was no compelling reason to not use a few skills supporting his new ability and corresponding new strategy. [Telescope] would help him see his targets past the normal limits of his sight, [Piercing Shot] would add some basic armor piercing to his arrows, [Illusory Arrow] would project an illusion of the arrow following a slightly different arc as it flew, and [Pinned Shadow] would stick a person in place when their shadow was struck by the arrow.

Aside from the bow skills, he also found [Hypersonic Edge], which he had seen the utility of firsthand. It wasn’t quite as good for him as it was for Susanne, but it would boost a substantial part of his arsenal.

Susanne took [Searing Weapon], a Tier 20 version of [Fire Weapon] which focused more on heat rather than flames and could get hot enough to burn through metal armor, given a few strikes. Typically, this heat could damage the user’s weapon if too much mana was used at once, but weapon Manifestations didn’t have that problem. She also grabbed [Bulwark], which they had in their pile of skills. She wouldn’t be able to abuse the skill as much as Matt did, but it remained a staple skill for melee fighters for a reason, and she would likely be able to infuse it into her shield Manifestation with some practice.

Additionally, April identified the light skill they had found from their challenge crystal on Folded Reflections as [Corunthican Defense], a skill not usually found in the Empire which reactively shot down incoming magic with focused rays of light, disrupting their structure and typically causing them to detonate harmlessly. It had its limitations, mostly against very large attacks, but it provided a strong and cheap counter to tactics like Matt throwing out [Fireball]s as fast as he could cast them. Susanne took that skill with a grin, remarking that Matt hardly needed a dedicated defense against being whittled down.

Liz wasn’t left out of the new skill splurge. [Heartpiercer] was a spear skill meant for piercing both magical and mundane armor by making the spear heavier and heavier as mana was channeled in, culminating in a shaped explosion when the spearhead struck the target.

Despite the name, [Shadow Sword] worked nearly as well on spears as it did swords. It paired well with a number of other skills, especially [Rapid Thrust]. Unfortunately, that skill had broken when Liz brought it into her spirit, but [Illusory Feint] still had potential. She’d absorbed it during Folded Reflections, but the illusions hadn’t become real blood as she’d hoped they would, instead becoming illusions of blood spears. It was on the list of skills Liz was planning on moving to her outer spirit or outright ejecting from her spirit altogether, but she hoped combining the attack with [Shadow Sword] would be just as effective as it was normally.

Ideally, the combination of the two skills would make three insubstantial blood copies of her weapon, and one very real one. It wasn’t an entirely original trick, as illusionists had whole books filled with similar misdirections, but some things were classics for a reason. Her Courtly Warfare boon would throw even more mud in the water, making any opponents who she did hit fail to notice their wounds, and conclude that they’d only been struck by an illusion. Once her spirit was in good enough shape, she was looking forward to trying out her preemptively-christened [Pulmonary Echo].

Aster took her own share of skills to round herself out. [Ice Skin] was a Tier 14 skill that few took prior to Tier 15, as it could kill the user through hypothermia, but it otherwise provided some strong defense by hardening the skin and making many attacks slip off the user, at the cost of slowing the person down some. Aster had plans for it, though, and using one of her Folded Reflections lives as a basis, she planned to modify the skill to turn her fur into ice instead of her skin. In addition to negating the movement speed drawback, it would let her fur act as ablative armor that could be regrown far more easily than her skin could.

Matt was pretty sure she was at least partially motivated by the burns she had received, but she insisted that wasn’t the main reason…though she admitted it was a reason.

A Tier 20 version of [Hail], [Absolute White] summoned a cloud of snow and fog which slowed people, objects, and even spells which entered its radius, in addition to the more ordinary concealment it offered. Ambitiously, Aster wanted to modify it to not make its own fog, but instead apply the slowing effect to any other concealing mist, such as what her growth tiara could make, which was precisely the kind of advantage a flexible innate slot could offer.

Doubling up on area denial skills, [Cutting Hurricane] summoned gale force winds that also cut at targets inside its huge area. Against most strong targets, it wouldn’t do all that much, but it was great for clearing chaff and contesting flying targets who couldn’t brace against the ground.

The upgrade orbs were pulled out of their loot piles to be used after April came back, in case she got a Tier 8 or 14 skill that needed an upgrade.

After they settled that, it was left to their liaisons to beg, barter, and steal any other skills on their list. When Luna told April exactly that, Jeremiah laughed, seeming to be thinking that the cat was joking, but at her glare, quickly shut his mouth.

Despite the insane amount of wealth they had given her, the list of items Luna wanted in return was just as daunting, and Matt said a silent apology to their liaison for what she was about to have to deal with.

April though seemed completely unbothered, saying she would handle it within three months, which made Luna grin.

In cat form, the grin was probably a little more threatening than otherwise intended, but it felt like April had passed a test just as much as they had coming out of Minkalla.

Once April and Jeremiah were set with their loot, the rest of them immediately left the system.

Even while recovering, none of them truly stopped training, but their training was substantially more relaxed, averaging about four hours a day, and focused on things which wouldn’t aggravate their wounds.

Carol focused primarily on light Concept usage, taking advantage of the comparative non-stress that Mind Over Matter had left their Concepts with, and got them to explore and grow used to their new Folded Reflection abilities, with more focus on Matt due to his healed spirit. All of them got training in how to best utilize their enhanced spiritual senses from Eternal Darkness, though.

Luna, for her part, gave more lessons on how to stimulate their cultivation to guide their bodies to lessening the healing cooldown, usage and integration with their new growth items, and some light Skill modification lessons. Matt wasn’t sure if it was more disorienting to be receiving lessons from a cat, or for Luna to not be pushing them to their very limits.

The latter at least made sense. All of them were well past the healing cooldown and usually spent at least seven hours a day sleeping—several times longer than what someone of their Tier would normally need. While they were recovering, they were still being healed. Luna kept a close eye on the progress of their healing but left physical therapy in the hands of the healers.

Granted, things like limbs and such were a minor concern to the healers, who focused on healing their internals first.

Matt earned himself a raised eyebrow and shake of the head from the Healer who inspected his heart and lungs, before finishing the healing that he had received at Minkalla.

But at long last, he was whole once again.

Even if half his limbs were artificial.
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April arrived back in the Minkalla system with a sigh.

It wasn’t that she disliked the place. No, she rather liked the atmosphere that permeated the carved out section of space, populated with all the entrants of Minkalla that returned. Mostly old Tier 14s who had just gotten their Concept and were now Tier 15 and immortal. There were also teams of Pathers who went in at Tier 12 and came out with more items, skills, and abilities than they knew what to do with. The members of the military who went in to hunt down enemy combatants and protect their own side’s people were also peppered in. And finally, the scions of the rich and famous who went into Minkalla for the thrill of adventure without their immortal minders watching over them made up the remainder of the gathering.

Anyone who came out contributed to the atmosphere of celebration and joy. Anyone who wasn’t so lucky was in no position to sour the mood.

All in all, the place was bustling and frenetic, two things April enjoyed.

She just wasn’t excited for her actual job.

Luna had saddled her with a rather hefty list of goods and items she wanted procured for the team. In and of itself, that wasn’t unusual, but the manager had also left a large amount of the items to April’s own discretion, which screamed test.

And passing Luna’s tests was vital to April’s career as a liaison, trainer, and manager in her own right.

Luna was known in the Pather manager circles, and April already had three pending offers from other managers once she finished with Matt, Liz, and Aster, all as a fairly senior liaison or as a trainer’s assistant. Considering she was relatively new to the liaison position itself, that was an incredible step forward for her career.

But that all hinged on her successful completion of this assignment.

Which meant the free reign Luna had given her was just as much rope from which she could hang herself.

Many of the items were fairly standard. Skills of various stripes, a few natural treasures, some utility gear, maybe a backup weapon or two. She was instructed to get beneficial cracks when possible, and to keep an eye out for ‘anything which would be particularly impactful,’

It was that last part which really was the issue. There was a truly unlimited number of possible items which had the potential to help her team, and just as many which would look useful, but in truth would not suit them for some subtle reason.

Just about anything could help Matt, but at the same time, there was nothing that would be a perfect fit for the boy. Aster was a fairly typical ice mage but was trying to branch out into some spatial and illusion capabilities for her planned evolution into an Aurora fox and beyond. Accordingly, treasures to help the girl develop her bloodline wouldn’t go amiss but were nigh impossible to find. If there were ever a time to gain an aurora-aspect natural treasure, though, now was the time.

Liz, though, was the trickiest. She was a blood warrior and mage hybrid, boasting a 50/50 essence split thanks to Back to Basics, but wasn’t content as just that. Blood magic, at a minimum, was too distinctive for her to use in public, and that led to her utilizing water-colored blood, or even just fire whenever she was trying to hide her identity. Honestly, the girl was an utterly fantastic kineticist. Her fire magic as a secondary element, one which her mana aspect and Talent actively penalized, was better than many pyromancers fifty times her age. She’d also recently lost her primary source of kinesis material, with her spatial storage glove having been destroyed in Minkalla.

Fortunately, Minkalla served as one of the largest hubs of inter-Power trade in the entire Realm. Desperate Tier 14s spending all their wealth on gear to assist their delves into Minkalla, and successful delvers flush with treasure from the planet all had money and treasure to burn. Hearing that wealth begging to be spent, the Corporations answered.

Massive companies within the Great Power had dedicated their entire existence to catering to those entering and leaving Minkalla, with piles of skill shards and natural treasures being shipped in weekly alongside custom-ordered gear and even growth items. That drew even non-delvers that were in search of rare commodities to the Corporations’ moon, and they were, in turn, catered to with additional valuable goods from the traders’ wares.

It was a massive, mostly-peaceful, thriving hub of trade that drew people from even the furthest reaches of the Great Powers, an action that only further cemented its powerful position as it served as a prime location to make international deals. Tariffs and import treaties prevented it from being outright overrun by guilds and internal companies, but for delvers and their managers, it was a functionally bottomless well of valuable resources.

April and Jeremiah stepped out of their ship onto the Empire’s moon, with the massive, clockwork planet hovering ominously in the sky. The eternal parties of newly-minted Tier 15s raged on in the background, with their choruses carried on distant winds over the din of the spaceport. Delvers jubilant and somber alike loaded onto the ship they’d just left, not wasting a single second in transporting as many as possible in and out of the mana-starved system.

Registering their presence was trivial, and from there, they loaded onto a Corporation’s shuttle branded with the MinKouriers logo and flew to the other Great Power’s ‘moon.’

It wasn’t a proper moon in the truest sense. It was no planet drawn from a high-Tier rift, or even a coreless world from one of their systems. Instead, it was an utterly massive space station, artificial from its core to its surface, and held together through unimaginable amounts of engineering and artifice. The entire structure catered around it being made of Tier 0 materials, so it was never degraded by Minkalla’s habit of eating the essence out of its surroundings. The simple scope of it was difficult to properly visualize, but it held party venues, skill exchanges, auction houses, ship ports, and life habitats that a mortal could spend their entire life in and never see everything.

Their transport ship nestled into a massive missing chunk of the station facing away from the moon, and they joined a line of other visitors seeking much the same as them. The line moved swiftly, as the Corporations knew the value of even an immortal’s time all too keenly, and their procedures were simple and orderly. An AI-backed declaration of presence, affiliation, and intentions, a quick donning of the Empire’s insignia, and they were in. The guards, decked in shining power armor and wielding the glowing rifles that mages in the Corporations favored in place of staves, barely even gave them a glance as they passed, instead constantly vigilant for anyone foolish enough to try something or missing their insignia.

Everyone was required to wear some form of signifier to their affiliation, be it a badge, medal, armband, coat, or as one dwarf in classic plate armor had chosen, full heraldry. Off to the side, an array of stalls and storefronts sold a number of premade items for all the Great Powers, all boasting low prices and quick custom work.

Both she and Jeremiah had known what was coming, of course, and donned their respective signifiers. April used a simple black and white armband with the Empire’s emblem emblazoned on it. Simple, effective, and not too flashy, but more than enough to meet the requirement.

Jeremiah, on the other hand, went with a half-cape with the insignia on his back. She considered it a bit too much but said nothing. The other liaison had been incredibly helpful during their short time together, so as much as she disagreed with his fashion choice, she kept it to herself.

They followed the hallway and the flow of people deep into the bowels of the station. Spatial expansion this close to Minkalla would be exorbitant to try and maintain, with the greedy planet constantly seeking to drain the mana from every last rune. Eventually, the expansive tunnel, lit as much by the gleaming, illusionary advertisements for vendors as by the overhead lights, gave way to a truly massive exchange floor. From above, it looked like a hive of so many ants, teeming with skill traders moving from station to station, buying and selling skills in a bid to earn consistent profit.

As an outside agent, April didn’t much care about all the endless deals and methods that traders used to try and leverage the simple exchange of goods into wealth. All she cared about was turning her rings full of Minkallan loot into Corporation Credits, and those credits into gear for her charges.

It was here that she and Jeremiah split off, melding into the human mixing pot of the Great Skill Exchange.

Nearly every skill in existence of Tier 32 or below could be bought and sold here, though April needed a constant stream of translations from her [AI] to understand what was going on. She was certain that [Channeled Projectile FI14-RN] and [Channeled Element OZ14-EL] were perfectly informative to those used to them, but they just weren’t memorable in the same way [Flamethrower] or [Mud Manipulation] were.

They sold just the same, though.

Most combat-relevant Tier 8 skills went for a few Corporation kilocredits, the Tier 14 skills about three to five times that, and the Tier 20 skills three to five times that.

For anything beyond that, prices tended to skyrocket, as various militaries tended to monopolize the majority of skill sales, but they could still be purchased. [Regeneration], or [Self Heal HE26-RG] may be on sale, but it would cost her 25.3401…megacredits to actually buy. The exact price kept fluctuating, but it was stable enough with its low volume.

The reverse was also true: there were high-Tier skills that were so obsolete, they were cheaper than even some Tier 8 skills. [Inventory] was one such skill, a Tier 20 skill that had been on par with [AI] for must-have skills until storage rings were invented, which allowed for nearly all the uses of the skill with none of the exorbitant reserved mana costs.

In contrast, [Bandage] commanded a price just shy of two megacredits, but the price history of the skill showed it was on a steady if slow decline. That told her more of the skills were leaking out of the Empire, but that was both inevitable as people resold for a profit and spies collected them. In the end, it wasn’t her job to stop Realm-wide trade of new and exclusive skills. She just noted that she had a way to earn some more money for the kids if she needed to with the few [Bandage] skill shards they still had.

No matter the odd Tier-agnostic pricing that was everywhere, it made selling off her mountain of skills easy and fairly lucrative. A trip to the nearest exchange broker, a long time next to a skill scanner, and all her basic skills were translated into 39.65 megacredits.

Next on the list were the endless piles of non-skill gear that they’d found in Minkalla. Fifteen sets of armor with a water-resist enchantment, seven swords enchanted with [Fire Weapon], thirty-nine wands with spell accuracy arrays, nine hundred and forty-two swords enchanted with sharpness and durability runes…the list went on. Much of it was ruin-made and while not worthless, wouldn’t command a premium price. Others, like the boots imbued with the ability to walk on any surface, or the throwing knife that would teleport back to the thrower’s hand, were custom-made gear and were where most of the real money was to be made.

There were plenty of low-level auctions going on at all times for just that sort of thing, and plenty of auctioneers ready to take on her commission for a ‘small’ fee. She ended up finding a middleman who promised results with a refund guarantee that also possessed several prestigious certifications and unloaded much of the bulk loot on her. The middleman would run around and sell her payload for a 5% fee. April knew she’d lose far more than that if she tried to navigate the treacherous floors herself, and this way, she could attend the auctions that actually showed promise as a buyer, not a seller.

After that, she stopped by a different middleman to offload most of the houses and spatial items the children had obtained. The houses would take a bit of time to get appraised and sold off at auction, but it would be a large source of credits to translate into more directly usable items. Fortunately, the more numerous spatial items had more static prices per unit of usable space, and it was very nearly painless to sell them to the half-metal spider behind the counter. Spatial rings usable by low Tiers were quite difficult to make, so the rings taken from fallen delvers formed a considerable portion of the final credit tally.

With a mostly-emptied spatial ring and no particularly promising auctions in the near future, April made her way to the skill exchange, now as a buyer. The price of individual skills may have been universal, but the fees associated with getting them weren’t. If she could find a vendor with a given skill in stock, there were far fewer transfer fees involved, and if she could find several of the skills she was looking for as part of a single transaction, so much the better. She may not have come with a massive set of skills that she was tasked to get, but every centicredit she could save was that much more she’d have for the auctions that she had her eye on.

[Shadowstrike], or [Weapon Empowerment DK14-SE] was the first skill she found a good deal on. The vendor she’d tracked down had just gotten a couple from another delver, and so was willing to sell to her for nearly market rate. It created a semi-real illusion of a lengthened blade limned in darkness that could actually cut, and most importantly, carried the enchantments of the underlying blade. Granted, both the copying and the cutting power was lessened due to the quasi-real nature of the projection, but that could be taken care of with some modifications. And if April understood the nature of Matt’s Courtly Warfare boon correctly, he could probably leverage it into projecting the illusion at an angle from the ‘main’ blade, giving him extra flexibility with the skill.

Her next stop was getting medical skills for the team.

[Directed Heal] was technically on her list, but wasn’t actually something she needed to buy, thankfully, as the damn skill was far too expensive. The team had found three shards of it within Minkalla, and while one went to Susanne the other two were earmarked for Liz, one for her inner spirit and one for her outer spirit. She’d passed on them during their initial picking over of loot, but Matt’s ‘abysmal’ mana control made him ill-suited to be a healer, whereas Liz’s blood magic would make her an excellent one. So, she was just keeping the two skill shards unsold and would be presented to the girl along with a pair of other healing skills to get her started as the team’s dedicated healer. Luna was probably planning on literally beating sense into the girl if she kept refusing on principle, but hopefully it wouldn’t come to that.

The first supplementary healing skill for the girl was [Rehydrate], with the hope it would convert to some kind of [Blood Transfusion]. [Medical Scan], meanwhile, was to be her ‘you will become a healer now’ skill and would help Liz become a competent one in years rather than decades. Though by Luna’s standards, it would probably be centuries until she was ‘passable’. But April knew this would make things faster and easier, which justified its insane cost. Especially in the other Great Powers where healing wasn’t free, the skills were always in demand making them sell for a premium at the best of times.

She then got lucky and found a vendor specializing in ice-aspected skills. Why someone would specialize in a specific element for selling, let alone selling said skills for below-market rate, escaped her. But she intended to capitalize on her find. Thanks to the oddly-dressed person clad in full arctic gear that also had ice clinging to its edges, [Glacial Spear], [Meadows of Rime], [Floating Snow], [Polar Beam], [Glacial Strike] and [Sheer Cold] all came off her list. And though the last of those wasn’t strictly on Luna’s list for Aster, it was too perfect a skill to not get for Matt. If it was too perfect for Luna to allow him to use, well, she could live with that; it was a damn good skill not usually seen in the Empire.

Like [Breach], a skill she knew Matt had been eying, [Sheer Cold] was sometimes called a channeled-charge skill, where after an initial cast it could accept more and more mana to strengthen the eventual effect. In [Sheer Cold]’s case, the initial cast created a sphere of ice over the caster, and channeling mana into it caused it to get colder. Once released, it would snap-freeze a wide area, with the initial casting cost determining how large of an area it affected, and the amount of mana channeled in afterwards increasing just how cold it got.

[Glacial Spear] was largely a supersized [Ice Spear], and while its exceptionally long cast time made it impractical to utilize on anything but massive or especially tough targets, it would make an excellent finisher for Aster. Even unmodified, it summoned train-sized chunks of ice and slammed them onto its targets, crushing them and freezing them if its jagged tip didn’t impale them from the start.

[Meadows of Rime] was usually only found in the Clans, Federation, and Republic, but it was still for sale here. The skill wasn’t a terribly popular one due to its lack of protection for allies, but for as long as it was sustained, it would spread a creeping frost centered on the caster, slowing down anyone in the area and freezing the ground and air into razor-sharp points that would cut any inside of it. The slowing effect could be modified to exclude certain targets, but the cutting edges couldn’t. Its resulting lack of popularity mostly balanced out the premium inherent to any Power-restricted skill.

The same couldn’t be said for [Self Movement IC20-TX], also known as [Snowdash] or [Floating Snow On A Windy Frozen Night]. [Floating Snow], as the Empire had named it—which got the idea across just as well in far fewer words, in April’s opinion—was an excellent escape skill. It turned the caster into a flurry of snowflakes, allowing them to drift to a nearby spot before reconstituting back into themselves. The only real downside was the inability to cast any other skills during the five-second transformation, but it was still an invaluable protection against many physical attacks.

[Polar Beam], [Freeze Ray], or [Ranged Attack IC14-EB] was a favorite in both the Corporations and Guilds, with a price to match. The attack bore a few similarities with [Ice Spear], but it didn’t use a physical projectile. Instead, it was a freezing ray that froze a single target solid. Most conventional armor did nothing against the ray, and only those which specifically protected the wearer against cold could stop the attack.

[Glacial Strike] was the last ice skill on her list, an ice meta-skill that would coat the target of whatever skill it was cast alongside with a coat of ice, weighing and slowing them down substantially.

As she was wandering through the crowds, a notification pinged her AI that a set of fire-based natural treasures had sold at auction, helping her recoup some of her losses with the ice skills. She noticed a caped Guild man yelling at a bored-looking teen about skill exchange rates as she wove through an open spot in the crowd, but didn’t stay to watch the debacle, as a pair of armored guards were already on their way to break up the altercation.

Most likely, the brightly-clad man would get a fine and either a warning or an ejection from the trade hall that might last for a few weeks at minimum. The Corporations had very little tolerance for abuse of any sort from either side, especially when it made them look bad, as this current commotion did.

She made it to the first auction that held any promise just as a leaf-bladed growth dagger was sold to a Federation woman with silver lines tracing her cheekbones, and just before the bidding for a ring with a massive diamond set on it began. According to the itinerary and the announcer, the Tier 5 item could store a single spell from either the wearer or another person and release it later. She’d considered it for Liz, but her mild interest quickly fell off as the price rose beyond her discretionary budget for the moment.

That same discretionary budget rose as a notification informed her the kids’ Dew of the Last Dawn natural treasure sold at a separate auction room, but the ring still wasn’t worth the price tag as it swiftly rose through the megacredits. Two Empire shoppers were locked in a bidding war, and it didn’t look like either were about to back down as the price rose beyond anything reasonable.

Eventually, it sold for a truly ridiculous sum, and a pair of clawed gloves with an armor-piercing effect were up next. Again, it was potentially decent for Liz, but not worth joining the bidding war between a bearded Sect man in their ridiculously baggy robes and an anthropomorphic fox only wearing a kilt that confirmed their allegiance to the Monster Collective.

As a Void Blackberry sold in the interim, April set out once again on her quest for new skills. The auctions were ongoing and she had the itinerary up on her [AI], so she could see if anything that might be useful for her team came up.

[Mist Manipulation] and [Steam Manipulation] were some of the final Tier 14 elemental manipulations that Matt didn’t have yet, and they were about as expensive as April had expected. Still, she was a bit annoyed that she’d gotten the former when she did, as the skill dropped a whole two kilocredits in price just a day after her purchase.

She did manage to intercept an ongoing trade between a Federation man with vividly green eyes and a skill vendor, after she overheard the former list [Weapon Empowerment NM14-ES] as one of the shards he was trying to sell. [Heart-Piercing Stab], as she knew it, was a slight improvement to a simple [Mana Thrust], in that it could be directed in other directions after it was cast. And as a skill without an innate mana aspect, it stood a decent chance of surviving the conversion to Liz’s inner spirit. In any case, she managed to buy the skill off the Federation man at market rate, making it a better deal for both of them.

[Like A Reed In Spring] was harder to find a good deal for, and she eventually had to settle for buying it from a skill merchant who didn’t even have it in stock, and had to order up a shard from the grand exchange. Still, the ability to make a polearm shaft flexible was too high on her list to pass up just because she had to pay ‘normal’ rates. A similar fate befell [Scatter Shot], which was basically an earth-aspected volley of [Fireball]s, but at least the Tier 14 skill wasn’t too expensive to begin with.

A bracer capable of summoning a mana-construct elephant finished its auction for a bit less than she’d hoped as she settled into an auction room, but it was still enough to stretch the budget for a couple of natural treasures.

A Mirage Shadow was a treasure earmarked for Aster, and the shimmery, ethereal substance would act as a second mind of sorts when controlling illusions, giving it the benefit of her full attention while requiring no concentration on her part. April got it fairly cheaply after the Corporations woman bidding against her suddenly ran out of the room in a small panic.

A Cinder Heart was for Liz, which would enable her to store and later release flames from her own body. She might not have much use for her Torch persona, but little was not none, and while absorbed, it would provide her with additional defense against ice and cold besides, giving her a bit more of a buffer from the backsplash from Aster’s wide-scale spells.

The Profound Snowflake, which would help Aster in splitting her attention between ice skills, was a harder fight than April had expected, but she’d won out against a Federation woman in red. She lost the first Shimmering Bloodcrystal to a Clans spearman. The crystal would provide a wave of healing proportional to the amount of blood ‘stored’ within, so she felt fortunate that two more were on the docket. She was able to get the second one, letting another Empire shopper acquire the final one.

The Dewdrop Jadechip would turn Matt’s thumbnail green until he reached Tier 15 and could suppress it, but it would aid him in any mana manipulations involving physical contact with the digit. Unfortunately, The Last Gleam of Sunset went out of her allotted budget after two Guild shoppers, a man and a woman in white and black respectively, got into a bidding war. Each of them seemingly was more interested in ensuring the other wouldn’t get it than actually winning the item for themselves. The woman won in the end, and she outright cackled in victory, claimed her winning, then dashed out of the room with the man in hot pursuit.

The Golden Apple of Abador didn’t go over her budget, fortunately, and she happily claimed the fruit and its ability to enhance self-cast healing spells for Liz.

Stygian Gossamer did go a little over budget, but the Monster Collective humanoid bird she’d been facing had bowed out right as she placed her last bid. It would render any part of the body it was draped over and fused with practically invincible, or it could be processed for a universal durability boost. Which way Matt went with was up to him.

The Infinite Diamond was more straightforward in its use, simply boosting the power of neutral-mana skills used by whoever consumed it. Fortunately, it could be ground up into a powder and drunk with water, though missing even a single speck of dust would render the entire treasure useless.

The Crimson Dawnflame was for Liz, a treasure well-known for its use in aiding the bloodline growth and cultivation of phoenixes. While the crestfallen look that appeared on the Monster Collective phoenix she was bidding against each time she raised her own bid nearly persuaded April to just let the poor creature have it, she hardened her heart with the reminder that Luna had sent her to get gear for the kids at any cost. The bird was escorted out after a heart-wrenching cry accompanying its loss for ‘attempted emotional manipulation,’ but that just caused April to want to deck the arrogant Empire man who laughed at its misfortune. She knew she might be being played but it seemed like honest desire and loss from the bird and she could only hope another Dawnflame came up for auction soon so it might get the treasure.

April restrained herself—after shooting the man a glare—well enough to get Aster her Breath of Boreas, which would help the fox further develop her own winter affinity, and she nearly cheered when a Fragment of the Rainbow Bridge appeared in an auction itinerary and that she was able to afford it, her only other contenders being a Corporations man in a white lab coat and a Federation woman wearing an iridescent set of armor.

Unfortunately, it still finished off her ‘natural treasure’ budget, and she moved on as one of her own items, a nugget of heavy iron, came out onto the auction table. She had more skills to buy.

She found a ‘hologram’ store selling illusion skills, and picked up [Illusion Manipulation], [Cast Illusion], and [Afterimage] for Matt and Aster. The first two were a basic part of any illusionist’s kit, enabling them to create and then control illusions, while the third was a Tier 20 version of [Mirror Image] that created an entire series of illusory duplicates in the wake of swift movement. But with [Illusion Manipulation], they could be manipulated into running in different directions and generally causing a ruckus. Aster also got [Illusory Summons], [False Skill], and [Solid Image], letting her create illusions of monsters or cast skills, then provide actual substance to the illusions. They wouldn’t do much damage, but any opponent that didn’t realize they were dealing with something beyond only illusions could still be knocked around.

One of the masterwork suits of armor went through on its auction, giving April a new influx of cash as she tracked down a good vendor for [Diffusion Shield], a defensive skill which was meant to be cast in conjunction with other defensive spells as it spread out the penetrative power of an incoming skill over a larger area. The skill would make it easier for self-regenerating shields, like all of Matt’s defenses, to take on armor-piercing skills. A few modifications would also make it work with outgoing skills, too, and make it even easier for Matt to utterly annihilate weaker enemies. It might not be on Luna’s list, but she bought it, nonetheless.

She bought [Illusory Fang] from the same vendor, after a bit of consideration. Someone must have just sold an absolute mountain of the skill somewhere, because the price crashed while she was watching, and she was able to get it for less than a single kilocredit. It was an illusion skill, which made it decent for Aster, and made a single bite illusionary, dealing no damage in the process. It instead inflicted a fear effect that mostly just discouraged those afflicted from attacking the caster. Not a truly useful skill, but one they expected Aster would get good use out of for practice, if nothing else.

The Iron Bamboo she had up for auction ended up paying out far more than she had anticipated, and with some of the surplus credits, she got Liz [Create Blueprint] and [Whirling Charge]. The former would help with the blood mage’s internal alchemy, letting her conjure up an entire set of ingredients for a potion using her [Blood Copy], without having the real ingredient on hand. If she could get [Library,] that would be even better to pair with the other two, but that was unlikely. The Tier 32 skill was for sale, but it was in such high demand by organizations and immortals with eons worth of data to efficiently store and categorize that the price was well out of her range.

[Whirling Charge], meanwhile, was a short-range dash that shot out a blade of air right ahead of the caster with enough power to either push back or outright cut through some weaker foes, and she seriously hoped that Liz’s Talent would properly convert the skill. A razor-sharp arc of blood leading a rapid charge would leave quite the impression on anyone foolish enough to get in range of the blood mage.

Similarly on the list of ‘skills that they hoped would survive the transition’ was [Will of the Millennium Oak], whose Clans-exclusive status and generally desirable effect of rooting the caster to the ground in exchange for enhanced vitality, durability, and mana regeneration made it her most expensive skill purchase yet. It was to the point where she wondered if Luna was betting too much on it surviving the conversion, and if the manager should refund Liz if it ended up breaking.

April was more confident in her next two purchases, [Inventory] and [Hypertension], as ways that Liz might be able to partially offset the loss of her glove. The former was a reserved skill that would ideally enable Liz to keep a mass of blood in a dimensional storage space that would hopefully still count as a part of her, as the glove once did. The latter was already a Tier 26 blood skill—with a price tag to match—which compressed more blood into the same space. Most people used it to give them additional energy and resistance to bleeding out, but Liz would be able to leverage it into more blood for her reserved blood skills, her alchemy, and more.

As far as movement skills went, April barely made it to the auction for a [Cracked Air Slide] that sacrificed cost for better speed and cooldown. Matt wouldn’t care at all about the mostly nominal increase in mana cost but would be interested in skating across the ground with the wind at his back at high speeds in the middle of a fight.

She ended up in a bidding war with a young Corporations man who looked like he’d quite recently come out of Minkalla himself over the skill. But she had credits to spare thanks to a bulk sale of lightning-enchanted spears that had just gone through, and once it reached nineteen percent over market value, he backed out. He was a lot more insistent about the subsequent [Tailwind] that empowered all wind spells cast in the area, in addition to its normal effects, albeit for a double mana price. April eventually let him have that one at two and a half times the normal sale price of the skill.

An array of cracked skills that she didn’t care for were up next—a [Cracked Shadow Dagger] that both had a decreased mana cost and could be applied to larger blades without losing potency, a [Cracked Puddle Jumper] that worked on water instead of air for a single-digit mana cost, a [Cracked Rain of Fire] that lingered for hours post-casting, a [Cracked Venom Strike] which transferred lost coordination to the caster, a [Cracked Firebolt] that was more of a siege-class spell than anything practical for delving…

Eventually, [Cracked Shatter], the skill she had her eye on, came up for bidding. This version of the ice-aspected skill, instead of simply breaking ice, detonated it, creating a frozen fragmentary grenade of whatever it targeted. She actually got into a three way bid for that, but she eventually outbid both the Clans man in yellow and Republic woman in a black coat, securing it for herself. Either Aster or Matt could use that skill, and she knew it was worth the sky high price she paid for it.

After leaving the auction, she picked up a non-cracked [Tailwind] to compensate for the cracked variant she didn’t purchase, and from the same vendor—an eager evolved wolf quite willing to make small talk—a [Dispelling Wind], two [Air Body]s and a [Water Body].

That left a single skill remaining on her list- [Dispelling Edge], a simple skill that helped the user cut through a skill and dispel it harmlessly instead of, for example, detonating a fireball. She sent a message to Jeremiah asking if he’d found a good seller, but he replied that he’d gotten a Cracked variant earlier in the week. As such, he hadn’t bothered looking for a good source for the skill. He did send her a list of weapon skill vendors, and April eventually settled on the third person in the list, after the first two stated they were saving their supplies for a projected price increase. She couldn’t imagine why, as the skill was already the second most-expensive one she’d bought this trip. Did they really need to wait for a few more kilocredits?

After she had checked off most of the combat items she had on her list, April made her way over to the crafting and utility item vendor sections. The items they sold may have been less directly combative, though that seemingly didn’t reflect in the attitudes of the people buying there. From what she could see, there didn’t seem to be any actual fighting, but a dwarf woman was screaming at a man until she was red in the face over what seemed to be a substandard grade of copper, and a pair of armadillo men were arguing furiously about some minutia of enchanting that nobody else seemed to care about.

Not wanting to engage with that at the moment, April stepped into a small venue for home goods, and quickly parsed through what was on offer with her [AI]. Three copies of the “homemaker bundle” went into her virtual shopping basket, a collection of skills aimed at making domestic life easy. They were made up of a handful of skills for cleaning, massaging, and generally translating small amounts of mana into a basic but useful task, all for a fairly reasonable price. They had been pushing themselves hard for years now, and they all deserved a taste of the finer things in life.

Also, if she had to watch Matt manually manipulating water and soap to clean the floors one more time, she would drag him to the nearest skill vendor herself so he could get the proper tool for the job. They had too much money not to pay for small luxuries. With that in mind, she put some wheels of good cheese, wine, tea, and coffee into her basket before finalizing the purchase and moving to the next area, casting only a brief glance at two Sect men, one in pure white robes and the other in a red and gold outfit, locked in a shouting match about their ‘honor’ and respective families.

In the enchanting area, the number of databases for sale was staggering, covering fields as disparate as civil engineering and veterinary care. She added a number of Tier 15 and under rune catalogs to her slate of things to get for Matt, but her attention was drawn to some of the Sect modification scrolls that somehow hadn’t been bought out by the Sects themselves. That was quite the find, and she homed in on a scroll for modifying [Analyze] before bringing it up to the merchant with the cybernetic eyes.

April listened patiently as the woman talked about how the scroll would describe how to modify [Analyze] into an enchanting workhorse, giving incredible detail on the mana flows within an object, but she had to prevent herself from cackling as the merchant continued to say how the first stage of the modification would drastically increase the maximum cost to nearly nine thousand mana per use. Yes, for a normal enchanter, that was quite the drawback, but she happened to know someone who wouldn’t mind that tradeoff. Keeping her face steady, she haggled the woman down to throwing in a few enchanting skills at a discounted price to make up for the shortcomings of the skill modification, before finalizing the deal and walking out feeling like a bandit.

Her next few stops were uneventful, and she was able to translate a portion of her remaining credits into a variety of skills and tools for potions, cooking, and resource collection. Nothing terribly exciting, but the suite of skills would give them a better basis for taking their crafts to the next level.

With that taken care of, April made her way to the main auction room. Unlike most of the auxiliary auction rooms, which she’d been visiting throughout her time at the moon, this one was reserved for the biggest-ticket items, was held once every three months, and always had the best stuff. Fortunately, most of her auctioned items had either already sold or were slated to appear during this auction.

That latter data point earned a smile from her, and she opened up the ‘Review Me’ page of the auctioneer she’d hired and gave him a five-pointed star. She had plenty of money, and most of her shopping was already done.

If there was anything excellent for her charges, she’d be able to afford it.

She settled into the auction floor, finding a booth toward the middle of the rows of chairs. Strolling onto the stage was a man wearing a shiny silver bodysuit with the MinkallAuctions logo on each arm and on his chest, like some kind of parody of the Guild woman seated next to her.

“Goooood evening, ladies and gentlemen, noble beasts, and mighty dwarves! I am Erik Voltax, and I will be your presenter and auctioneer for this auction, brought to you by MinkallAuctions: your one stop shop for the grandest treasures the Forge has to offer! We have a wonderful selection of items for you this month, courtesy of the first waves of delvers emerging victorious from the depths of Minkalla! If you haven’t already been able to download the bulletin for today’s auction, please see an attendant! They will be happy to help you with any problems you may have. As always, we ask that you restrict your sphere of awareness to just your booths. A full, detailed breakdown for every item on sale is linked through your bulletin, and if you have any concerns about the veracity of the items you purchase here today, please contact the customer support line, whose contact information may also be found in the bulletin. And just as a reminder, all bids are final and you will be expected to settle your bill before leaving. As a courtesy notice, our lovely neighbors are often surprised at the conversion rates we offer for foreign currency, and we encourage you to check them and ensure you possess sufficient Corporation Credits before placing your bid. For more details, see our customer disclaimer which can, once again, be found linked to the auction bulletin.”

With a clap, the lights around them cut off—pure showmanship, as anyone here and with the funds to buy anything would be able to see in the dark as though it were bright sunlight—and spotlights illuminated the stage as a podium rose from the ground.

“We will begin our auction tonight with a Tier 14 void bracer, capable of sending out a Void Bubble Shield, currently cataloged as [Bubble Shield NM8-FF-CVZ1079]. It’s mana hungry but serves as a nigh-impenetrable shield around the caster. Bidding will begin at one megacredit. Perfect if you have a loved one thinking about heading into Minkalla in the near future.”

It wasn’t useful to her, so April leaned back and watched the opening bids fly. Nothing appealed to her that much in this first wave of items, as they were all Tier 14 items primarily aimed at incoming teams trying to get the best gear they could before entering Minkalla, but it was still useful to gauge the mood of the crowd.

It didn’t take long before her first item for sale here appeared onstage, a Tier 14 mace with an extension enchantment on the haft that could extend out to a full seven meters, and an enchantment that empowered any metal-aspected skills cast through the weapon by thirty percent, or twice that if they were also delivered by the weapon.

She had other items that came through and were sold, each adding a tidy sum to her credit account, but it wasn’t until the natural treasures started coming out that she really started paying attention again. The first item on the docket was certainly starting off strong and sent murmurs through the crowd despite the muffling enchantments liberally lining the booths.

A Leaf of Eternity.

The natural treasure was one that could grant the digester an extra two thousand years of lifespan and represented a chance for many of the desperates to avoid Minkalla altogether by outright tripling their lifespan.

The bids eventually settled on a truly astronomical number, well beyond her total proceeds thus far. Her own natural treasures didn’t sell for nearly as much when they came up, though the Deep Prismatic Agate was a clear forerunner in that respect. It single-handedly managed to cover the cost of any two or even three of the natural treasures she’d bought earlier.

Eventually, the growth items took the stage. There were a couple clearly from Minkalla, sitting at Tier 14 already, but most were imports from outside the system, as seen by their lower starting Tiers. They were ready for bonding to either rich delvers who just exited, or rich delvers who wanted to place a finger on the scales of fate and choose at least one item they could take into the depths with them.

The first promising item was a chain mail shirt that increased the power of all elemental transformation skills—[Body], [Form], and [Spirit]—and while the price swiftly grew past what April was willing to pay, now she was on the hunt.

A growth shield that could be mentally controlled as though affected by an animation spell caught April’s eye, and she put in a few eager bids before calming herself. Liz had used a shield toward the end of Minkalla, yes, but that was in large part due to her missing arm, and April didn’t want to affect the girl’s fighting style in such a dramatic way as to introduce an entirely new tool to her arsenal. Fortunately, she was quickly outbid by a green-bearded dwarf and so didn’t need to deal with Luna’s displeasure at bringing back an ill-suited growth item.

She could have justified the item at the bargain bin price, but not anything above that.

A torch that could freeze fire spells cast through it to form the head of a mace caught her eye, as did an icicle-wand which drastically increased the control the caster had of a skill post-usage. A growth pendant which improved all bloodline powers sparked an incredibly fierce bidding war, until it was eventually won by a dragon five rows in front of April after he tripled the latest bid alongside a show of force.

He’d flared his presence for a brief moment, showing off his Tier 40 status as he raised his bid, blatantly breaking the rules of the auction. Despite Erik giving an extra-long opportunity for anyone to outbid the dragon, none took up the offer, and the dragon won his prize, much to the obvious displeasure of the crowd. April could practically feel the smug aura the dragon was exuding, even as a pair of Tier 42 guards showed up to escort him out. He’d received the item, but April couldn’t help but wonder if he’d still be smiling after he paid whatever fines were levied against him, and he’d learned how long the ban from the Corporations would last.

Judging by his attitude, he might not even care.

That had led to some discontented muttering from the crowd as well, leaving a bit of a darkened mood across the auction hall. It also prompted a couple other high Tier 30s and low Tier 40s to try their luck as well, but they made the mistake of not also raising the bid by an incredible amount and wound up being escorted out the moment the bid was raised again. In one notable instance, they didn’t even wait for the bid to be re-raised, instead force-marching the loudly complaining Guild man out the door, ignoring his shouts about how they ‘hadn’t seen the last of Doctor Impossible (the second)!’

That raised everyone’s mood a couple notches.

Then, she saw her prize. It was a staff, long and largely unadorned, made of some unidentified dark wood. It enabled the caster to control any of the four level one elements—Fire, Water, Earth, and Air—with any manipulation skill the caster had, even those of higher-level elements. It would be relatively easy to get a Talented crafter to affix a spearhead to it, and while the spearhead wouldn’t be growth, the staff’s effect would.

Even some kinesis skills would work if the original and resulting elements were similar enough. The example given was utilizing metal skills with earth affinity, but April already knew what it would be perfect for. It would allow Liz to control water or even air with all of her blood skills, utilizing her masterful kinesis abilities on a substantially more abundant element: something very important now that she’d lost her glove and accompanying blood reservoir.

On top of that, it would empower Torch a truly incredible amount, giving Liz a substantial boost compared to using [Fire Manipulation] in her outer spirit. Granted, between the lack of the young phoenix’s bloodline not properly applying to [Blood Manipulation], even if it was controlling fire, and the inherent inefficiency to the staff, it would ‘only’ be more of a two to three times multiplier all told. But it was still an incredible boost to her versatility. Even if she didn’t want it, and chose to delve exclusively into blood magic, Aster and even Matt could benefit from the incredible versatility the staff offered. It would transform an elemental specialist into an omnielemental specialist, and that was no mean feat, particularly as they began building their Intents.

Bidding was fierce, as she expected, but April had money to spare, as the mountain of loot her kids had brought out of Minkalla translated into pure credits. Even as the price rose, and rose, and rose, she matched and outbid every other contender. The Sect woman in multicolored robes, the red dragon in golden Clan armor, the stern-looking woman in Federation military garb, they all challenged her and lost.

It might have been the kids’ money she was spending, but she felt invigorated by her victory.

Still, it took nearly everything she had left, with only enough for a Tier 20 skill and two Tier 8 skills with her spare change, to be exchanged on the Empire market for contribution points, but she had won.

Now, she just needed to return to Luna and see if she had passed this test.
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Matt slowly flexed, carefully controlling his motion as he pushed the weight off his chest. The fairly substantial difference in proprioception and strength between Tier 11 and Tier 13 was on full display, both allowing him to lift substantially more weight and feel each individual muscle fiber twitch and tense. The net effect was almost meditative and aided him in relaxing.

He wasn’t lifting anything heavy for his new cultivation or even trying to get a good workout. Rather, he was just trying to stretch his unused muscles a little before his date with Liz.

The two of them were now mobile, and with their newfound freedom, they had decided to do something nice for themselves.

The planet they were convalescing on was only Tier 15, but that was high enough to have a wealth of activities to keep them occupied for a single day, so long as they stood in the main travel-hub city.

Being a Tier 15 planet, it had a burgeoning population through both growth and immigration, but as the planet was relatively new, the largest city only housed a few dozen million people. The entire planet was Awakened, of course, assuming they were at least teenagers, and nearly half were in the Tier 12 to 15 range, like them.

Once Matt finished his set, he wiped off the bench he was using, waved goodbye to Susanne as she stretched for her own warm up, and then left to shower.

His prosthetic leg made a clicking sound as he walked through the halls of Luna’s house, which reminded him that he still had at least another week with the false appendage. Honestly, he didn’t even mind it that much after his AI had learned to properly integrate its assistive controls with his normal walking gait; the relevant software simply wasn’t compatible with his barebones researcher AI. His pseudo-skill had developed in a manner completely alien to the established programs, so there was an adjustment period. Nearly stumbling every time he took a step had not been a fun learning process, especially with Aster laughing at him with every pace.

Liz was still getting ready after he put on one of his nicer sets of clothes, so he went to bother Aster. His bond was doing what she had been for the last three hours or so, playing with her newest ice cream maker.

The thing was gargantuan and took up an entire room in her new house. A house which Matt now suspected she had only wanted in order to keep all of her ice cream making equipment set up permanently.

Not that Matt minded her using it in their shared home, of course. But unless she wanted to make her igloo in the living room her permanent abode, it was just too small for something like her ice cream maker to not be put away after each use.

As he walked in, her ears flicked to tell him he was noticed, but she didn’t turn her full attention away from the small glass viewing port. Aster had originally been annoyed when Luna said it wasn’t worth it for her to get a prosthetic tail, but fervent arguing had changed almost instantly to wholehearted agreement after she’d seen the tails on offer. Matt had jokingly suggested they tape a feather duster to her hindquarters, which had only gotten him a sniff and a comment that ‘at least it would be fluffy.’

Scratching her ears, he leaned down and looked inside to try and see what the flavor of ice cream would be. It looked like a dark purple mess, which told him very little.

“What’s this one?”

Aster wilted slightly. “Test four of my Berry Surprise. The flavors are getting too mixed, but I want it to be more unique than just vanilla ice cream with chunks of berry inside. I just haven’t been able to get the flavors to stay distinct.”

Checking the fridge, he found the other three test bowls and stole a bite from each. “Yeah, two was the best, but it’s more that the chaos it made tasted good than anything else. It’s definitely not what you’re going for.”

As her next concoction pushed itself out of the mixing chamber and into a bowl, Matt stole a spoonful and let the ice cream melt in his mouth.

“Peaches? Doesn’t seem to fit the berry theme. It’s good though.”

Aster shrugged as she licked up her own taste test. “I thought it might help balance things out.”

While Matt liked the ice cream, it still didn’t quite scream ‘berry surprise’, so he wasn’t exactly shocked that she put it away. Instead of letting her return to her ice cream science, he asked one more time, “Want anything from when Liz and I are out?”

Aster rolled her eyes. “No, nothing food related will last long enough, and Susanne and I are going to go see a movie in a few hours.”

That was a new plan he hadn’t heard about, so he asked, “Which one?”

Aster squinted at him. “The scary one you didn’t want to see.”

“I like scary movies. I like slasher movies. I don’t like suspense movies. There’s a difference. I’m not scared of a movie.”

Aster rolled her eyes yet again. “Sure there is, scaredy-rabbit.”

The two of them bickered until Liz came in and they caught a cab to the train station.

The hospital they were at was more of a long term care facility aimed at dealing with delvers’ injuries and other patients with long healing cooldowns, so it was on the outskirts of the city. There was plenty of room for everyone to put down their own portable house or rent one of the accessibility made apartments. The hospital was still technically in the city though, and the train stopped six times an hour on its loop through the outer boroughs from their stop. Afterwards, they could transfer to the tram that would take them downtown.

Frankly, with their cultivation, the two of them could have flown or even run to the city faster than the train could take them there, but they had been warned against that decades ago by Travis and Keith, and then every other member of Liz’s family. Part of it was so they didn’t fall into the habit of expecting everyone else to move at high Tier speeds, but another part of it was so they could enjoy the little moments together.

Matt hadn’t really understood that until after they had exited Minkalla. They had spent a year with people of a similar or higher Tier fighting, moving, talking, and thinking at those high Tier speeds, only to stop by a Tier 2 planet where practically no one was stronger than Tier 3.

It had taken a considerable effort for Matt to control his perception of time, and furthermore, his expectations of others. Watching a Tier 1 woman pouring him some tea had taken so long, he had been tempted to do it for her, which caught him off guard enough to snap him out of it.

Talking to Luna, he had only gotten an eye roll in return. “How do you think I feel with you kids? I could take naps with how slowly you talk. Just suppress your mind and sense cultivation a little. You don’t need to suppress it too much, even a bit will help cut the edge off. Eventually, you’ll be able to automatically adjust it on the fly, depending on who you’re talking to. If you don’t, you’ll lose your mind talking to people of a significantly lower Tier than you. How you distribute your cultivation is also exacerbating the problem slightly, and your rapid advancement makes it even more obvious.”

A slow blink told Matt everything he needed to know. Luna was dealing with a larger differential with him than he was dealing with a Tier 1, and if he was going to complain about that, she was going to complain about him.

That conversation had sent Matt on an information gathering spree, and after reading the accounts of others, he realized that he wasn’t alone and that Luna’s advice was the only practical answer.

One person had proposed high Tier only cities and such, but that was just being Tierist with a different coat of paint. After seeing how the Seven Suns Vassal kingdom had treated their low Tiers, it wasn’t something Matt ever wanted to be a part of.

That also had him realizing the advice of enjoying each other’s company and the slow moments that everyone in Liz’s family had given them wasn’t just about enjoying the time where he and Liz just lounged around together or did something inconsequential together. No, it was also telling them to literally slow down and act like mortals. There was no reason they needed to complete a date in fifteen minutes, just because they could. They may not have been immortal yet, but it was only a matter of time. They had eternity, why would they rush?

Even Mara and Leon, at Tier 48, had eaten together at mortal speeds when they were just dining by themselves.

So the two of them went about their date like mortals riding a train, instead of just speeding through the boring bits. In doing so, Matt had to agree it was nice to just sit with Liz and watch the city slowly draw closer as they commented on their surroundings.

“I like that park. The light features must look spectacular at night.”

Matt agreed with Liz’s comments. “We should stop by on our way home. Could be fun. I haven’t been to a light garden in forever. Well, actually⁠—”

Liz interrupted him with a snort. “No, the rift with light monsters and trees doesn’t count.”

Matt gasped in mock horror. “It most certainly does! It had trees and lights together. That’s the ingredients for a light garden!”

“Light gardens don’t try to eat you.”

“Only the boring ones. Ah, what if it’s a haunted light garden. Then eating you would be part of the fun.”

“No way. That definitely doesn’t count. Oh, an ice skating rink. Now that sounds different. We should get Aster and Susanne to come with us to a rink in the next few days. That could be really fun.”

Matt snorted. “I wonder if Aster still remembers that time she flooded the hotel bathroom trying to make herself an ice rink after she found out what they were.”

“I bet…she does, but she denies it wholeheartedly.”

“I am not taking that bet.”

“Oh really,” Liz assessed him, then tapped her lip with her fingers, “Even if the stakes are…”

She pulled him close and whispered in his ear.

“You know what, I think I will take that bet,” he shot back. He was pretty sure he could force the truth out of his bond one way or another.

Liz winked at him. “Hmm. Oh, I wonder if we can get Susanne to try and do her sword peg-leg while on the ice rink?”

“…What?” Matt cocked his head as he asked, feeling like Aster.

“Well remember at the end of…our last delve? When she replaced her lower leg with her sword?”

“Where are you going with this?”

“Well, I wonder if she can change the angle of the blade she sticks out of her. Think she could make herself Concept ice-skates?”

As Matt thought about it he asked, “Would that even work with her prosthetic?”

“Hmmm. Well, if it doesn’t, that just means she needs to take it off for a few minutes.”

“Liz, that will definitely get us kicked out.” He paused before he grinned and added, “We have to get her to do it right before we leave.”

Their conversation flowed from one topic to the next until they reached the city center and entered the bustling heart of the city. Matt knew he shouldn’t be, but he was always surprised at how cities could look so different but feel so similar.

The city he grew up in had the same atmosphere as this one did, hundreds of planets away, several Tiers lower, a different architectural style, and decades newer. Despite all those differences, it felt the same.

Liz leaned in and whispered, “You know, I almost feel bad for this planet. It’s not a rough Tier to be at, but with its location…”

Matt agreed.

Normally, a Tier 15 planet would be packed to the brim with people wanting to break through to immortality, and by all accounts, this one should have been the same way. It almost had been as well. This region of the Empire was fairly new, having only been settled a few thousand years ago, and this planet had been the highest Tier one found in the expansion. But right as the place was starting to be settled, another Tier 18 planet had been found and tethered to this one, rendering it a forgotten backwater to the much more desirable neighbor.

That didn’t mean the planet wasn’t good or desirable. After all, it had dozens of times more people than his homeworld Lilly had, last he checked, but it was clearly outshone and nearly forgotten.

For all those faults, it was an idyllic planet for mortals who weren’t in a rush to advance, which resulted in all three transport cities being as built up as any other city. Higher Tiers had a relative abundance of wealth and no need to spend it on anything but what they truly wanted, which inevitably brought in the mortals looking for opportunities and advantages.

After walking through the city, they stopped at a jewelry store to look around, where Liz ended up getting a new pair of earrings that she felt fit better with her dress.

As she did so, Matt looked over the ‘exchange’ gifts. Rings, bracelets, earrings, daggers, and more lined the shelves in every color, metal, and shape imaginable.

There were as many customs in the Empire as there were planets, but most modern weddings involved the exchange of something between spouses, or multiple things. Daggers had been coming back into favor over the past few centuries, but many couples who did so also included some form of shared mark to signify their bond that was less likely to be lost than weapons. Besides, mundane weapons would be out-Tiered eventually, and an insignia would be worn more often than a dagger. A matching lock of hair, tattoos, birthmarks, rings, necklaces, even eye colors had all been used as a way to signify one’s marital status.

Matt was inspecting the design of a silver, gold, and platinum weave ring when Liz came up to him and butt bumped him.

“See anything you like?”

Her smirk told him she knew what he was looking at, but he wasn’t embarrassed. It wasn’t like they’d avoided the topic of marriage, and this was all part of the process.

“I did, in fact, see something I liked.” He pulled her in for a kiss. “You.”

She returned the kiss, then pulled away. “Okay, but seriously.”

“Well, those earrings look good on you. They do match your dress.”

Liz tucked a lock of her hair behind an ear and struck a pose for a moment before laughing and heading for the door.

“We’ve talked a lot about getting married, but we never really discussed getting a wearable for it.”

Liz looked at her hand, its slightly flushed hue the only sign it had been regrown just a few days prior and sighed. “Speaking of which, we need to get my ring regrown sooner rather than later, which means a trip to the next world over.”

Matt hooked her arm and only nodded. They had already tried to see if they could find the item their paired rings needed to regrow from the chipped bits of his own, to no avail. He’d already repaired his mana-aspecting ring and upgraded it to Tier 12, thanks to a higher Tier Liquid Obsidian Drop a local auction house had in stock, which had helped put a part of his mind to rest.

Liz continued, “I’ve been thinking about that anyway. I think our rings are perfect for our daily wear and act as a good set of engagement rings. I already know the dagger I’m getting you.” Her smile was evil and made Matt start to wonder. He personally had no idea on what to give her for a dagger. Its shape wasn’t a problem, but the material most certainly was.

He didn’t even know what Liz would be getting for himself, let alone have an idea for her.

“I don’t have a clue. Everything seems too cliché or impractical.”

“Oh, you don’t?” Liz mock gasped and leaned back as if she was swooning. “I’m heartbroken and devastated. How ever shall I recover?”

Matt smirked and offered, “A box seat to see The Bird?”

Liz popped back upright and laughed. “All better! Oh, did you get the charcuterie board package? I know we mentioned it, but I don’t remember if you got it or not.”

“Of course I got it. I wanted to try it as well. They said they even have a few imported wines from East Flower itself.”

The two of them then hurried to the opera house, where they were led to their seats and they settled in to watch the performance. They spent the next three hours laughing along with the routine until the end, where the titular bird finally was able to escape and return to its forest home.

Matt made a note to see what Mara had to say about the play when he saw her next. If he didn’t know better, he might have thought the whimsical bird was Mara, but the story was far, far older than she was, so it didn’t check out.

Beyond that, he was more than impressed with the cast and crew’s ability to weave their spells into the play without damaging anything. They all very obviously had better control over their manipulation skills than he did before his rapid doubling of his mana pool, even rivaling Liz in their flame-dances.

Floating lights illuminated the park surrounding the theater, bringing light to the pathways as they wound around, over, and under fish-filled streams and ponds. They found their way to a higher-Tier establishment, allowing them to let their cultivation loose and dance without worrying they might hurt someone who wandered a bit too close, or accidentally crash through the wall when sitting down.

They ordered a lavish, nine-course meal at a Tier 13 restaurant behind a waterfall, with Matt only getting a little distracted by the enchantments keeping the roaring water silenced and away from the patrons. The food was delicious, far beyond anything Matt could make in this life, and left them stuffed and tipsy by the end of it.

Careful balancing of their cultivation suppression kept them functional enough to stumble into a hailed cab, though they giggled the entire flight home and during the subsequent scramble to their bed, only stopping when they fell asleep in one another’s arms.
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“Domains are one of your most important tools as cultivators,” Carol began. “They’re the most flexible tool in your arsenal and can do damn near anything. Not everything, of course, but anything. What you can do can be expanded by training, and while the further you push your Domain the less effective it is, there are a few things which any Domain can do, even if you only have a Concept. Flight, for example, can be accomplished with even an internal Concept, though most people wait until they have an Intent. It just requires a slightly different frame of mind. And this kinda stuff is what I excel at teaching.”

The blonde manager then picked up a ball and dropped it from one hand to the other.

“Space, and by that I mean real space and chaotic space, can be visualized like a fabric. Everything is moving along it like an image on a 2D plane.”

Saying that, she brought out a sheet embossed with a grid, then dropped the ball in front of it.

“Everything moves through each square as it normally should.”

Matt nodded, as it made sense and fit with everything he knew of physics and such.

Carol then said, “But a Domain is your bit of the Realm, and you can tell it to do whatever you want. It’s the place where you hold ultimate dominion, and the only thing stopping you is how much you can twist and bend reality to your whim.

She pointed to Matt and Susanne. “How do you two move faster than the air around you, without causing a sonic boom?”

Matt nodded to Susanne, letting her speak first. “I cut through the air with my Concept like it’s my sword. It’s a smooth blade that isn’t affected by wind resistance.”

At Carol’s nod, Matt explained, “I zipper the air around me, making a bubble of no air resistance around me.”

“Those are two common methods, with Matt’s method being the most common, thanks to how general it is. If you can do it to air, why can’t you do it to space?”

After checking their expressions, Carol continued, “There are a few ways to think about this, but they all have basically the same effect, in practice. The first is to choose a point over there, and to pull it over here, then release.”

Carol demonstrated by dropping her ball again, but this time, it simply appeared at the bottom of the sheet rather than falling the intervening distance.

“The second way is by taking the intervening space and compressing it. Think of it as making a tunnel through space, which is shorter than going the long way.”

This time, when she dropped the ball, it still fell the intervening distance, but it did so much faster than the first time. It warped light and the blanket’s grid around it but had an even slower speed at the end of the fall. She nodded to Susanne. “The third way is to visualize ‘cutting’ the intervening space out, where you strike at a point out of your reach with a weapon, then insist that you were in reach for your strike. It’s a bit harder to visualize with a ball, but I’ll do my best.”

This time, the ball itself seemed to stretch out as she dropped it, with the front of the sphere falling at a much faster rate than normal, until it hit the ground, at which point it was instantly a perfect sphere again.

“That leads us to the fourth method. Essentially, it involves visualizing yourself as the center of the universe, completely unmoving. Where you are, is where the universe is. Now, the universe also exists somewhere else, but because you are where the universe exists, you must be over there as well.”

This time, when the ball dropped, for a split-second Matt could see the ball both falling through the air and resting on the ground, before it settled on the ground.

“As you can probably guess, this technique can also be utilized when learning how to create Concept clones.

“The fifth method, and the last one I’m going to cover for now, is by dissociating yourself from your body, and instead saying you are your Domain. Thus, wherever your Domain is it’s a place where you already are, and all you need to do is choose where in your Domain you manifest.”

When she dropped the ball this time, it seemed to expand into an image of vague ball-ness, inflating past any physical existence and passing through the space in front of the blanket as it grew and then shrank, now on the floor.

“Now, all these methods—and a thousand and one other ways to think about it—all have fundamentally the same effect. You compress space between yourself and some other place, whether partially or until they fully overlap. Then, you release your control and simply stay in your new location.”

Carol gestured at Liz. “Methods four and five will also help you with learning to fly without picking yourself up by your blood. Your Domain is internal, so it’s very tied to your presence. By establishing yourself as the center of the universe, you can decree that the center of the universe ought to be in the air. Or, you can decide that your Domain, and thus you, manifests itself unbound by gravity. There’s as many ways to do it as there are cultivators, but those two are some of the most consistent starting points.”

Carol then went on to have each of them try to do one of the methods she previously explained, with Luna appearing from nowhere to add her own advice.

Susanne was familiar with the lecture, having received a full course on Concept usage between the tournament and Minkalla, and was the most skilled of the four of them by far. However, that just meant Carol had her practicing without using her sword, and that was proving to be an incredible obstacle for the swordswoman, unable to warp space by so much as an inch.

Aster struggled with the entire idea of shrinking space, as she was so used to using her ice and icy thoughts to lock down space that it took her almost an hour to even get her Concept to grip space.

Oddly enough, once she did get that initial grasp over space, she had the first actual use of her Concept to shorten space.

Sort of.

Aster called it ice skating and was able to speed herself up by believing the world was slippery like wet ice, but she wasn’t able to do anything more than accelerate.

Liz, on the other hand, was on step zero, and was working with Luna to try and figure out how to fly with just her Concept.

With the mental image that the world itself was shifting around her, she was able to almost hover for a few moments, but she struggled to take it beyond that.

Carol praised her efforts, but Luna only huffed that it was to be expected, which made Matt smile.

That was Luna.

Even when she first introduced herself and was teaching them how to control skills after casting without manipulation spells, she expected nothing but the best from them, which meant they only ever really got praised for their efforts rather than results.

At first, Matt thought that was mean of her, but with hindsight and age, he appreciated that she didn’t really care how good they were at any specific thing, so long as they were actively improving themselves.

Closing his eyes and meditating, Matt tried to feel the space around him like he did air.

When he learned to zipper the air around him, he first needed to be slowed down from moving too quickly by the air resistance. Once he had a good feeling of that resistance, it had been fairly easy to learn to stop that same feeling.

The visual of parting the air in front of him while mending it behind had come from his early attempts, where he created gale force winds in his wake by not controlling the turbulence his passage generated.

At first, having to close the air back up to a still form had made his work dozens of times more difficult, but as he got used to it, even that had become second nature.

He felt like this just needed something similar.

With his eyes still closed, he waved his hand through the space in front of him, relying on his proprioception to feel his hand moving through the distance in front of him.

It moved in a steady arc, not skipping any of the intervening distance.

After a few more failed attempts, he opened his eyes to see amethyst-like purple eyes staring at him with their noses almost touching.

Jerking back, Matt yelped as Carol laughed and pulled away.

“I was wondering how long you would sit there for.”

Matt scrambled to his feet and looked around, seeing the sun was almost set and everyone else was gone.

Carol explained, “Everyone else went inside an hour or so ago. Started to get headaches, and we don’t want you guys pushing too hard, but your little nap wasn’t hurting yourself, so we left you to it.”

Matt brushed himself off and ignored Carol’s comment about taking a nap to ask her a question of his own.

“How do you feel space? When I started zippering the air, it was because the air was slowing me down. Resisting that seemed natural, easy…a normal extension of my powers.”

Carol nodded and slung an arm around Matt’s shoulder.

He thought she was being friendly but soon realized she was trying to give him an example as she guided him around the small lawn. Her arm was like a vice he couldn’t escape from, while her spirit was like a blanket smothering him and making it hard to breathe.

He could still walk, in fact he had to walk as Carol guided him, but like a man desperate for air, her guiding wasn’t what he needed. He needed to break free and threw his Concept at her and her own Domain.

He felt like a single ant trying to move a tree, but as she backed her Domain off him, he felt like he might have understood something.

As she let him stumble free, he spun on his prosthetic leg to balance himself.

After taking a deep breath, he thanked her. “I think that helped. I’m not entirely sure, but I think I felt something there.”

Carol laughed. “When you manage it, you can buy me a drink. Until then, don’t get your hopes up. I’ll reiterate the speech I gave the others when they finished up. We are teaching you this not because you are ready to learn it, but because your bodies are still healing, and there’s no reason to let you stay too idle. This is good to learn, but no one expects you to learn it today, or even this decade. If you figure it out before you get off The Path, I’ll be surprised. Also note it’s something that becoming higher-tier won’t help you with, not these initial steps at least.”

Matt nodded and went inside to join the other three for dinner and a conversation about what they learned today but couldn’t help shake the feeling that he really had felt something.

A week later, when he was getting his prosthetic leg removed and his own regrown, he felt like he understood the sensation, and when the surgery was over, he rushed over to Carol and Luna so he could try his process out.

It took him a few attempts to fall into the mindset he had had in the hospital, but when he did, he waved his hand in front of himself, felt his conception with his Domain, and pushed.

Except instead of speeding up as his Concept shortened the space around his hand, it slowed down and seemed to travel more distance than was actually there.

Luna rubbed her face with her paw while Carol outright laughed and said, “Well, now you just need to learn how to do the opposite of that. I was almost ready to call you a genius. Glad you proved me wrong.”
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Matt and Luna stood in the Tier 10 rift as he flexed his 5,120 mana pool all on [Earth Manipulation].

The ground seemed to flow as he pushed the skill to do as he commanded, and more like water than stone and dirt, the landscape around them rose up and rushed forward.

Observing the damage and destruction with his spiritual sense, Matt whistled even as he shunted the essence that rushed into him from the many, many monsters he had killed back into the air for the rift to reabsorb it.

He didn’t want or need Tier 10 essence mingling in with his cultivation core, and that wasn’t their purpose here anyway.

Luna, in her cat form, jumped up to his shoulder and said, “Your range has improved, but that’s just from the doubling of mana and the Tier up. It’s 8.3% less than it should be, and it shows how the inefficiency is hurting you.”

She nodded and flicked the back of his head with her tail. It actually stung like someone had flicked him with their finger. All in all, it was a reminder that she was at least Tier 40 with power well beyond his comprehension.

And really, it wasn’t his fault. He was so used to Aster riding in his backpack that reaching up and scratching something fluffy on his shoulder was second nature. Luna really didn’t need to knock him flat for that one mistake.

Aster had, of course, found it funny, but Matt was plotting his vengeance. One day he’d be stronger than Luna and would then ruffle the woman’s fur in revenge.

Sadly, that day was far, far off, as demonstrated by the casual wave of her paw that sent all of the earth he had manipulated back to what it had originally been like. She even recreated the hills and valleys perfectly, down to the scattering of rocks and small stones, to a degree that his AI wasn’t able to see the difference.

The only indication of their presence was the absence of trees and grasses nearby, which were destroyed by his earlier manipulation.

“Do it again but go through the control exercise.” Matt turned to observe Luna, who, despite speaking, was currently grooming herself, making his brain hurt at the dissonance of her actions.

When Aster talked and did something with her mouth, it was one thing, but she talked with her AI. When Luna did it, she was using [Air Manipulation] to recreate her human voice, and it sounded all too accurate, painting the picture of his manager in human form.

Shaking his head, he took a deep breath before going through one of the exercises Luna had first taught him as a Tier 6.

The ground around him rippled as he sent his mana through [Earth Manipulation] and then told the ground within his range to flatten.

It only took a moment, but all the hills and valleys Luna created were gone, and he created a surface with a deviation of less than a sixteenth of an inch from its highest point to its lowest.

Luna rumbled, “Better. Only a 5.9% deviation larger than expected. Continue.”

Getting the go ahead, Matt flexed his mana once more, this time focusing on destroying every stone larger than a pea into smaller fragments, then focused on grinding down even those peas of gravel into the smallest pieces he could manage.

He felt Luna’s purr-like rumble through his shoulder as she said, “Step one was a little sloppy, but step two was much better with a 2.3% larger decrease in size than expected.”

Matt’s mouth twisted into a self-mocking sneer after hearing that. It wasn’t bad by any means, but he had felt his own manipulation and wasn’t happy with the results. A large portion of that final effort had been completed by his increased mana regeneration rate, rather than skill.

He knew that mana control would be an issue with his Talent, but it irked him to see the effects in the flesh and knew it would only get worse in the future every time he doubled his mana.

This test was completed in stages that each evaluated a different application of [Earth Manipulation].

The first test focused on his maximum range, while the second tested his long range control and sensory feedback from the skill itself in trying to level the ground as much as possible. The third test was meant to see his control over the ground and his ability to process information; he first needed to crush larger rocks to specific dimensions without going too small, and then he ground it all to the smallest level he could to test his raw power.

It shouldn’t be a surprise that he didn’t have an issue with raw power and its application.

Flexing his mana once more, he moved onto the fourth step, where he took all the loose ground and compacted it into a pseudo-sandstone-like material as he commanded the ground to fuse into a solid mass.

As he stopped, Luna’s tail swished. “1.9% increase in material hardness greater than we expected from the increase in mana. That could be from increased familiarity with the skill or the boost to your spirit. I wish we had been able to test this before you had your Inspiration. It would have made for a good baseline. The best we have is the test from right before you entered Minkalla.”

“I used [Earth Manipulation] quite a lot in Minkalla to control the terrain, so I did get good practice with it.”

Luna pondered his words before telling him to continue.

With that order, he began the final part of this test.

It was also his least favorite, as it was the one test he never performed as well as he would have liked on it.

Commanding the solid ground to rise, he created intricate concentric rings of square stones, exactly five feet on a side, to form in set distances that varied in each ring as they stretched outward to the farthest distances of his control.

Once the first layer was completed, he created a stone cube on top of his last one exactly half the first one’s size, and he repeated that until the cubes were smaller than dice, where he was no longer able to keep them perfectly square.

It was irritating, but he had expected this test to be bad and continued after pausing long enough for Luna to give him a critical grunt.

With a mental command, he transformed the stacked cubes into a more uniform pyramid, trying to sharpen the edges and flatten the planes as much as possible. If he had been able to focus all of his concentration on one pyramid, he could have easily made a mirror smooth structure, but that wasn’t the purpose of this test. It was meant to test his split control and concentration.

After Luna once more indicated for him to continue, he then shaped the pyramids into spirals that reached for the sky with strands of stone that thinned out as they rose. Once he felt he could no longer shape the stone any thinner while still keeping it stable, he stopped and then started to etch a tessellation of a triangular weave as small as he could manage while keeping the lines clear.

The lines weren’t nearly as clean as he would have preferred, but not as bad as he feared. Small, detailed work like this had never been his forte, and it looked even worse when compared to the masterful details that Liz and Aster could craft with their elements of choice.

Together they walked through the rows of spiral columns and Luna pointed out details. Most of them were imperfections, and more importantly, variations on the columns. For this test, having a mistake repeated in the pattern was better than variation, as it showed a lapse in his split control.

“9.2% more variation than before, but only 1.1% more mistakes in the general pattern.”

Having said that, the pillars sunk back into the ground before becoming mirror smooth under Luna’s expert control, after which, she had him run through a similar test with the other three level 1 mana types, water, wind, and fire.

The results were similar to his [Earth Manipulation], with his power increasing but his control decreasing across the board.

Then they deliberately made things worse.

Using two Tier 14 mana stones, he once more doubled his mana from 5,120 to 10,240 using his slow mana converter. It was inefficient and wasteful, but they had been delving Tier 14 rifts before they had even entered Minkalla and had a surplus. And this way, he didn’t have to leave the instance they were in. Waiting in line for this rift again would be more annoying than spending the mana stones to convert to his mana. Liz was currently using the house for an alchemy experiment, which meant he couldn’t just take it from under her, forcing him to his back up.

After his mana was once more doubled, they repeated their test to abysmal results.

Matt could feel the decrease in his control over his mana the instant he activated [Earth Manipulation], and that decline was proven through all the subsequent tests.

His results were, on average, twenty percent lower than they had been when he had 5,000 mana, and even worse in the fine control tests.

When he finished and let the last spell drop, Luna swatted him—gently, this time.

“Stop pitying yourself. This was expected, and your self-recriminating won’t make your later doublings any better when you’re gaining billions of mana at once. It’s a trainable skill, so there will be plenty of time to excise all of your foibles, especially once you’re off The Path.”

Together, they left the rift and went back to where they had rented a plot of land to plop down their houses.

There, he tested his mana patty skills and saw an even greater reduction of his hard won abilities. From needing only 850 mana to control the skill, he now needed 1,300 just to prevent mana from leaking, showing just how far his control fell. He wasn’t even able to move the ball of raw mana without the entire construct falling apart once more, making him feel even worse. Sure, Liz and Aster could only just barely move the balls at 1,000 mana, but they could move them. The balls broke after a few exchanges, sure, but he couldn’t do that at all.

The only one worse than him at the skill was Susanne, but she had never really practiced the technique, even if she had heard about it from Jeremiah.

Now that they were healed, they moved closer to the city for convenience of access to its shops and rifts while they waited for April and Jeremiah to come back from Minkalla with their skills.

It should be soon, but they were healed, and Luna had started all their training once more.

Carol was preparing to leave after having given all of them training plans for their Concepts and the new Concept powers they had gotten inside Minkalla. Both how to strengthen their current powers and how to grow them for the future. That wasn’t all she taught though; she spent some one on one time with Matt, Liz, and Aster, giving them various tips and tricks even as Kurt and Luna gave Susanne some focused training in return.

But even all that training only delayed Carol’s eventual departure. She, unlike Luna, was responsible for a number of Pathers, and mostly relied on her team’s liaison and half a dozen trainers, like Kurt, to cycle in and train the teams under her.

According to her, most of her time was spent traveling from team to team to periodically check up on them when she would then give more one on one training and coaching, all while being updated and tweaking the training plans for her other teams from the information her charges sent her along with the trainers and liaisons.

Other than when she first took a new Pather team, or had a particularly promising one in Minkalla, she rarely spent more than a month out of every few years with any of her teams. She just didn’t have the time to do what Luna and Kurt generally did for Matt’s team, spending all day, every day, helping them.

From what Carol and Kurt said, Luna only got away with it because of her stellar track record of improving even the most mediocre teams into powerhouses. If the tribunal could, they would love to give each Pather their own management team, but with how large The Path was, that just wasn’t feasible.

Luna even grinned slightly as Kurt wrote about how the tribunal had tried to demand she take more teams once she decided on focusing on just one.

There was a joke about herding cats there, with her circumvention of their authority, but Matt just wasn’t brave enough to make it.

Fortunately, Aster was brave enough, so she had to deal with all her bath water turning hot every time she went to clean for three full days before Luna relented.

She insisted it was worth it though.

It was just a little more than three months from when the liaisons left that they came back bearing gifts.

Or rather, the fruits from their efforts in the Minkalla system’s auction houses.

Matt whistled as he saw the spread of skill shards, natural treasures, and one single item.

A staff that Luna immediately started inspecting.

She rolled it around before sniffing it a few times. Then, with a flick of her paw, the staff flew at Liz, and April explained the functions of it.

“So it’s not perfect, but I think it’s a damn good growth item. If you don’t want it, Aster could use it once she’s got hands, or you could sell it on the Empire Market to afford almost anything else. But, I think it’s good for you.”

Liz caught the staff and gave it an experimental, though gentle, twirl. After a quick examination, she set the Tier 5 item down gingerly on the table in front of them.

“We can find a crafter who specializes in riftcraft items to install a spearhead, by my reckoning, and while the spearhead wouldn’t benefit from any growth item benefits, it wouldn’t damage the staff either. A good enough crafter may even be able to set it up so that Matt could upgrade the spearhead each Tier.” April waited for Liz to nod before explaining further. “As for the enchantment on it…it will let you utilize any level 1 mana type with any other elemental manipulation spell. There’s a bit more to it, of course, but that’s the gist of it.”

Matt raised an eyebrow. For most people, it represented a substantial boost to their versatility, functionally quadrupling the number of skills they had access to in their inner and core spirit. Whether elemental Talents and Concepts would apply to the end result depended on the specifics of the staff and the person, but generally, they’d benefit from any effects that happened at-cast. A mana discount or power boost were two easy examples, but anything that required ongoing connection would be lost, such as Concept reinforcement. For Liz, it would be even better. As she was forced to leave any non-blood skills in her outer spirit at all times, they were incredibly slow to modify, and extremely expensive and slow to cast. That she’d made it through the Tier 10 tournament predominantly using outer spirit skills was a testament to just how good she was.

Liz’s face lit up alongside him, but then almost immediately, she wilted slightly as she looked at Luna. “Is this a step in the wrong direction?”

Luna cocked her head at Liz but said nothing, which prompted Liz to continue. “We’ve been going over what I learned in my reflection lives and have been planning how to allow me to not be just a ‘red water mage’. This almost feels like a step backward from that plan.”

Matt swore he saw Luna smirk as she lifted a rear paw and started to groom herself. “What are the pros and cons?”

Liz took a deep breath before letting it out slowly. “Okay, pros first. I can use it to control fire with my [Blood Manipulation], upgraded and acting as my innate skill. It’s a substantial boost in power compared to my existing fire magic. I⁠—”

April interrupted. “Remember, the staff is currently Tier 5 and has been appraised to have an effective fifty percent conversion rate. By Tier 25, when it gains a new ability, it’s projected to be around a hundred percent efficient. When we bring it up to Tier 12 or so, it’ll probably be seventy five percent efficient.”

Liz nodded to show she heard and understood April as she continued. “Regardless, in addition to just the benefit to Torch, it will give me a substantial versatility bonus. Expanding my blood skills to air, earth, fire, and water will help me with some wider scale powers—a pseudo [Earth Tidal Wave] would be great, if I can throw enough stone around. Then, even though it wouldn’t be as efficient, I can get some level of control over elements like lava by manipulating the earth part. Then, more practice with [Blood Manipulation] controlling different elements will give me more varied practice with that skill, helping my natural modifications and skill and continuing out to everything I use it for.”

Liz gestured with her free hand as she continued. “On the other hand, I still don’t know how much I want to be a blood mage, or how much I want to just be a red water mage, but this staff is very much a tool for the latter. And I don’t know if this would push me to being nothing more than that. I’m not happy with my other selves, nor the blood mages before me, but do I want to ignore such a massive pool of power for me to draw on? This staff, it would be so useful, but would it just be a crutch?”

Luna walked through the air as if she was still on the table and then around Liz, inspecting her.

“My, my, my, who are you, and what have you done with Liz?” Her voice dripped sarcasm like honey. “But I’m glad you recognize the issue.”

Matt—and judging from her expression, Liz—thought Luna would tell her to sell the staff, but her next words surprised them both.

“My advice? Keep the staff, sell off some of your extra houses and other things you kept, maybe make a few rifts, and sell another few buckets of skills on the empire market. Find a growth item you like on it, buy that, and bond to it if you three can’t manage to make a growth item rift to replace the glove. Four growth items should be safe enough for you. Because yes, this is a very good item for you. Just like you shouldn’t ignore the rest of your blood magic, you shouldn’t ignore your pyromancy. Not just because of Torch, but because it plays to your strengths and will provide, if nothing else, tremendous benefit to your ability to fight off other elemental specialists. It will also enable you to better utilize water magic directly, and getting some additional practice with wind certainly won’t go awry as a phoenix. The defensive capabilities of earth magic are nothing to scoff at either. Tools shouldn’t become crutches but they are power amplifiers, nonetheless, and should be used as such.”

Aster, on the other hand, didn’t seem surprised in the slightest, and just seemed smug through their bond.

Kurt’s pen rose up and started writing, catching all of their attention. “I’m no appraiser, but I’ve seen a wand with a nearly identical growth effect when I was in the army. When the wielder increased it to Tier 25, it became further capable of controlling level 2 elements. If this one follows the same trend, it would further increase the element of surprise, but even if it doesn’t, I doubt it’s a bad choice for you.”

Liz nodded, clearly thinking of possible items she could use. It was a fairly expensive gamble, but it was hardly like they couldn’t afford it. There were only so many more skills that they could even use, only so many natural treasures worth hunting for.

Then her nod became a bit shakier, and she snatched Matt’s hand, squeezing as hard as she could. Matt gave an encouraging squeeze back, and Liz’s breath became slightly ragged. Her eyes were fixed on the dark wooden rod in front of them, and the magic subtly coiling around it.

Matt wasn’t certain what exactly was going on in her head, but he had a few guesses. Then, quick as a snake, Liz snatched the staff in front of her so quickly and with such force, the wood splintered in her grip. With a pulse of essence, the mana flowing around the staff intertwined with Liz’s own, and she let out a shuddering sigh.

Matt gave his girlfriend a side-hug, and after a moment fixated on her new staff, she nodded and set it to the side, ensuring she kept the splinters broken off in her exuberance close by. It would fix itself in time and as a natural part of tiering up, but if they had all the pieces, it would be easier. With the growth item thus taken care of, they started going through everything else April had gotten for them.

Aster’s kit was the most expanded overall, with a number of new support skills and treasures that not only gave her tools for direct attacks, but buffs, debuffs, and illusions. The latter was especially relevant as she meditated with her Fragment of the Rainbow Bridge. The treasure didn’t do much beyond serving as a mana-dense shard of crystal filled with Aurora mana, but that was enough, as Aster was working to develop her bloodline in that direction.

Matt’s own set was about enhancing what he was already good at, and between his Stygian Gossamer rendering his left hand practically unbreakable, and the Infinite Diamond empowering his [Cracked Phantom Armor], his defenses would be enough to actually stop stronger attacks in the rifts they delved. The choice on where to actually use the Stygian Gossamer had been heated, with Liz wanting him to protect his face or neck, but Matt felt he could still do that with a nigh indestructible hand.

Besides, he wasn’t about to start intentionally blocking attacks with his face anytime soon, invulnerable or not.

The Sect scroll of modifications was interesting. Where most of the scrolls he had seen seemed less than practical, a more expensive [Analyze] wouldn’t really hinder him most of the time. He could make the relevant modifications gradually, increasing both the cost and the skill’s power as his mana pool grew. His innate skill slot would help there, cutting down the modification time needed each Tier from months to days.

If the more useful Sect skill modification scrolls were like this he understood where a portion of their combat prowess came from. If you could never know what a fighter’s skills would do, it was easy to fall into a trap.

Between his new Concept powers and the Dewdrop Jadechip, his enchanting also became substantially easier. Tier 11 to Tier 13 enchantments were a bit of a jump, but his new tools helped bridge the gap.

Liz found herself with a strong showing of new skills, and while only time would tell how many of them broke or converted to a dud form, as her Talent had its way with them, they were hopeful. Luna was fairly familiar with Liz’s Talent at this point, and she’d picked out the skills she thought would synergize well.

Newly kitted out, the four of them debated just what they wanted to use their eight upgrade orbs on, having gotten six more on the final floor. Given most of their new skills were Tier 20, they didn’t need to account for all their new toys when figuring out just what they needed to improve.

Aster was the lone exception, as her first choice was her new [Cracked Shatter]. The increased power of the Tier 8 skill didn’t disappoint, as not only was the power of the explosion itself increased, turning even a fist-sized hailstone into a legitimate threat, but so too did it gain an elemental ice effect that acted almost as an icy [Fireball] on top of its kinetic force.

She also upgraded [Kar’Tan Greets His Foes], or as Liz had taken to calling it, [Headwind]. From a simple aura of still air, slowing down hostiles passively, the upgrade made winds actively fight the progress of designated targets, with an effect quite reminiscent of Winter’s Great Working. On top of it all, the effect grew stronger with the mana she put into it. Taking a step or running invited sudden gusts of wind to try and knock the targets over, and in addition to Concept flying being suppressed, enemies who did get airborne would have to fight ferocious gales seeking to swat them from the sky.

Matt chose [Mage’s Retreat] and [Ranger’s Sight] for himself. While their power boost was fairly minor, all things considered, it extended their effective lifespan substantially. Because of the way that his channeling enhanced the effectiveness of essence, there came a point in the high teens for [Mage’s Retreat] and the mid-twenties for its Tier 14 counterparts, when the non-upgraded skills simply wouldn’t be able to have any appreciable effect on his cultivation. It would empower billions of essence, but he would have quadrillions empowering him passively. Even then, the price would rise, but by then he’d be well able to afford it.

There were, of course, higher-tier versions of the skills, culminating with the Tier 44 [Archmage’s Presence], but simply upgrading the skills was also enough to make them useful until he completed The Path at least. There was even a Tier 14 skill for strength that he could take. Well, technically there were two. [Strongman’s Buff] and [Sudden Sprint] both existed, but he’d need to use both to get the same boost as from [Mage’s Retreat], and he’d need to start modifying them again from scratch. Their buffs didn’t even stack, so it was pointless for him to try and double up on them.

Of course, it wasn’t just because of an overabundance of planning that he chose them. [Mage’s Retreat] provided an absolutely massive boost to his running speed, easily making him somewhere between two and ten times faster than he had been before, depending on how much mana he put into it, and putting the final nail in [Sudden Sprint]’s coffin. [Ranger’s Sight], by comparison, gave him the ability to sense past minor obstructions, such as seeing through foliage, fog, annoying helmet visors, and even hair in front of his face. He’d be able to hear a specific voice in a massive crowd or pick out a specific scent in a complex aroma. It had a similar effect on his spiritual perception, but that was more focused on seeing inside things, such as counting the rings inside a tree.

Liz’s first choice was easy, upgrading [Lesser Blood Sacrifice] to not only make the mana recovery more efficient, but also make the cultivation boost it provided last longer and become stronger.

Her second choice was substantially harder, until she’d narrowed it down to [Blood Dash] and [Hungering Blood]. [Dash], which the former had been derived from while retaining nearly full functionality, had its upgrade provide an incredibly powerful leap, letting its users fly through the air even faster than the base skill let them run. With Matt’s upgraded [Mage’s Retreat], she was uncertain how well she could literally keep up with him, but ultimately decided against it after her [Whirling Charge] was absorbed and converted to [Bloodrush], taking care of her additional movement-skill needs.

Upgraded [Hungering Darkness], the skill [Hungering Blood] had derived itself from, gained something of a feedback loop, as part of the life drained from its victims went to empowering the skill itself, making it both harder to break out of and spread across a larger area. Liz’s version couldn’t reinforce itself, but it could feed any blood it drained into another blood skill directly, strengthening it past its normal limits.

[Bloodrush] was actually one skill which held substantial synergy with it, as the skill would slowly accumulate a stream of blood trailing after Liz as she ran. The faster and longer she ran, the more blood accumulated, and the more blood she had following her, the faster she could run. Once she stopped, the accumulated blood would slam into whatever she stopped in front of. But, when combined with [Hungering Blood], Liz accumulated blood much faster than normal, substantially enhancing her feedback loop.

Susanne took a fairly straightforward pair for herself, with [Iron Skin] and [Counter]. The former gave a semi-straightforward defensive buff in that any metal, such as her growth armor, she was in close proximity to and in active contact with would benefit from the skill’s reinforcement, and even some of her cultivated durability.

[Counter]’s upgrade, meanwhile, added a minor shockwave to its clash, knocking nearby people off-balance. With a bit of practice timing her new [Retaliate] skill, she could magnify the effect and inflict reflected damage on everyone nearby instead of just whoever she countered, making it a great skill for fighting off hordes of weaker monsters.

While Matt and Susanne both wanted to have one last spar, one last fight before they parted ways, it simply wasn’t possible. While they were whole again, all four limbs intact and mostly functional, they were still on medical watch and could very easily fall back into a fairly nasty healing cooldown if they weren’t careful. That they were less than halfway done assimilating their new skills, and that Matt was a full Tier ahead of Susanne were also factors, but fairly minor ones all told.

They both would have had fun.

Still, because they were all whole once again, and past the point of unexpected, sudden complications from their healing, it was time for them to get moving once again. After several heartfelt goodbyes and promises to keep in touch and fight once again when they had the chance, Carol and Susanne boarded their ship, lifted into the air with a hum from the engines, and vanished into the sky.

Kurt stood beside Matt, Liz, and Aster as they looked after the swiftly-retreating vessel as it broke through the atmosphere and shimmered into Chaotic Space, leaving a smear of quickly-fading color in its wake.

Having seen their silent trainer interact with Carol a fair amount, Matt felt fairly confident that he knew why his eyes lingered on where the other manager had vanished for so long. Carol was a bit crazy from what he’d seen, but who knew? Maybe Kurt was into that.

They couldn’t stare for too long, of course. There were skills to be absorbed, magic control exercises to be mastered, bodies to be exercised, rifts to be delved, and progress to be made, none of which was going to happen on this world.
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Their trip to the nearby Tier 18 planet took all of five minutes in Kurt’s ship, simply lifting off from their idyllic Tier 15 world. After a brief trip through chaotic space, they set down in a new spaceport on a new world.

From the nearly empty planet they were just on, the change was dramatic.

Even just leaving the spaceport, the difference was obvious. Where the Tier 15 planet had a few dozen people walking around the streets and a few more flying through the air, the Tier 18 planet had thousands of people in the air and hundreds on the ground. It was absolutely bustling, with a plethora of people constantly traveling to wherever they needed to go.

Luna, riding on Kurt’s shoulder, pointed with a paw and said, “Let’s check into our lodgings for the evening, and once we do, you three are free to do as you wish. The train to our rift leaves tomorrow morning. As long as you’re there on time, I don’t care what you do.”

Matt grinned and felt Aster’s own excitement through their bond. They had requested a little time to explore the city before moving on to the guild they would be staying at for the next few years.

As Aster stood on Matt’s shoulder and head to get a better view of the massive building, made of what looked like solidified light mana, Matt felt a presence barge into his spiritual perception.

If he’d been acting as though he were in a rift, with his perception spread over miles, that would hardly be notable. But for politeness, he was keeping his awareness to just within a few feet of himself, Liz, and Aster, and even that registered a fair amount of the crowd casually passing through the area. This presence was different, though, and wasn’t simply passing through. Instead, they were on a clear trajectory toward Liz.

Or, more specifically, her spatial backpack.

Matt’s hand shot out, intercepting the hand as it attempted to grab the backpack, and he pulled on [Mage’s Retreat] to yank the intruder away.

Though clearly Tier 15, his target was no combatant, as even the simple tug was enough to make them lose their balance. As Matt continued to pull down, Liz spun and brought her knee up and into the would-be thief’s face with a crunching sound, breaking cartilage and possibly even bone with the strike.

Aster teleported onto the back of the thief, weighing down the thief’s body and clothes with a restraining layer of ice.

The attempted thief was a young-looking woman with blue hair and bright pink skin, an only marginally rare combination in their current city. Matt couldn’t say he thought the pairing looked particularly good, but he’d seen worse local customs.

Off to the side, he noticed Kurt giving him a thumbs-up, carefully balancing a ‘napping’ Luna in his other arm. No doubt, they’d address a dozen different ways they could have done better on their next train ride.

Kurt’s pen floated up and started writing even as he took a step back. “Guards are coming, how do you want to handle this?”

Before he could think about the implications of that statement, and why they would need to explain anything, two guards floated down, a man and a woman.

“The City AI noticed there was a spell usage here. Explain.” The man barked without looking directly at any of them, instead staring at the fading patch of ice on the ground with the woman still locked down.

It was only Luna’s extensive training that prevented him from rolling his eyes at the guard’s words. Yes, the city’s AI would have noted the skill usage, but that same AI would have recorded the attempt at theft, and the guard would know that.

The guard was trying to shift the narrative, and Matt wasn’t about to let that happen.

“Officer, excellent timing. I’d like to report a higher Tier attacking down and attempted theft from a lower Tier.”

Having said the magic words of ‘attacking down,’ he grinned internally as the woman visibly flinched, and the man stiffened.

The male guard only barely uttered out a questioning, “Oh?” before Matt continued.

“Yes. That is so. We would be happy to go down to the station with you if you wish to take our statements and won’t believe our AI recordings.”

The woman finally spoke up. “We, of course, believe you, but without anything actually being taken, we can’t guarantee charges will be filed.”

The male guard quickly added, “Why don’t we just let this go. Easier for everyone involved.”

Liz smiled up at the still-hovering duo with an expression that said butter wouldn’t melt in her mouth as she dropped the final bomb on them.

“We reacted instinctively to a direct assault, and the thief was apparently not prepared for a full-force response from Pathers. Now, I find it quite interesting that apparently, the local prosecutor couldn’t charge someone for attempted theft, considering Imperial Law states that it very specifically is against the law.”

As Liz referred to them as Pathers, both the guards stiffened like someone hit them with a lightning spell, and quickly turned far more professional in their conduct.

The internal smirk Matt had vanished almost instantly as he realized their little issue with the thief would have been swept under the rug if they didn’t have such a backing, and that irritated him even more than the attempted theft did.

After five minutes of questioning and reviewing their AI recordings, the duo quickly took off to the sky and vanished amongst the flying crowds, with the thief hanging limply between the two of them.

Kurt winked at them as his pen wrote out a quick, “Well done.”

Matt started looking up more information about the local planet as they wove their way through the crowds to their destination a few dozen blocks away.

He hadn’t looked into the planet beyond the guild they were going to visit, which proved to be a mistake. Once he did, he was able to quickly find the information he was looking for.

The blue-haired and pink-skinned individuals were a product of the local nobility, the Adair family. When they won their bid to take over this planet when it was first brought into the Empire, they had brought their very extensive family with them, including all the side branches and retainers. All of whom had taken on the pink skin and blue hair either through changing their bodies post Tier 15 to show their allegiance or being with the features thanks to their status as direct descendants of those from the first category.

The hair and skin color weren’t any kind of get out of jail free card, but when combined with a general lackadaisical attitude to petty crime on foreigners, it told Matt all he needed to know.

Nothing was written down about the enforcement of laws against foreigners of course, and even the information packet he quickly read only hinted at the existence of the situation with vague phrases like ‘guards may be limited in their resources’. Even then, when anything important happened to or from one of them, they were always punished, but all the reports he read indicated that if something could be swept under the rug and forgotten about, it would be.

Turning to Luna, he asked, “Am I being naive, or is this bullshit?”

Kurt was the one to respond, his pad floating in front of Matt as they walked. “It is bullshit, but if you think people won’t take care of their own this far from central imperial authority, you are naive. They know the limits and won’t push them. Anything public or noisy won’t get covered up, but small stuff like petty pickpockets hitting the Tier 14s coming out of the teleport station will get forgotten as much as is feasibly possible. From what I understand, the Emperor has been pushing for independent auditors in the hereditary noble faction’s lands to cut this exact thing. But there’s a lot of push back from nearly all sides; none of them want any more imperial control, even if it’s for minor things.”

Matt shook his head but didn’t say anything.

Knowing that it was mostly petty crime that was ignored didn’t really make him feel better, but he understood the Emperor and the royals couldn’t be everywhere at once.

Local leadership needed to be able to function on its own, and in the grand scheme of things, petty crimes being forgotten about wasn’t the worst thing that could happen. And it wasn’t like petty thievery was on anyone’s list of crimes to crack down on. Even he could understand that there were bigger fish to fry at any given time.

He tended to believe that corruption was a sign of deeper underlying issues which eventually led to things like uncontrolled rift breaks, but from everything he read, this planet was well managed and had fantastic reviews by the Tier 14 groups who wanted to get a Tier 15 delve slot on the planet.

It didn’t mean he had to like it, though.

When they arrived at their hotel, Matt, Liz, and Aster all freshened up before getting ready to go enjoy themselves.

Despite their earlier run in with a bad actor, they intended to have fun in this city.

It was the highest Tier world in this region of the Empire and catered to immortals, which meant it was Matt and Aster’s first time being on such a world when they could explore and have fun. It was also Liz’s first time being a high enough Tier to actually participate in a lot of the activities.

The city was a hub with one of the planet’s teleporters located in it, along with a spaceport on the outskirts, and was one of the largest on the already populated planet. But it was famous for one attraction above all.

The Immortal Arcade.

An entire amusement park built for immortals and others down to Tier 12.

And best of all, it was built on a pseudo flying island.

In actuality, the entire park was held up by the four largest skyscrapers, but it gave the illusion that the entire venue was floating. Having seen the price tag for a flying house, Matt knew all too well that a flying amusement park was a pipe dream. No one would pay for a floating island that large, and if they did buy it, they could never afford to keep it afloat while catering to Tier 15s.

Only the wealthiest of dukes could have one for good reason.

As they were brought up on the exterior elevator, they got a good look at the city and surrounding lands, which Matt was slightly surprised to see weren’t entirely built up. There were large swaths of forest and rolling hills that were riddled with a type of grain, according to [Telescope], which made him reconsider the population numbers he had seen.

The planet boasted a whopping 1.2 billion people, with a majority of them being mortal, but a sizable population was made up of the transient Tier 14 through Tier 17s who came for the easy access to delve slots of those Tiers.

But even a billion people wasn’t enough to fill a planet like he had seen on East Flower, Tur’stal, where the entire planet was covered in one large, interconnecting city. East Flower housed trillions of people, which was many magnitudes greater than this planet’s measly populace.

The amusement park was everything he had hoped it would be from the reviews.

The rides were fast and non-human friendly, so even Aster could ride on them without issue, and nearly caused all of them to lose their lunches more than once.

Matt almost got Aster to vomit on the spinning cups ride as he spun them faster and faster. She had at first demanded he spin them faster, but once she started feeling queasy, she begged him to stop, leading to her threatening him in various ways. He only acquiesced when she promised to freeze all of his underwear before he put them on if he didn’t stop.

After they recovered, they wandered to the games of skill, where they tested their reflexes and aim with the various games to collect a number of small plushies, along with a beaver almost as large as Aster that she won for winning a ring toss game. She had it floating next to her the rest of the trip, wanting to show off.

The best was hands down the bumper balls.

There were a hundred of them in bubbles of protective glass that sped up when you ran inside them, all arranged in a single cage that made for a great time. Everyone was clashing into each other and falling before being sent flying as they got hit by someone else.

At one time, Matt was even ganged up on by Aster and Liz, who coordinated together to send him flying off the wall and back at them half a dozen times.

All the previous negative interactions were washed away as they lounged on a boat floating in a pond while they were served dinner before the fireworks show.

Matt was almost asleep on his feet as they walked back to their hotel, and Aster had passed out, having to be carried back by Liz.

The next morning they were chipper as Luna and Kurt joined them for the hotel’s breakfast.

“Did you three have fun last night?”

Matt nodded with the others around a mouthful of pancake.

The chef was excellent, and the bread was fluffy without being airy, making it the perfect vessel for the butter and syrup he lathered it with.

Luna, having already finished an entire five-course breakfast, waved a paw at them.

“Good. So tell me what we are doing here and why I chose this place over any other.”

Aster spoke with her AI even as she devoured what was left of her own waffle. “We’re going to be delving into guild territory. Audrey’s Apples’ territory to be specific, which let me state for the record is a dumb guild name, as their guild leader isn’t even Audrey anymore. But they just won a guild war for some contested territory, and both participants took some casualties and will be out of fighting shape for a while. They’re a smaller guild than the place they took over can accommodate, so they have some room to spare.”

Liz, with a freshly-cleaned face, finished for Aster. “That means they have rift slots available and they need low Tier rifts for their new recruits.”

Liz nodded to Matt, and he finished, “Both of which we can use. We can help provide some normal Tier 1 through Tier 14 rifts with the enchantment formations without blowing our cover.”

Returning Liz’s nod with a gesture with his fork, he added, “And this gives us the perfect cover to try and make Liz another glove. So long as the Tier 5 rift just happens to be a blood rift, we can easily get first dibs on any growth item that may come out of it.”

Aperology wasn’t a widely explored field, but for Tier 1 through 5, there were a few individuals, corporations, and guilds that specialized in it enough that they weren’t too unusual for having the ability to make targeted rifts.

Not that Matt would be using the strategies he had created with Erwin. No, he had gotten a pack of information from Luna that he suspected she stole from a high Tier guild, based on some of the wording.

It was a detailed breakdown of how they created their low Tier training rifts to have the best chance at making a rift with a chance to drop a growth item, ten percent of the time.

The only exception to that rule was going to be the rift he made for Liz, since it would just so happen to be blood aspected.

It hadn’t been that hard to make her glove the first time, and they hoped with a guild full of new recruits funneling through the rift, they could recreate their early success.

Liz took back over as he shoved the last piece of pancake in his mouth. “And we can get access to their Tier 14 through Tier 16 rifts to train on while we’re there. We can also make new rifts, so long as they’re considered our private rifts, without anyone being the wiser.”

“And we don’t have to go to some remote, uninhabited planet that leaves us all alone,” Aster quickly tacked on.

Luna nodded before standing up and jumping from chair to chair. “Yes, but one thing you all are overlooking is that that guild is both new and has the brother of a Pather at the helm. That means they’re less likely to pry into our information, which is always good. Remember to look past the first degree of data.”

Everyone nodded to that as they finished up their food and moved to the train station, preparing for a two day trip to the nearby continent where the guild was located. After that, they needed to fly fifty miles from the nearest city to the guild’s land.

The guild was located at the foot of a mountainous region that was both windswept and arid but wasn’t quite a desert. It seemed to either be undergoing desertification or being brought back from said state.

From what he could see, there were only a few buildings that seemed recently constructed, along with a few people working to dig out what he suspected would become a small lake.

As they approached, half a dozen people took to the air, so they politely slowed to a stop in order to introduce themselves.

A man with dark skin and silver hair, like Liz’s Jules identity, handled introductions. “I’m Arthur, Guild leader of Audrey’s Apples. I assume you are Peter, Liv, and Paige?”

Those were the false identities they had donned for their time on this planet, with Liz being Liv and Aster being Paige.

Seeing their nods, Arthur introduced the four people behind him. “These are my right hands. Eric and Erin are the twins, and then we have Andre and Abdul. The first two are who you guys will be dealing with mostly, as they are the ones taking charge of the new recruits and their training. Andre and Abdul are helping me revitalize the land here, along with the guild’s defenses.”

After they introduced themselves and shook hands, they split off with the twins.

Erin spoke for both of them as they flew a few miles away before landing. “So this is where we want to create the rifts for the trainees. From what we read, lower Tier rifts should be fine to be placed near each other on a higher Tier world like this, correct?”

Matt nodded as he threw his AI into analyzing the ground and surroundings. After getting some surface readings, he pulsed [Earth Manipulation] to get a feel for the underground and fed that information into his AI.

“It’s fine. Honestly, on a Tier 18 world like this, it will be harder to keep the rifts from Tiering up rather than dissipating.”

Eric snorted at that, and Matt thought the man might disagree with him, but he waved Matt off. “Sorry, sorry. It’s just weird to hear someone say a rift doesn’t need constant babying and mana fed to it so it doesn’t fall apart.” He nodded to his sister. “We were raised on a Tier 2 world, so we had to be incredibly careful growing up.”

Matt nodded to the man, but didn’t volunteer any information about himself. That would have built rapport with him, but these identities didn’t have any such background and wouldn’t be able to relate.

“Well, don’t worry. Even with minimal maintenance, the arrays I’m gonna set up should easily last twenty years. Once it’s up and running, you shouldn’t have anything to worry about.”

Saying that, he sent over the plans his AI had made. Most of it was based on the standard model. Luna’s Aperology book had contained plans for single cell rooms that were fifteen foot squares, set in rows however long the customer wanted. Here, they would then be set in rows ten long from Tier 1 to Tier 14, which was where the guild had asked for it to be stopped.

According to the growth models the guild was going for, they wanted five rows of rifts from Tier 1 through 5 and then one row of ten for rifts Tier 6 through Tier 14 so they could nurture a new crop of recruits.

It reminded Matt of one of his Folded Reflections lives, but these guys were far wealthier than his guild had been, with a Tier 30 guild leader at the helm and a higher Tier world to call home.

As he walked them through the layout he wanted, Matt used his AI to simulate everything and laid out the false walls that the guild’s own AI showed them, displaying all the security measures he would be adding.

Their guild leader would be the one doing most of the structural work. As a Tier 30, he could create higher Tier materials that would be safer in case a rift break did happen. In that event, better materials would give the people inside more time to evacuate to safety.

Matt, on the other hand, had to design and lay out all the safety measures that would both keep the rifts from absorbing too much mana and Tiering up, and also kill any monsters that might come on an unplanned Tier up.

The guild leader had everyone build to Matt’s specifications in just two days as he worked with the others to create a lake.

He found it gratifying that the guild leader wasn’t just creating the lake himself, even though his cultivation and mastery over [Earth Manipulation] would have easily allowed him to. Instead, he was working with the guild members, new and old, to manually dig out and create portions of the lake’s underwater features together.

They were building something together, and Matt could see the happiness on everyone’s faces after they finished a place for smaller fish to hide when it was filled up with water.

Once he had the building built, Matt quickly started making the formations the rooms needed with the materials provided, which were all the highest quality, allowing him to quickly work through the thousands of required plates.

Two weeks later, Matt had created over three hundred rifts in the building, set in neat little rows, which completed his side of the deal. He hadn’t used his own mana for the enchanting or creating of the rifts, but even that expensive bill hadn’t bothered the guild leader. Arthur seemed ecstatic to have a way to train his newest recruits and invited them to join the lake filling ceremony they were holding that night.

They ended up going and having a good time as the guild all together put mana into a water condenser that would symbolize their creation and addition to the lake. Matt knew most of the water from the lake would be coming from a nearby Tier 16 rift with its own lake, just for the sake of efficiency.

The next morning, he was proven right as the lake now housed billions of gallons of water, though Matt knew they would be refilling it often as water seeped into the soil around it. It was an intentional design choice to revitalize the land, but it was one that would demand a certain amount of maintenance.

Once their portion of the deal was done, the guild set aside a bit of land at the farthest reaches of their territory, where they were able to set up shop and create a number of Tier 14 through 16 rifts.

Luna then put them through a rigorous training regimen. They started delving the random Tier 14 rifts Matt made with no restrictions so she could watch, but before long, Luna had them working separately. Liz and Aster ran Tier 15 rifts together or Tier 14 rifts apart, while Matt either worked on his mana control or worked on strengthening his Concept with the black hole core he had pulled out of Minkalla.

As it turned out, Luna had a device to amplify its aura until it felt like the original black hole, allowing Matt to throw his Concept at it and grind away at his Domain, strengthening his willpower and honing his skills.

But that wasn’t all. Once a week, the three of them would take to delving the Tier 16 rift.

With their cultivation and numerous prizes from Minkalla, they were able to clear the Tier 16 rifts together with enough ease that Luna started having Matt create more and more complicated rifts, hoping to make a counter to them, but their skill pools had widened so much recently that it was a difficult task.

Matt almost expected her to start limiting their skills in the Tier 16 rift, but she never did. At least, not in that rift. In the Tier 15 rifts, their restrictions went up and up until they were delving with one skill each. It was fun, honestly, figuring out the best ways to adapt when Luna suddenly told him that he wasn’t able to use [Ice Manipulation] when he was actively holding a monster back with it, or what to do when he was inches away from being hit by an attack and instructed to drop [Cracked Phantom Armor]. Sure it was painful sometimes, but that just made the successes that much sweeter.

Days started to blend into weeks and months as they worked on improving themselves.

With nearly every waking moment spent doing something productive, they fell into the grind to make themselves better, and the results showed.

Liz, after some struggles, finally started seeing results with her blood magic being used in rituals. Going off the information from her blood queen life, she was able to create runes that, when powered by blood, granted stronger or additional effects.

It turned into a fun project between the two of them where they could mix their specialties into a greater whole. Matt was designing and creating a number of runes, and Liz was empowering them with blood from the numerous monsters they killed daily.

Aster, on the other hand, worked on strengthening her Concept and its various powers from Minkalla, along with working on spatial abilities. Something none of them had any luck with, even if she was the closest.

Liz still wasn’t at the flight stage yet, and Matt couldn’t stop expanding space no matter how much he tried to reverse what he was feeling. Fortunately, their other Concept practice went far better than their attempts at spatial manipulation. Matt’s two enchanting abilities worked fantastically together, and they allowed him to pack enormous amounts of power into everything he made.

Their weapon skills didn’t sit idle either. Liz, in particular, had taken the opportunity sparked by her new spear to branch out with her fighting style. With some guidance from Kurt, she ultimately settled on making the shield she’d picked up in Minkalla more of a permanent part of her kit. The shorter nature of her new spear actually helped with that, and while she still frequently fell into old habits, she was only ‘dreadful’ at it according to Luna’s standards, which put her well above the average spear and shield fighter.

Matt also trained with Kurt as a blademage, but even he could admit his improvement there was minimal. He had already mastered the basics to a degree that most of his gains were from simple practice incorporating his new skills.

Aster even got training with Kurt, as she was adamant she wanted to learn to fight when she got a human body, and wanted to get a head start on that. Most of her training was watching Kurt explain things, but she seemed to enjoy it, even if she couldn’t do most of it herself yet.

One of the most common refrains in their training, which Aster and Liz did while Matt was practicing enchanting, was summoning practice. Liz had taken [Lesser Blood Clone] into her core, and also had [Summon Blood Monster], which combined to give her a breadth of options in a fight, especially when acting as a mage. The summoned monsters from Aster’s tiara were innately more powerful than Liz’s summons, but much more difficult to directly control.

Naturally, Luna did not take something being difficult as an excuse. For hours at a time, Liz and Aster would have their summons fight each other, or run through obstacle courses, which also interlaced with Concept practice by empowering the summons in various ways.

Any time they had free time beyond that, which was rare, April took to training them under Luna’s supervision. The lessons ranged from simple things they already knew about pertaining to their Concepts, to Great Power politics, and even the military command structures for all eight Great Powers and how they varied, along with their strengths and weaknesses.

Before they knew it, three years had passed, and Liz and Aster were almost at the peak of Tier 12, and Matt was only slightly deeper into Tier 13, having diverted nearly all his share of essence to his teammates.

The plan to get Liz a new growth item hadn’t panned out, as nothing the rift created was useful for her, either being too niche or not blood related at all.

Liz had also been able to work through most of her issues with being a blood mage with the help of a local therapist and a few exchanges with her parents who helped to reassure her that everything would be fine and she wouldn’t go crazy just for using a new power. Liz didn’t magically get over her reticence overnight but it did put her on a stable footing going forward.

It seemed like any other normal day when their and everyone else’s AI pinged them.

One of the members of the tribunal, Yellow, was ascending in five years on their homeworld, one of the lower Tier planets in Rusty’s capital system.

With half a decade of lead time, everyone who could go started planning their trip to the system, and the three of them weren’t any different. An Ascension was good for creating a Concept, yes, but it was also helpful for anyone trying to create an Intent or Aspect. Though it was relatively less helpful for those higher levels of domains.

Still, they wanted to be there. It would be a waste to pass it up.

Matt expected Luna to get them to hunker down and focus on their advancement, and she proved them right.

“It’s time you three actually finished a Tier 18 rift.”
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Matt looked at the distortion in the fabric of reality with a sense of trepidation, irritation, and hesitation.

He could read Liz and Aster well enough to know they felt the same way.

This was one of their final attempts at beating the pinnacle of challenge Luna had set for them once Liz and Aster had reached Tier 13 and beat a peak Tier 17 rift.

A Tier 18 rift.

For three average mid-Tier 13 cultivators, that was an impossible leap even in their dreams, but they were anything but average.

After digesting their gains from Minkalla, the three of them had had a substantial increase in their combat prowess, and with Luna’s direct teachings, they had been forced to push themselves every step of the way.

Matt was 80% sure that if they had been able to enter an old Tier 18 rift with a known layout and with easily available guides, they could have cleared it, but that would have never counted in Luna’s books.

Or even his books, really.

Matt didn’t really expect to ever go into a fight knowing everything about an enemy, and understood how that false security dulled the adaptability of a cultivator. At the same time, it made their few forays at Tier 18 rifts far more difficult. They’d been randomly created right before they went in, and as such, they had no idea what they would face. It made Matt jumpy.

Their most recent attempt at a Tier 18 rift was three weeks ago, when he had his leg twisted into a pretzel, after which they needed to retreat.

Swamp trees were an unfair combination of elements and monster type. Trees should be burnable, everyone agreed on that. However, that particular rift had proven that trees who wielded mud and water were less than susceptible to their ancient foe.

Luna paced in front of the rift while still in her cat form, something none of them had missed. She had implied that she would be fine in just a few years, but it had been almost five years since their manager had been in her human form, showing just how badly she had been hurt from delaying Matt’s inspiration.

She didn’t say anything, but April, standing to the side, did. “Are you three ready? Are your exit plans in place?”

Matt nodded as Liz went over their exit plans for their liaison.

Luna had been pushing her into a mixture of Kurt’s and her own role over the last few years, and this had become routine before all their delves.

When they were done, Luna jumped into the air to hover behind him out of the way. Matt activated [Cracked Phantom Armor] and all of his channeled physical cultivation buffs, stepping through the distortion in reality with Liz and Aster close on his heels.

Once he was through the distortion, Matt instantly sent [Earth Manipulation], [Air Manipulation], and his spiritual sense outward as far and as fast as he could, taking in all the information at once and letting his AI process everything with the help of his Minkalla reward.

While inside the copper planet, the reward had been magnified as the restrictions placed on the pseudo skill had been largely lifted. But even after leaving, he retained the ability to supercharge the skill for short periods of time.

Alas, his willpower wasn’t quite as Endless as the rest of him, at least when pushing his Concept this far from its basic abilities. If he wanted to stay at full capacity for the rest of the delve, he couldn’t use his AI empowerment for very long, no matter how useful it was.

In less than a tenth of a second, Matt had a complete layout of the surrounding three miles of the rift entrance, with a resolution that would put most Tier 15 scanners to shame.

This rift was odd, to say the least, and the more he saw, the more Matt’s guard went up.

If he didn’t know better, he’d say they were coming in after another team had already cleared the rift. The nearby forest had giant holes in it, with large swaths of the forest toppled as though Aster had fought in it.

Behind him, at the maximum range of his skills, he was detecting a mountain range that seemed peppered with craters, which only became clearer as his AI processed the information.

Even as he took a step forward, Matt looked upward.

The sky of this rift was in a semi twilight, with just the inkling of a sun peeking over what Matt suspected was a false horizon.

A Tier 18 rift was large, massive even. But they had limits, and generally maxed out at one-third the size of a standard habitable planet. The giant moon hovering in the sky, with tentacles of pulsing and twisting flesh that had burrowed through its surface, told Matt that the moon itself was also in play for the rift, meaning this area couldn’t be a true planet.

Aster, who had entered and was already looking up, asked, “What the fuck is that, and why is it eating that moon. I know it’s not made of cheese, and who wants to eat rocks?”

Liz brandished her spear and settled in behind her shield, looking outward. “I sense something out there. Thousands of signatures.”

Matt glanced over, catching the faint red haze surrounding Liz’s left hand, signifying her use of blood magic to find potential targets.

It was, to date, the only bit of unstructured blood magic she was capable of performing. It was intensely difficult, time-consuming, and took tremendous preparation to pull off. In short, it was nowhere close to combat viable and was vastly inferior to her [Blood Sense] skill in almost every way, but it represented a massive step in the right direction. Minkalla may have shown her some of the possibilities of blood magic, but all the skills that she’d picked up in its false lives were just barely wrong enough that she had to functionally start from step one.

Essentially, she needed to establish a connection to other blood around her, either to draw power from it or direct a curse to it. Or, in this case, to detect it. “Camouflaged enemies. Be careful of ambushes.”

With Liz trying to decipher more information from her spell and Aster scanning the air, Matt took the ground and sent out a ripple with [Earth Manipulation], looking for anything which didn’t heed his command.

While he didn’t directly find anything but stone, it did indirectly reveal the rift monsters as they erupted from the ground in a rage.

Masses of tentacles burrowed out of the ground in rapid, but short, jerking movements that made it seem like they could move in any direction, which completely broke his AI’s movement predictions.

A [Bulwark] held back some of the monsters as his AI predicted their attacks with tentacles that grew needle-like protrusions. In response, the monsters whipped their appendages to send the needles as projectiles whistling through the air.

Matt dashed forward, with [Mage’s Retreat] and [Air Slide] combining with Aster’s already-established [Tailwind] to let him cross the distance in the blink of an eye. His [Sword Twin] was already established, and the mage-focused enchantments turned a simple [Bolt] into an arm-thick bar of lightning that arced from the tip of his blade to the closest monster.

It twitched, trying to dodge, but Aster’s [Headwind] fought its progress long enough for the lightning to strike. The first monster hit by his attack exploded in a wash of silver gore, but the second and third monsters his lightning bolt hit went rigid before seemingly turning to stone as they froze.

Liz arrived by his side with fire announcing her presence and blood following in her wake. As she buried the metal portion of her spear inside the creature’s body and drank in silver blood, the trails of blood from her [Bloodrush] whipped out to cut through the tentacles of another frozen monster. She then continued to burn and corrode the body of her victim.

[Corrosive Blood] had been one of her tournament rewards, but it had taken her literal years to modify it to the point where it would only function on blood outside of her body. The acidic blood proved quite the potent weapon, and as a burst of willpower and essence signified Liz’s [Hungering Weapon] had finished its first target, she ripped the spear from its tentacled housing, ready for her next victim.

She spun her spear like a staff, gathering a vortex of flame around it to ward off some questing tentacles moving fast enough that Matt could barely keep up with them. She singed then with the maneuver and left dark streaks of ashen blood in her wake. As soon as she was able to see her actual target, blood coalesced around her spear and [Bloody Cleave] took off the remaining threatening appendages. Silver blood flowed through the air from the wounds and into Liz’s body.

While Matt’s attempts at making spatially expanded storage areas for Liz went nowhere, and some minor commissions didn’t hold up well inside her body while also not affecting her health, he had managed to craft a tiny metal insert for the back of her wrist that could either allow blood to pass through or not as she desired.

It had been decades since Liz had needed to cut herself to access her blood, and Matt didn’t want her to be forced to resume the habit. [Hypertension] and [Blood Storage] helped with her volume issues, but only sparingly. The former drastically increased the density of blood in her body, which was most useful for skills which reserved blood, such as [Blood Storage].

[Inventory]’s conversion wasn’t nearly as useful as they’d hoped; instead of spatially storing blood, it allowed Liz to reserve some blood to transform another object into blood. It took up less volume than the original item had, but unfortunately, it didn’t yet work on blood that was already hers. Still, Liz’s Tier 3 Talent allowed her to very rapidly refill on blood during combat, so she was rarely short on her primary element, even if she had to scale back the size of her workings.

Once they were off The Path, they’d figure out some form of solution, but if Liz could figure out a way to properly store her own blood inside itself, she wouldn’t need to worry about it.

Aster arrived borne upon a [Tailwind] elemental steed, flitting around the battlefield at high speeds as [Meadows of Rime] and [Absolute White] slowed the lashing tentacles to a speed that was best described as ‘only very fast,’ which they were more than equipped to handle.

Unfortunately, the monsters didn’t seem to be particularly affected by the cold that Aster passively created as a byproduct of her skills, likely indicating a resistance to the element.

It wasn’t a great resistance to encounter, but at least they weren’t immune. Not that there was such a thing as comprehensive immunity. If something wouldn’t burn, that just meant your flame wasn’t strong or pure enough. The same applied with cold.

True to form, Aster yipped in triumph as her Concept took hold in the monsters, allowing ice and frost to creep along their tentacles.

The armor and spiritual defense piercing effect she had received from Folded Reflections had been focused and practiced with more than any of the others, at Luna’s insistence. It benefited from a substantial reduction in cost thanks to Mind Over Matter and prevented Aster from ever being truly deprived of her greatest tool. It was, admittedly, only a first step. Immunities and counter-immunities were in a constant arms race, but that only applied outside of rifts. Or when Luna decided to buff the monsters they were fighting, but she wasn’t making this rift any harder than it naturally would be.

Matt finished frying his third monster and switched his sword to its melee form, allowing the wind to catch him and whip him up into the sky and leaving a trail of [Afterimage]s in his wake. The illusions did their job, and several were destroyed as the monster took vengeance for its fallen comrades. At the peak, he reversed direction and sped downwards, draining mana from the mana stones sewn into the inner lining of his sleeve to fuel a rapid succession of [Wind Cutter], [Double Tap], and [Wind Cutter] again, this time further strengthened by [Hypersonic Edge].

The spell combo would be pricey for a normal warrior, but for him, the drained mana stones were refilled in a fraction of a second. [Double Tap] doubled the power of his second [Wind Cutter], and between that and the modifications the skill had undergone in the past years, it was even larger than Susanne’s had been with her greatsword. It was now a massive crescent blade of wind that stretched out to a thirty-foot arc before finally carving a massive furrow in the ground, leaving five dead monsters in its wake. With his boon from Winter, Matt was able to guide the cutting edge somewhat, striking weak points and chasing down any who attempted to dodge, while also fighting off another monster who had gotten close.

From behind, a nearly-invisible projectile slammed into Matt, piercing [Cracked Phantom Armor] and embedding itself in the underside of his arm, only stopping on a [Barbarian’s Hide]-reinforced bone.

He sent a quick message to Liz and Aster warning them to reinforce their defenses, then did so for himself.

The years it had spent in his innate skill slot had been good for Matt’s oldest skill, and it had reached the point where it was impractical to put as much mana as he possibly could into [Cracked Phantom Armor] at all times. His second layer now took enough mana to manifest entire plates of armor over him, and he focused those plates primarily on his head and chest, giving himself a blue breastplate and helmet over his normal armor. He’d already seen that he could take an attack to the arm and be fine, after all.

He used his Concept to shoot the spine out of his limb, and he crashed into the ground at full force, slamming into the monster. It tried to entrap and snare him with its tentacle-like limbs, but Matt unleashed a Concept shockwave and blasted it to pieces from the inside.

As he started to charge the explosion once more, he let the wind catch him, blowing him out of the way of a descending tentacle. A pair of gusts later, Matt had cleaved the offending appendage in half and was unleashing a massive [Flamethrower] to scorch and burn its stoney skin.

Liz grabbed his extraneous flame for one of her own attacks, burning the monsters until they were nothing more than puddles of blood to keep the whirlwind going.

The monsters weren’t especially tough for Tier 18 enemies, clearly not dedicated to defense. While their movements were odd and jerky, they were trivially easy to predict with the team’s respective AIs once they learned the movement style. They barely even cast any spells, which was somewhat unusual for such high-tier monsters, but he wouldn’t complain about good fortune.

A barrage of spines flew at his back, wreathed in silver light, and Matt was forced to take them as he was locked in combat with another three of the creatures. He reinforced the spots where they were going to hit slightly, but didn’t need to bother, as his armor’s second layer blocked the attacks admirably.

Liz bathed in the blood of her enemies, silver glinting in the wake of her passage as she ran laps around the monsters. She managed to make the tentacles, a full five tiers above her, look clumsy as she danced an intricate dance of death. A good deal of it was thanks to Aster’s aid, of course, but it still looked impressive as [Hungering Blood] fed back into her [Bloodrush], making her faster and faster as she picked her foes to pieces.

Aster stood proud atop an icy spire serving as the crowning piece of a garden made of frozen plants. Rift monsters rabidly attacked her, only to be sliced open by [Meadows of Rime], frozen into place, and drained of life by Winter’s Embrace.

Another nigh-invisible spine nearly struck Matt in the leg, but he teleported out of the way, spun, and sent a return [Cracked Mana Spear] in the direction of the offending monster, wherever it was.

A [Bulwark] intercepted another one of the spines, this one aimed at Aster, but between the two spines, Matt was able to figure out where the culprit was, namely half-buried in the rock and taking shots of opportunity. He was able to layer enough [Cracked Mana Trap]s on top of it that the next time the monster tried to emerge, it was instantly reduced to twitching piles of flesh.

They fought for somewhere between five and ten minutes. Liz was able to fuel her spells well enough with [Lesser Blood Sacrifice] and even [Lesser Sacrifice] that she needed only occasional assistance from Matt’s Concept to keep up, but Aster required his Concept’s full focus to keep functional. Fortunately, the single-target championing mode of his Concept was close enough to its base mana-granting ability that he could keep it up for hours before he’d need to take a break.

Aster detonated a portion of her ice garden with [Cracked Shatter], the explosion killing another dozen of the monsters, and Liz slammed into the final morass of monsters with a veritable wall of silver. Her blood turned her shield bash into a wall of destruction, vaporizing the last of their enemies. After, it spiraled into Liz’s spear, with the black steel hungrily drinking gallons of blood until it gleamed like a sunset.

Matt sent out another pulse of [Earth Manipulation] to find more hidden enemies but saw nothing. Even the fallen bodies in front of him simply didn’t register as existing or taking up any space.

Liz joined him, bringing with her an unconsumed sphere of blood.

“The only reason it’s not turning into stone at the moment is because I’m connected to it with my Talent. This blood—” Matt almost smiled as Liz stressed the word, “is hardly blood. It’s liquid stone the same way mercury is liquid metal.”

Aster flicked an armored ear in question. “So it’s stone that’s just liquid at room temperature?”

“Basically. There’s some active magic involved, so the blood will transform to stone at the slightest opportunity, once it stops moving. I can get it going again afterwards, but I’m pretty sure they’re more elemental or golem-like than their…well, everything else would suggest. If they aren’t moving, I need to actually treat it like it’s stone to control it at all.”

Aster nodded. “So some kind of hibernation?”

Liz nodded. “That’s my guess. They’ve also got really good camouflage of some kind, which is why [Earth Manipulation] isn’t finding them.”

Aster grinned right back at him. “Only one way to tell.”

Matt slipped his arm under Liz and willed them into the air. Liz was technically able to fly with her Concept these days, but it was slow, unwieldy, and was in practice more akin to hovering. So, she and Matt still tended to fly together any time when speed was important or when willpower was in short demand as it was so much cheaper for him to use [Air Manipulation].

His boon from Winter, and the ability to drop the skill into an innate slot for a few weeks at a time, had led Luna to teach him a particular usage of the skill that mimicked the Tier 26 [Windsurfing]. The net effect was that he could treat himself, and any passengers as though they were weightless, and thus able to be freely blown through the air on even a slight breeze. It was certainly easier than his earlier method of freezing the air around him, faster, and far more agile.

Plus, it was fun, and the novelty hadn’t worn off yet.

Below them, he and Liz each took hold of the ground. It was tricky, interlacing their control of the dirt and stone, as each of their respective magics wanted to take full control of the area, but they’d practiced this, and could manage it just fine.

Once their grips were adequately solid, they both twisted the ground in opposite directions as hard as they could.

There was a distinct lack of a reaction, prompting Matt to worry for a few moments until the essence started rushing up from the ground.

At first, Matt was pleased by the result, but then, on second thought, frowned. Liz voiced his thought an instant before he could.

“Swarm?”

Aster cocked her head, then nodded. “They were too easy. Tier 17 strength at most.”

Even Tier 13 monsters tended to have at least three spells, and the monsters they’d fought so far had one, maybe two, depending on how their camouflage and quills worked. Only extremely physical-focused monsters wouldn’t have something at this point, and the monsters certainly weren’t tough enough to be focused on their bodies.

And of course, a Tier 18 monster shouldn’t be weaker than a Tier 17 monster.

Was it possible? Yes.

Would Luna have kicked them out of the rift the moment she saw the rift wasn’t as strong as a proper Tier 18 rift should be? Also yes.

Which meant there was an issue.

Matt released Liz, allowing her to float to the ground on her own power, and let an updraft carry him further into the sky. He passed a substantial amount of mana to [Ranger’s Sight], allowing the vision enhancement to aid his scan of a massive portion of the rift.

He thought about using his spiritual sense, but that could be felt by monsters, and he didn’t think that alerting the real monsters of the rift was a good idea quite yet.

After a few minutes, he had nothing new and landed.

“I’ve got nothing.” Shrugging, Matt looked up to the abused moon hovering over them. “I don’t think we should go up there until we understand what is going on down here, though.”

In preparation, they took turns applying their life-support systems to their armor. It was niche enough that most suits of armor didn’t include protection from hazardous environments that wasn’t cold or hot, but when blind delving rifts, it was an invaluable investment.

As they carried on and with no reason not to, they advanced through the rift, with Matt and Liz killing off swathes of the horde with carefully-positioned [Earth Manipulation]s.

They had been in the rift for close to an hour when they all saw the light change. They looked up to see the tentacles in the moon glowing and writhing, flicking its tentacles at them in a way uneasily reminiscent of the swarm-monster’s flung projectiles.

With no desire to stick around for whatever moon-scale assault was headed their way, Matt and Liz grabbed the earth around them, digging down as far and as fast as they could, making a bubble of stone for the three of them. As their now-unleashed spiritual perceptions picked up the first incoming projectiles, Matt halted and reinforced the roof above them with [Bulwark], joining Aster’s [Snowpack] in keeping the stone from collapsing.

The earth shook as dozens of skyscraper-sized pillars of stone slammed into the ground and monsters flooded out, veritably blotting out the sky as they flitted and jerked through the air like mosquitoes. For each spire, a dozen larger, golden monsters emerged that his spiritual perception tagged as far more of a threat than their lesser brethren. They were likely the next stage of the rift monsters, tougher and more important than the disposable pawns they’d been dealing with.

Matt glanced at Liz. His girlfriend wasn’t acting concerned, and while her helmet was as implacable as ever, with his spiritual sense he could see her wide smile, tongue pressed against a canine in anticipation.

“You know, I was worried there for a moment, that we’d have to deal with the bosses after all my buffs had run out.” She turned to Matt and asked, “Spot me?”

“Always.”

The grin grew wider as she responded, “Love you.”

Liz closed her eyes and began muttering mnemonics under her breath, forming and using potions directly in her bloodstream as Matt moved their earth bubble up and up, flying through the ground as they neared the surface.

They erupted from the ground in an explosion of wind and fire with Liz launching herself up to the closest monster, her spear glowing with an ominous red light as she stabbed it. It tried to fight back, but with Aster’s contributions, it was having a hard enough time simply staying airborne. It was only a matter of time before Liz finished it off, and as the monster plummeted to the ground, [Hungering Blood] drained it dry, and Liz leaped to the next-closest monster.

She couldn’t kill the monsters with a single blow, but she could make them bleed, and that was all she needed. Silver blood streamed from open wounds as Liz ran along lashing tentacles, building up speed from [Bloodrush] and feeding through her weapon into strengthening its attacks and her own cultivation. [Lesser Blood Sacrifice], [Hungering Weapon], and her own Concept all reveled in the bloodbath as wounds refused to close and bled profusely thanks to [Blood Wind], and it all fed into making her an unstoppable gold and silver juggernaut.

Soon, Liz was killing a member of the swarm with every strike, diving through the jerking masses of tentacles and adding their blood to an ever-growing wave following her. It quickly got to the point where she was simply incapable of controlling the sheer volume of semi-earth blood around her, and it erupted in a conflagration so massive, Matt could feel it from where he was.

He wasn’t completely idle, of course. While Liz enjoyed letting loose, he was keeping an eye on anything that could serve as an interruption to her enthusiasm. That necessitated being in the sky, and the monsters weren’t about to let that happen. They’d been attacking him, but he was staying within range of Aster’s [Headwind] and [Tailwind], slowing the monsters enough that he could avoid the swarm just fine. He couldn’t afford to get hit, of course, but Aster’s efforts made that a fairly minor concern. Instead, he spent most of his time funneling 5,000 mana each second into [Sheer Cold] and unleashing it periodically.

While 10,000 mana made for a very sizable area of effect, the monsters were resistant enough to ice that it took several seconds of charging between each cast if he didn’t want to just waste his mana. The spell wasn’t that efficient in a purely mana to damage ratio, but with his ability to throw mana at the problem, even the Tier 18, cold-resistant monsters were overwhelmed and killed off by the thousands. At least, the lesser variants were. The gold monsters seemed to be able to shake off his quick burst of [Sheer Cold], but it wasn’t his job to kill them.

The other half of his mana, of course, was being spent on all his buffs, defenses, mobility, and occasional [Arcane Powershot] or burst of [Cracked Mana Spear] intercepting a monster attempting to sneak in an attack on Liz.

Even as he watched, a [Blood Whip] snagged the passing tentacle of one of the golden ‘elite’ monsters, and Liz launched herself into the air above it, kicked off another monster, and dove at the elite. It summoned a stone-gray barrier that shattered like glass under Liz’s attack, and while her attack failed to kill it, it tore off one of the monster’s tentacles and sent the creature into a death spiral. [Headwind] refused to allow the beast to regain its balance and sent it plummeting to the ground below.

Aster finished off the monster with a titanic [Glacial Spear], the mountain of ice only made slightly less impressive by the dozen monstrous spires of black stone dotting the landscape.

An AI message came, and Liz responded by igniting her tide of blood, creating a new sun on the surface of the rift. Red and gold flames washed out as her ammunition ignited, a massive cascade of flames immolating much of the remaining swarm. Matt flew to meet her, catching her by the hand and jetting them to the ground, sheltering behind a [Bulwark] as Aster detonated her [Glacial Spear] with a [Cracked Shatter].

The resulting explosion shook the landscape and sent nearly all the remaining swarm monsters tumbling to the ground, frozen solid. Even some of the elites fell from the sky, either caught in the blast radius or bludgeoned by their slain brethren. Aster was merciless with any of the monsters who stumbled for even a moment, her winds casting them to the ground like oversized pebbles.

Matt gave Liz’s hand a quick squeeze, dropped his [Bulwark], and blasted them back into the sky, some fragments of tentacle monsters caught in the updraft and joining their madcap pursuit of the elites.

Aster joined them en route, perched on a flying cloud and locking down the air around them for any of their enemies. Their first enemy glowed with a reddish-gold light and shot a [Mana Bolt]-like projectile that tracked them even as Matt sought to dodge. The blast broke through his initial [Bulwark] and was only stopped by a combination of [Diffusion Shield] and [Bulwark].

Once they reached it, the first elite barely even slowed them down, between Liz’s still-empowered spear and Matt’s accompanying [Cracked Mana Spear]. It exploded into rubble and essence, instantly filling up Matt’s spirit twice over as he directed most of the incoming essence directly into his core, and the rest into [Lesser Sacrifice]. It had taken lots of practice to properly allocate essence on the fly, but he’d had practice material to spare.

He spun in the air, launching Liz at the next elite like a discus while diving toward a second one in tandem with Aster. [Flamethrower] billowed out, engulfing the both of them in light-blue flames as he allowed Aster to convert the fire to ice-aspect and use it for fueling her own skills. Wind and snow cracked the golden hide of the monster and ice accumulated on its skin courtesy of [Glacial Strike]. By the time he was within melee range of the monster, teleporting past a bright red shield it tried to raise, the ice was thick enough that he could cast [Cracked Mana Trap] on it.

The detonation blasted a hole in the side of the elite, and Matt finished it off with his sword burying his blade into the beast up to the hilt and channeling a [Bolt] through it, then ripping it to pieces as he centered his Concept’s repulsion on his sword. The fragments of stone fell to the ground far below, and Matt used [Air Body] to quickly reposition himself near a pair of Liz-shaped beings of blood. One vanished and the other manifested itself as his girlfriend bathed in the blood of her former enemy, ending both her [Lesser Blood Clone] and [Blood Body].

[Lesser Mana Clone] was a difficult skill to control, normally requiring full concentration to manage, and [Lesser Blood Clone] was no different. However, Liz had learned that while in [Blood Body] form, she could have her clone either duplicate or mirror her actions with comparative ease. Anything else was still impractical, though they hoped once she got the hang of Concept duplication, she could manage more autonomy for less focus.

Hand in hand, they dove once more into the fray.

It took them nearly a week to clear off the landslide of monsters, as the moon had sent out a new wave of enemies in the skyscraper-sized ships once a day. Even approaching immortality, they weren’t quite able to go indefinitely without sleep, particularly with such exhausting combat, but they were able to get some rest between monster waves. It mostly reset Liz’s momentum, her buffs fueled by the deaths of enemies all needing to be constantly fed or wither away, but she also appreciated the amount of practice they provided her. If anything, each day was easier as the rift sent half as many spires with each barrage.

They weren’t quite untouched, of course. Matt had a few minor flesh wounds, nothing worse than a gash across his abdomen that would have needed a professional healer had Liz not been able to quickly stitch his organs back together with her [Lifeblood Manipulation]. Aster had a few broken bones that would take a couple weeks to heal without further medical attention, and Liz’s intestines were lightly perforated after she’d taken a barrage of quills to the gut at one point. But her own healing was more than enough to keep her upright and fighting.

Once no more pillars fell from the sky and they had killed all the monsters hidden in the ground, the three of them were forced to look up at the moon.

Flying up thankfully didn’t trigger the monster to throw more pillars of stone at them, but it did start to wave some of the smaller tentacles around the largest crack at them, throwing train car-sized stone pillars at them like the drone monsters did.

Thankfully, they had enough control over their flight to dodge everything, but it still left them with a serious issue.

“How do we kill that thing?” Matt asked through their AI.

He was currently sharing his vision of the boss with his AI, having enhanced his sight with [Telescope] and [Ranger’s Sight]. The two of them combined to let the trio see the boss even from their distant perspective.

The boss was thankfully not the entire moon monster but rather seemed to be the exposed heart of the moon, visible and reachable through the crack in the outermost layer of the satellite. It pulsed and wriggled even as the canyon leading down toward it wriggled with the stone tentacles.

Aster ventured her opinion. “Frankly, I don’t want to kill it. It can have space, and we can have the ground. It’s a victory in my books.”

Her tone said she was only half-joking, but Matt considered it even as they floated to the side to dodge an incoming pillar of stone.

Liz shook her head. “I hate to admit it, but you might be right. I don’t see how we can fight tentacles that big. Even if the biggest ones that sent the ships out don’t swing at us, the smaller ones guarding the canyon are hundreds of feet long and thick as a building. I just don’t know if we can blast through that much stone.”

Matt was still thinking things over when both women looked at him.

Offering up his idea, he asked. “Which do we want to try first? [Skewer], or [Arcane Powershot]?”

“[Arcane Powershot],” Liz answered. “I’m not risking my spear against that thing.”

Aster flicked her tail and huffed out a breath of air that vanished into the void. “He’ll need to stand still for so long, and we definitely can’t block any more of those spires if you’re tied up aiming.”

“Well, we’ll have warning,” Matt pointed out. “The minimum charge time isn’t longer than the travel time for the pillars, if we see an attack incoming I can just shoot off a weaker arrow and reposition.”

Liz shrugged, “It’s better than getting closer. Let’s see if we can make this work.”

[image: ]


Luna watched as her charges planned how to protect Matt long enough for his [Arcane Powershot] to gather enough mana to do enough damage to deal with the largest tentacles and then slowly move in.

She knew the plan would work because she had already inspected the moon creature when they first entered the rift. It was big and looked scary, but those larger tentacles were mostly mana constructs and wouldn’t be able to stand up to a single fully charged [Arcane Powershot].

Once they learned that, they would easily be able to clear out the remaining tentacles and then waltz in and kill the writhing mess of stone and silvery blood that was the boss of this rift.

Even though she was separating herself and Kurt from the rift in a bubble, so it didn’t affect their rewards, she still controlled her [Air Manipulation] so only he could hear.

“A Tier 18 rift at Tier 13. Not the hardest Tier 18 rift, but they went in blind and will come out alive.”

Kurt silently sighed before writing. “I’m impressed. Where do we go from here?”

Luna knew what he was asking, and it was only long experience that gave her that answer.

The normal answer for pushing a team was to make them delve higher, or delve with restrictions, but her team was at the point where they wouldn’t get anything out of facing more power. If they went any higher, their strongest attacks wouldn’t even be able to harm even weak points, and death would be practically inevitable. There was room for that sort of training, of course, but only in moderation.

It was only true Ascender teams who pushed a manager this far, and while Kurt was her protege, he had only started working with her after Lila, her last Ascender, so he hadn’t learned her methods.

“We’ve forged their blade, Kurt, now we just need to sharpen it.”
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Matt sat at the table of their house and stretched while waiting for Aster to finish getting ready.

Luna had given them a full three days off after their Tier 18 rift delve as she and Kurt set up their next phase of testing.

April, on the other hand, planned to accompany them to the city and help them set up their transport to The Citadel, Rusty’s capital planet, where an Ascension would be taking place in another three years.

Even as disconnected as they had been, the news that Yellow would be ascending had reached even their ears, both through the guild members they talked to and in the nearby town.

With five years of warning, Yellow had created an Empire-wide rush to The Citadel for those who were stuck at Tier 14 without their Concept, and those like them who wanted an advantage to creating their Intents. The former were desperate for any reason not to have to enter Minkalla, and everyone else was happy to get some additional progress on furthering their Domains.

At the same time, the Empire was massive, and it would take a full decade to reach The Citadel if they were to only travel through teleporters, but that wasn’t the only way to travel in the Empire.

Nearly the same day the news reached them, the local noble from the Adair family notified everyone that he was commissioning a transport vessel to take himself and anyone else who wanted to join the journey to The Citadel.

The optimistic portion of Matt saw it as a nice way for the noble to ensure everyone else was able to reach The Citadel in time, but his cynical side said it was either a way to reduce his own cost, or he was getting a kickback from each ticket sale.

That same side said it could be, and probably was, both.

Information about chaotic ships wasn’t hidden, but they were both expensive to buy and expensive to run. The ship that would be stopping to get them was a Tier 25 cargo ship that took shipments of higher Tier foodstuffs between outer Empire worlds and the more populous inner Empire worlds normally but had willingly allowed their contract to be bought out and redirected to The Citadel.

Matt was sure they would even be able to sell off their foodstuffs to the plethora of vendors in the six-planet system that would soon be flooded with people even if they weren’t some of the more exotic food stuffs that usually went to capital worlds.

Immortals might not need to eat, but few chose to neglect their food intake. It was a good way to keep your body running smoothly, helped with biological processes such as recovering from healing cooldown, could serve as a cultivation aid when prepared by a professional chef, and ultimately just tasted good.

As one of the few Tier 45 planets, there was a sizable immortal population in the The Citadel system at all times. With an ascension given so much lead time, there would be even more, but Yellow had timed his ascension to coincide with the end of the Tier 10 Pather tournament, which would have already drawn in a large number of people.

They would be cramped even in the enormous cargo ship they would be aboard, and the ticket price wouldn’t be cheap.

Aster had asked why Luna couldn’t just fly them with her own ship, or if she wasn’t healed enough by Kurt, but that had been disregarded. She only said that they needed to pay their own way on The Path, which made sense, even if it would be annoying.

As Aster finished getting ready to visit the largest city on this planet, the three of them prepared to spend a full two days relaxing.

April was waiting for them, and the first thing they noticed was that her once golden blonde hair now had a silver-green sheen to it and was cut much shorter.

“Decided to change things up?” His question was met with a grin.

“Basically. I’ve been blonde for nearly twenty years, and it’s just time to move on. Don’t be too surprised if I go a bit wild over the next few years. I’m not planning to have kids any time soon, so I can do some very fun things.”

Aster asked the question on his mind. “Kids? Why would that matter?”

April gestured to her hair. “Basic cosmetic stuff like hair color, eye color, skin color, and general size aren’t controlled factors in the Empire, but it is generally expected you stay close to baseline human if you’re going to have kids. That goes double for low-Tier worlds, where social custom is to change your appearance to fit in with the locals before having children, mostly for the kid’s sake. Better to blend in, after all.”

April explained some of the social conventions of higher Tiers, which Matt mused over as they flew up and nearly past the atmosphere, where they could take full advantage of his mana output to fly at max speed. 

It overall made sense and explained why higher-Tier worlds had so much more diversity than he was accustomed to growing up. Lilly had been predominantly inhabited by people with khaki to sepia-colored skin, whereas the next world over had much darker skin tones on average, with a faint bluish sheen. It wasn’t really something he’d thought about, but immortals being able to customize their genetics could pass down an infinite variety of skin, hair, and eye colors to their descendants. 

It also explained why the general populations didn’t vary so much. Mortals had more kids, and those kids would marry amongst themselves, quickly outnumbering any single variation that an immortal might breed into a local population. When that was combined with the fact most people never left the city they were born in let alone the continent or planet, populations started to look homogeneous in comparison to the more populated systems.

Matt wasn’t able to ponder the idea for too long as they quickly arrived at the city, and the first thing they did was stop by a governmental building to register for a spot to The Citadel.

It was annoying that they needed to do it in person, but it was the rule the Adair family had set up. Their stated reason was enhanced security, but that was bullshit, and everyone knew it. He was sure it was truly to drive more traffic to the city and its amenities more than anything else. AI signatures could be faked, but it was hard enough that almost no one bothered for small things like this.

When they finally got to the front of the line, Matt nearly swore at the man sitting behind the desk.

“Standard fare for a Tier 15 in the vacuum of a cargo hold is a Tier 16 mana stone. A place with a breathable atmosphere will cost a Tier 17 mana stone per person. A bunk in a room with five other people is a Tier 18 mana stone, and finally, a private room is a Tier 25 mana stone. No exceptions. No negotiations.”

The man’s bored tone suggested he had both explained this and dealt with the expected reactions for days, and a probe at his cultivation showed he was Tier 16, and very well could have been working here since the news was spread.

Despite their wealth in items, they didn’t have any Tier 19 mana stones, though they did have seven Tier 18 stones from their successful delve of the rift yesterday. So while they could afford it, things would be cramped and uncomfortable.

Liz opened her mouth to speak, but the man behind the desk flicked a finger at them, and their AIs notified them of a packet of information being sent their way. As Matt scanned it, he was half-tempted to find the noble of this place and punch them in the nose.

They were offering credit to anyone who couldn’t afford the initial cost of the ticket for the small fee of thirty five percent interest…compounded every decade from when they left for The Citadel. For the slow, methodical delving rate of most Tier 14 teams struggling to reach Tier 15, or even those who had reached Tier 15 or higher, this was a serious debt that they would struggle to pay back in a reasonable time frame.

Matt almost laughed in anger as he realized that it was even worse for those under Tier 15 who still needed to do mortal things, like breathe, as they would need to pay for the much more expensive tickets.

This was pure, shameless extortion.

Flipping through his lessons with Luna, Kurt, and April, he understood the reasoning the Adair’s were using to get away with such a high initial cost and high percentage on the loan. The transfer to The Citadel wasn’t compulsory, and they also had the option of using the teleporters, buying their own ship, or even renting space in someone else’s ship.

All things Matt noticed were available with a quick AI search of the PlanetNet.

The prices for the non-noble backed ships were cheaper, in some cases suspiciously cheap, but there was a variable of risk there. While the transfer would be registered by the local AIs, there wasn’t anything stopping someone from robbing you in chaotic space and simply saying there were bandits or something that intercepted them, no matter how unlikely that was.

After a brief conversation, they decided they would pay for the bunks in a shared room.

The man almost tried to charge them for a bunk for Aster, but seeing her small size and understanding she could share a bunk with Liz without issue, he relented and only charged them for an atmosphere ticket for her, saving them a bit of money.

April hadn’t interfered with the purchase, and Liz asked as soon as they left the building, “Should we have bargained harder? Gone somewhere else? Punched him in the face?”

The last comment earned a snort from April. “The last would have been a bad idea no matter how good it would have felt, and for the rest, it’s up to you. It might have been worth your time to shop around and talk to the others with ships. This system has a lot of traffic that will most likely be moving toward The Citadel in the next few years, but those choices would have either gotten you there a year or more early or cut it so close you wouldn’t have wanted to risk it. And there is always the risk of bandits, even if it’s very rare. With so many ships moving toward The Citadel, it’s easier than ever to pick off a smaller ship or two.”

April shrugged as she finished. “I think it was a fine choice to take the Adair ship.”

Matt pursed his lips, wanting to find some way to refute her, but ended up coming up empty. While he was pretty sure the Adair family and the ship were acting as pirates themselves, clearly taking advantage of everyone, he couldn’t discount the fact that they might not be making as much money as he believed.

He had no idea of the actual margins of shipping high Tier foodstuffs over long distances but knew from his Folded Reflections life as both a guild leader and chef that high Tier food was expensive to buy, and even more to sell. As a chef, he had seen the paper thin margins most restaurants operated at for most of their meals.

Thinking back to the prices, he still doubted it.

Unless the foodstuffs were being thrown away, they could be sold at their destination to make up most of the cost. Knowing there was nothing he could do, Matt decided to ignore it and hope not many people took the Adair’s extortionist loans, though he knew some would be forced to do so.

Once they finished up there, April left them to do her own thing after dropping them off at the hotel they had rented. They splurged and bought a nicer room, but not a suite, as they didn’t intend to spend too much time in their room on this trip.

Instead, they immediately went to an art gallery they had been looking at that promised a psychedelic adventure through color and sound. It was put together by a local Tier 17 artist with a modicum of fame.

Matt felt the world spinning as he stumbled out of the end of the hallway while Liz laughed.

“Don’t be a baby. It wasn’t that bad.”

Aster, who was covering her eyes with her paws, groaned, “That was awful. How can you enjoy that?”

Matt nodded, even if he knew it wasn’t an entirely fair complaint. Part of the issue was that both he and Aster had an adverse reaction, and through their bond, that reaction had fed off the other’s, and they hadn’t recognized it as such until it was too late.

Liz looked like she had just taken a stimulant and bounced on her feet. “Come on! Next up is the motion statues exhibit, and it seems less mind bendy.”

Matt and Aster were both grateful that it was much easier on their stomachs, and all three of them were able to enjoy their walkthrough of the varied statues that told stories through their slow movements.

But undeniably, their favorite was the Exhibit of Rift Monsters, which was amusing to walk through and read the comments given by the artist.

Aster snickered. “Ah, yes, the shadow ape. A formidable opponent only to be challenged by those a Tier up or with a direct counter.”

She snorted at the end, and Matt had to bite his lip to resist laughing though Liz joined his bond without hesitation.

“I don’t think we’ve fought anything in here at the recommended Tiers or with the strategies suggested. Are we bad delvers?”

She dramatically gasped, which made Matt lose it, and he joined in on the laughing.

It wasn’t actually funny but more so absurd how different their point of views were from the average person’s when it came to delving.

After they left the art gallery they moved toward another immortal attraction. While open to anyone with at least an AI implant, the game center’s main clientele were immortals. This was in large part thanks to their complete lack of true biological needs allowing them to do year- or even decade-long gaming sessions with no adverse health effects.

While Matt had never actually played any game that even featured full-dive capabilities, he knew they existed. SSEs, or Single Server Experiences, were some of the largest games in the realm, allowing countless individuals to share a massive virtual world, and some of the largest had an entire planet dedicated to a single immensely popular game. There were even some multiplanetary games, which from what Matt knew of inter-world communications had to be the result of one or more Talents supporting the connection.

Still, by the time he’d really learned about them, Matt had been far too busy with The Path to get into them, and the few games that his AI was compatible with that he had tried out had always felt…wasteful. He didn’t need to worry about saving his mana, after all, and he could always benefit from practicing his manipulation skills instead. He’d heard that the Unbroken had used a similar setup for training, but Matt could just practice in reality for free and had never felt the draw.

There was actually a lot of really impressive enchanting-work that went into the simulations Matt found as he looked into the technology. Servers were always built around the proper [Artificial Intelligence] Tier 26 skill, but they rarely used just that. [Library] for storage, [Simulate Item], [Simulate Building], [Simulate Motion], and [Simulate Water] were just the absolute tip of the spear for the utter gauntlet of simulation skills involved, and while it was possible to interface with many games with just [Artificial Intelligence], [Heads-Up Display] and [Imagined Reality] could supplement or outright replace the enchanted interface pods if Tier 20 or 32 skills were in the budget.

But he tried not to get too sucked into the inner workings of what he was quickly learning was involved in all city AI setups. They were, after all, intentionally trying to waste time, and Liz and Aster both wanted to try out a proper game, so they rented a set of pods and rented a local multiplayer game they could try out for a few hours as they grew accustomed to the technology. The game they chose was a non-combat production style game, where the three of them needed to work in a stylized restaurant and take ever more complex orders while food literally flew through the air.

It started easy enough, but eventually, they were overwhelmed by the chaos, and they failed the level and started over with a few buffs they had earned from their last run. They played that game for a while before moving onto a tower defense game, where one of them took turns defending against the others, who sent wave after wave against the defender.

It was dark when they left the still brightly glowing gaming center and went to find something to eat. Instead of trying to find some fancy restaurant, they decided to try and find the lowest Tier restaurants they could, and then use their greater cultivation to quickly process the food before moving on.

They hit seven restaurants before Aster finally tapped out, saying she was stuffed.

Feeling quite full himself, Matt also bowed out, even as Liz put down two more bowls of noodles at their final restaurant. After that, they wandered the city for another hour as they let their stomachs settle and went back to their rooms to sleep in.

The next day, Matt woke up to a cold chest as Aster decided she needed to curl up on him. Wrapping her up in a blanket, he was about to use [Fire Manipulation] to grab some heat from the air and bring it around his chest to warm him up, when he heard the shower was on.

Aster was too damn cold for her own good, but Liz clearly knew she had done that, and simply left him to his fate. A decision she would soon regret.

Slipping into the bathroom, he grabbed Liz and hugged her to his frozen chest despite her squeals and squirming.

“Let me go, you asshole! You’re freezing, and I just warmed up.”

Matt tucked his head into her neck as he laughed. “This is vengeance for letting me get that cold.”

After they both warmed up, Matt and Liz found Aster flopped on the couch with a show playing on the screen mounted to the wall.

Matt flicked her tail as he went to sit down. “Any plans before our massages?”

Aster let out a long groan. “I’m not moving from here until the massages. I want to be pampered. I’ve got this knot in my left leg that’s killing me.”

Matt patted her through her fluff in agreement.

He was most certainly looking forward to a few hours of pampering.
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Like all good things, their vacation came to an end as they returned to Luna and Kurt, who welcomed them back into the grind of delving.

Or at least, that was what they expected.

Instead of throwing them into a rift, Luna sat them down outside and paced in the air as she talked.

“You three have reached a point in an Ascender’s training that only those who make it reach. As Tier 13s, you have completed a low Tier 18 delve, which is about as high as anyone can delve up. Even sending you into a mid-Tier 18 rift would mean a single mistake was fatal, and I’d need to save you, which is a pointless level of risk. So instead of pushing you to delve higher, we will start more detailed training.”

She jumped to the ground and then asked, “If I send a [Fireball] at you, what is your reaction?”

At the same time, a small marble sized flame appeared over her tail, which gently swished back and forth.

Knowing his manager, Matt immediately rolled backward off the chair he was sitting on and then to the side, all the while watching her with his spiritual perception.

Seeing she wasn’t actually attacking them, all three of them stopped and Luna continued. “Dodging is the preferred defense, but what do you do if you can’t dodge? If you are surrounded?”

Matt got up, and after brushing himself off, said, “Block?”

Luna arched an eyebrow at him, even in cat form. “Is that a question or a statement, Matt?”

Smiling, he said, “Yes.”

That earned him a flick of the tail and accompanying [Fireball]. Dropping to the ground, he was able to dodge it and swore he heard a chuff of amusement, even as Luna spoke using [Air Manipulation].

“Dodging is a valuable tool, as it takes minimal energy and costs nearly nothing to avoid damage. Most people consider blocking to be the second, but why?”

Liz spoke up this time. “Blocking costs energy, but if you were going to get hit, it’s better to spend the mana to use a spell to block it.”

Luna nodded but sat back on her rear legs before shrugging. “That’s all true, but I’d consider you all to be missing an obvious answer.”

She looked at Matt and said. “[Fireball] me.”

Doing as instructed, he cast a [Fireball] at Luna.

Anyone observing this from the outside would have seen a large man trying to murder a small black cat, but Matt knew the small cat was the most dangerous person on this planet by a large margin, and didn’t hold back in the slightest.

He wasn’t sure what he expected, but his spell just fell apart like a paper ball hitting water, with bands of fire flaking off as the ball traveled until it was gone, less than a foot away from Luna.

Matt felt like Aster as they both cocked their heads at the sight.

“Instead of blocking when you can’t dodge, it’s sometimes better to dissipate an enemy’s spells. This will be our first lesson of your advanced training.”

Kurt interjected with a raised finger as his pen flicked back and forth, writing, “This is one of those things that’s hard to start and harder to master. Practically every spell you encounter will need to be deconstructed differently, and people can reinforce their spells to counter this, though rift monsters basically never do.”

His pen hesitated for a moment, but Luna seemed to say what he was thinking. “This is typically a thing only taught to Tier 25s and higher in the army because it takes a degree of spiritual awareness, Domain strength, and a whole lot of practice. It’s my specialty, and I don’t normally teach it until Tier 18 or so, but you three need something to challenge yourselves with.”

After that, Luna went over how to actually dismantle a spell.

“The first step is identifying the skill, something which is a lot easier when you have a copy of the spell in your own spirit.”

Aster didn’t have a copy of the spell, but Luna simply had her feel the spell she had hovering over her tail.

“Now send mana into the spell, but don’t unleash it.” Seeing they all did as instructed, she continued. “Good. Now, look at how the skill is constructed in the air. Try and find the weak points. The nexuses and crossroads. Break enough of them, or the right one, and the spell will fall apart.”

All three of them easily dissipated their spells, and Luna grinned at them, white teeth shining.

“Now all you need to do is dissipate my [Fireball]s.”

She leaped backward, landing upon a pedestal a few hundred feet away and, with a wave of her tail, started conjuring three steady barrages of [Fireball]s, one for each of them.

While the fireballs didn’t hurt that much, they still burned and, most notably, physically pushed them back a few feet. The objective was clear, and the three of them fell into dodging the projectiles. 

Matt slipped around a lick of flame as he pulsed his Concept, trying to drain mana from his surroundings, but Luna immediately suppressed his Domain with her own.

“Don’t try to run before you can walk, Matthew.”

Thusly rebuked, he returned to studying the skill structure and sending a stream of mana to unravel the spell. He failed utterly and was rewarded with a fireball to the face.

Aster seemed to have the right idea, he concluded, in trying to run away to get more time to analyze and attack the skill structure. Sure, it took her further away from Luna, but that wasn’t too much of a hassle. He dodged another fireball and tried running past it, studying the spell for weaknesses.

When that didn’t yield results, he pulled out his sword and started using [Dispelling Edge], comparing that skill’s effect to Luna’s new method. From what he could tell, it worked similarly, cutting through the threads of the spell’s structure.

Where it differed, however, was in specificity. Though far more efficient than anything Matt could even dream of accomplishing at the moment, it cut through the entire spell rather than just the important parts, like destroying a building by cutting the entire thing in half, rather than taking out the supports. The advantage, of course, was in not needing to know where those supports were for each different building.

Once he saw that, Matt put away his blade and started to change his strategy.

If there was one thing Matt had in spades, it was raw mana, and after getting some distance from Liz and Aster, he directed most of his mana pool to freely flow into the air, and using his mana control, he directed his mana toward the [Fireball]s Luna sent at him.

Instead of attacking the weak points of the spell mid-flight, Matt just threw thousands of mana at the spell, hoping to break anything.

And it worked.

He almost didn’t expect it, but the spell unraveled like a ball of flaming yarn and he had to resist cheering. He most certainly wasn’t doing it the way Luna wanted, but now that he had a feel for it, he was able to start making more directed attacks at the spell’s structure.

Matt then ran into his arch-enemy. His mana control. To do what Luna wanted, he needed to be able to feel a moving spell’s structure, identify the weak points of said skill, and then finally pick those weak points apart with as little mana as possible.

His spiritual sense was good enough that he was able to identify the skill structures without too much issue, but when it came to picking the spell apart, he ran into a wall.

He had oven mitts on and a chainsaw, where everyone else was working with a scalpel.

Even with years of training, his mana control was still behind where the others were. Though he had made up ground, the others weren’t stagnant and had pulled ahead while increasing their own mana control as well.

After the others got the hang of the new skill through a few weeks of training, he was starting to lag behind unless he just threw mana at the problem. Liz in particular was doing quite well; her expertise with stealing spells from her opponents translated admirably to their current task.

He eventually started closing in on the ladies’ success, and while his method was far less efficient than either of theirs, he was succeeding.

Liz was the first one to actually complete the challenge, laying a hand on Luna’s pedestal after dispelling three spells in a row. Luna stopped them with a nod. “Now that you have the first step down, it’s time to work on a skill I haven’t deliberately made easier to dispel.”

[image: ]


After several months of explosive training, Luna directed them back at the rifts. “Now I want you to delve a Tier 13 rift while only using two offensive spells, and only dodging after you’ve attempted a dispel. No armor spells at all.”

The first rift Matt got was one with swarms of mice, and Luna had him destroy it before making a new one. The next one had centaur-like monsters that cast half a dozen projectile spells, which was exactly what Luna wanted.

In a real fight, Matt managed to dispel exactly zero spells and was forced to dodge everything, but he felt he was growing used to the training. That said, he knew every attempt at dispelling a spell cost him far more mana than [Cracked Phantom Armor] would have used to block a same Tier spell.

Once they had that down, Luna started shoving them either as a group or solo into Tier 15 rifts with one skill they could use total, and they’d have to clear it with what was usually a pretty suboptimal skill and whatever they could scrounge up. She also restricted their Concept usage, Natural Treasure usage, or gear usage, but usually not all at the same time. 

However, the invariably hardest delves were the times when the one skill was actually reasonable, like [Cracked Mana Spear].

The training was brutal, as all of Luna’s training was with her perfectionist tendencies, but Matt relished it all. There was just something about beating a rift boss’ head in with a rock that was so satisfying.

Once they became proficient with even their oddest spells, Luna’s training shifted once more to delving with illusionary injuries. They weren’t simply pretending to be wounded, but rather dealing with a progressively worsening injury that debuffed them as though they were losing blood just as a start.

Matt almost ‘died’ fighting Tier 15 monsters with one leg broken and the other one severed but managed a breakthrough in combining his Concept flight with spatial expansion just in time, using his own armored body as a cannonball to eliminate a rift boss before his actually broken right arm was bitten off.

Liz was even forced to spend some time at the local hospital under the tutelage of a Tier 20 healer. Her tuition was an eye watering fifty Tier 17 mana stones, but they paid it at Luna’s insistence.

While Liz still wasn’t pleased about being a healer, she kept most of her complaints to bedtime chats, and even then, it was primarily centered around how she was expected to treat even the absolute idiots who injured themselves doing something stupid with care and kindness.

His question if she’d had to deal with any kids who tried to fly using bedsheets for wings cost him dearly but was so very worthwhile.

The training still paid dividends though. Liz had outpaced undirected healing spells for efficiency quite some time ago, but she was still improving and was nearly able to reattach limbs already. She’d never be as good as a trained healer, let alone Melinda, but Matt was proud that she was delving into all aspects of blood magic, even the non-glamorous ones.

It felt like only weeks later when Luna had Kurt dispel all the rifts they had been using and told them to get ready to travel to Yellow’s Ascension.

The fact they would also be getting their second Legacies was only icing on the cake.
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Matt looked into the sky, using [Telescope] to inspect the food hauler.

It was huge.

No, it was massive.

At a mile from bow to stern and almost a third of that from port to starboard, the ship was completely unable to enter a planet’s atmosphere. But, then again, it didn’t need to, with dozens of shuttles purpose-built to do exactly that.

Matt, Liz, and Aster were with all the other lower Tiers waiting for the atmospheric shuttles just outside the city limits.

All the Tier 15s and above who didn’t need to breathe were able to directly fly to the massive rectangle floating above the planet, which Matt wished he could do instead of sitting around waiting in line. He was entirely confident that he could carry enough air with just [Air Manipulation] to take them a couple hundred miles to reach the large ship, which would allow them to skip the predicament altogether.

Despite his complaining, their line moved fast enough. The moment one shuttle lifted off one of the five designated landing pads, another was quick to settle into the stop.

As they got to the front of the line, Matt finally was able to get a good look at one of the shuttles and was mildly impressed.

There were two models on display. One was obviously part of the ship’s contingent, as everything but the frontal end was blocky, to maximize storage space and make it aerodynamic enough to get through an atmosphere and into space where it could dock.

The other model was sleek, painted white with silver trimmings and the local nobility’s heraldry on the side facing them. Despite being physically smaller, just as many people were funneled into the ship as the grain hauler, which spoke of a very impressive spatial expansion on the interior of the ship. It wasn’t surprising, considering those few vessels were personally owned by the Adairs.

Sadly, he wasn’t able to inspect the nicer ship as their line was funneled into the more utilitarian ship next to it. With Aster draped across his shoulder, the three of them and close to a hundred others were herded into the ship by a local guard, and the moment the doors closed, their shuttle took off.

With his spiritual perception stretched out past the hull of the ship, he was able to watch as they slowly threaded their way through the dozens of other ships taking off and arriving at the station, before reaching a clear stretch of sky where their speed rapidly increased.

With a few minutes before they reached orbit and the hauler waiting there, Matt took the time to inspect the ship’s interior.

It was very clearly a working vessel, with every surface equipped with recessed hooks and anchor points to attach to what could be a variety of containers. There were even a few pieces of grain still stuck in a few places, along with what he believed were carrot leaves deteriorating in a corner.

Liz was jostled into him as the turbulence of them cutting through the atmosphere vanished all at once, and things settled down. Someone bumped into Matt, and Aster growled at them, earning him a modicum of personal space back.

Almost ten minutes later, when they were nearing the larger ship, Matt was finally able to sense the ship itself and was able to get a feeling just how big it was.

Even as they approached, it felt like they were a fly trying to land on a building. At least, that was the feeling Matt had as they slowed down and entered the ship through a hangar bay covered in a layer of what he suspected was mana. It was supported by various enchantments to keep the air inside the ship.

As their shuttle landed and the doors opened, everyone quickly filed out and into the loading bay, where they were immediately directed to the side. There, a man wearing a uniform that Matt’s AI identified as belonging to the shipping company that owned this ship addressed them.

“Welcome to the FTS Lydia. We, as our designation implies, are generally a food transport ship. That frankly doesn’t mean too much to you all, but there is one thing you need to understand as individuals below Tier 15.”

Pausing, he flared his cultivation, showing he was a Tier 19 to gather everyone’s attention. While Matt, Liz, Aster, and a large portion of the others were unbothered by the display, some less than lucky others had a variety of reactions, not limited to slinking back or even shuddering.

“Parts of the ship are not filled with air. If you see a hatch with a red trim, do not go inside. If the door has a blue trimming, it is safe. Please stay in your respective areas. There is a map available to download to assist you, but if you find yourself in a vacuum area even with all those precautions in place, you can contact the ship’s AI, which will notify a rescue team. I warn you now, do not wander around the Lydia. She is a large ship and is easy to get lost in. Our voyage will take a little more than three months, so settle in for a short trip.”

As he finished his speech, a woman entered through a door and stood just behind him.

“Please follow my associate as we direct you to your lodging. If you purchased the single room accommodation or bunking area, please go with my compatriots. If you are in the general berthing, please follow me.”

About a tenth of the crowd went alongside Matt and Liz to the private rooms, and the woman taking them led them out of the main bay. They found themselves in a long, flat hall that Matt suspected usually had automated transports running along its length. There were no signs of those now, though, just the levitation runework that they usually ran along.

An incoming message pinged at his AI, and Matt let it through.

“Your lodgings are in one of the cleared holds that has been pressurized and retrofitted for temporary habitation. There you will find both a chow hall and lavatories. Please note that our supplies are limited, so don’t expect anything luxurious.”

They walked through the halls for close to ten minutes before they reached a door that closed the hall off.

Their guide took that opportunity to speak once more. “This is a lock. It does as you might expect and prevents air from escaping in the case of a hull breach or if someone opens the wrong door. Note the blue trimming that signifies the other side of this door is also pressurized.”

After a winding path through the ship, they eventually stopped in a tiny hallway barely large enough for two people to walk past each other but stretched hundreds of feet up with doors placed in a regular grid across the wall.

“Find your room and settle in for the trip.”

With that, the woman flew over their heads and back to the airlock they had just entered through before vanishing.

Matt grabbed Liz with his Concept and pulled them up to just two rows from the top, where their accommodations were.

The three of them stepped through the door, after checking to ensure it was the right one, to reveal an incredibly cramped room. Matt’s hair was nearly brushing against the ceiling, yet the bunks on either side of the door each contained three mesh cots jammed together. They, as people with Concepts, had been put near the top so those without were actually able to get into their rooms without difficulty.

What was more interesting were the two people who had made it into the room before them, a man and a woman currently setting out sleeping bags on two of the cots. Both were either Tier 15 or disguised as such, with dark brown skin and blue hair. With how rare higher Tiers were, Matt assumed the shipping company had put similar Tiered people together, which made sense.

They exchanged nods, then Matt and Liz got to work setting up their own cots, taking the top and middle bunks opposite the other couple.

Looking at the tiny space, Matt groused, “I won’t even be able to roll over in there.”

Aster laughed at him and started to make a joke about his size, but before they could do more than set their things out, their door opened once more.

A burly man walked through the door and immediately narrowed in on Matt, Liz, and Aster. A quick inspection told Matt he was Tier 15, but if Matt was correct, the man had only recently gotten his Concept. Possibly even from Minkalla, from just how…vague it felt.

Matt was content to ignore him, but the man grinned when he noted their apparent relative weakness. As he sauntered forward, he grinned and said, “It seems like you two are in need of some protection. For a small fee, I c⁠—”

Liz was closest and didn’t even let him finish before she spun around and punched the man in the chest, sending him staggering back and wheezing as the air was forcibly removed from his lungs. Matt didn’t even bother stopping himself from smiling, and ensured the newcomer could see it.

“If anyone tries to bully you, friend, just come tell us, and we can make sure they leave you alone. We don’t even charge.” Liz reassured the man, her voice dripping with false sincerity as he looked up at her, bewildered.

While amusing, Matt found the reaction of the other couple far more interesting. The woman had pulled out a pair of weighted gloves, and the man had mana swirl around his fingertips as the newcomer started to intimidate them, but the gloves and magic had vanished just as fast when Liz laid him out.

He hadn’t expected someone to stand up for them, and it intrigued him. After sending a quick message to Liz and Aster on his observation, he nodded in thanks to the couple.

The man proffered a hand. “I’m Marcus, and she’s Olivia. Nice to meet you two.” He cocked his head at the door and asked, “We were going to explore whatever counts for a lounge in this place and figured you might want to come along.”

After introducing themselves with their cover names, they left their room and the still-recovering man to follow the couple out of the room.

Once they were through the airlock, the man, Marcus, laughed. “Oh, the look of surprise on his face was to die for.”

The woman, Olivia, smiled and added, “And here I thought you three would need help. How surprising that I was wrong.”

Her tone indicated she was actually caught off guard, and not probing for information, so Liz responded in kind, laughing and downplaying her own ability.

When they arrived at the lounge, all five of them paused as the wave of sound hit them like an attack the moment the airlock opened.

The lounge was beyond packed, with barely a free space open.

Matt was going to brave his way to the bar when Marcus caught his arm and pulled him back to the airlock, where they left the way they came.

“Fuck that. I’d like to relax, not deal with that mess.”

Aster, who had taken her place on Liz’s shoulder, asked, “Do you want to sit in the room or something, then?”

Olivia chuckled. “Nothing so boring. I’m sure there is a crew-only bar or something similar for the passengers who bought their own rooms. We are going to go hang out there instead.”

Matt raised an eyebrow, which Marcus caught and answered, “Perks of being away from the inner regions of the Empire. Rules are a bit more loose out here.” Shaking a cupped fist, he made the hand gesture for mana stones and continued, “A few Tier 16 or 17 mana stones will open doors, I’m sure. Pocket change for a lot of the higher Tier members of the ship, but as long as we follow the rules, that’s more than enough.”

Aster swished her much less bushy tail and asked, “Rules? I’m confused?”

Olivia raised an eyebrow in return and asked, “I take it you three are young and from a more central part of the Empire?”

When none of them confirmed it, she waved them off. “Not that I expected you to answer, but it’s obvious you haven’t spent a lot of time on the frontier. Like Marcus said, the rules are a bit more flexible here, but at the same time, when you are breaking the rules, you need to be smart. We’re going to bribe our way into a better lounge. While there, it’s understood that if things start getting crowded like the other place, we should leave. We also need to behave ourselves and not get drunk or anything. Also, never admit it’s a bribe, that’s bad form.”

Marcus smiled back at them as they entered another airlock. “It’s a reason why we generally stick to the frontier. Less rules, and we like it that way.”

He flexed before cupping his hand once more. “Muscle or money. Both are far more effective.” Shrugging and dropping the theatrics as the doors cycled around them, he added, “As you get older and stronger, you’ll learn more about it. The only reason we’re going back to the Empire proper is to work on our Intents. A fucking hurdle and a half that, and after our delve into Minkalla for our Concepts, we’ll take the easy way out for once.”

Matt raised an eyebrow at them. “You two went into Minkalla? The way you flew made it seem like your Concepts were better than the ones normal Tier 14s get.”

Olivia grinned at him. “Now that’s telling. We did, but once we were Tier 15 and immortal, we broke those shitty Concepts and took our time figuring out just what we wanted our Domains to be. Took us a few thousand years, but we got there in the end. I take it you guys didn’t have such an issue?”

Liz wiggled her hand. “We had Concepts already when we entered, but we ducked out after a floor 4 Courtly Warfare, where some frontrunner managed to conquer nearly the entire floor in like a month and a half. They left behind a faction far too powerful to clear out easily. A few close calls later, when the doors finally opened, we decided to leave well enough alone and cut our losses.”

That was their official story for these identities that they had worked out beforehand with Luna, and they had actually been part of that cycle, so they could convincingly tell almost anything about it without seeming like they were lying.

They chatted the rest of the way to another lounge with a door guard who let them pass after Marcus shook the woman’s hand.

Inside, they found the lounge which, while smaller, was almost empty, with tables recessed and hidden in shadowy alcoves. The bar was the only brightly lit place, and a quiet melody was coming out of speakers hidden somewhere in the room, completing the ambiance nicely.

Together, they took a table and placed their orders for drinks and started chatting with their new traveling companions.

Matt wasn’t sure how he felt about the duo, but it was mixed.

They were friendly and open to taking three younglings under their metaphorical wings and showing them the ropes of how to bribe and weasel their ways into hidden lounges. That in and of itself would have been fine, Luna had had them practice far more devious espionage skills. But the way the duo openly talked about how they liked living in places where nobles like the Adairs ruled was a new experience to Matt.

Matt had almost thought them revolutionaries, but the two laughed at the very notion of the other Great Powers. They liked, even loved, living in the Empire, and even talked about how they gladly paid their taxes to fund the public works.

They just didn’t like living under the firm rules the Emperor was pushing for.

It was a new viewpoint for Matt. He hated nobles like the Adairs, who allowed even low-level corruption to run rampant. Marcus argued that it made things run smoother, but Matt disagreed mentally.

The rules applied to everyone, not just those who couldn’t afford the bribes.

Despite that, he found himself liking the duo, and the three of them spent most of their time with the pair.

With the ship packed as tight as it was, there was little they could do without arousing unwanted attention. Small elemental manipulations, skill modification, and reading for their respective crafting specialties made up a fair portion of the time they dedicated to real training. Long hours of meditation helped with Concept development, but the cramped ship was hardly an ideal location for it. Mostly, they tried to relax, watch movies, and listen to music.

At first, it was nice, but by the end of the first month, Matt was going stir-crazy from the lack of activity, as the ship didn’t even have a proper sparring room. When they finally reentered real space at The Citadel’s system, Matt was just happy to get off the ship with the others, who would be taking alternative transportation out of the system.

Marcus and Olivia would be returning with the Lydia to the outer reaches of the Empire once the Ascension ended, and therefore didn’t exit the ship.

While not being on the same planet would mean a slight reduction of efficiency from the Ascension, just being in the same system was generally good enough for most people, especially those like themselves, who already had a Concept.

Ascensions were useful for an Intent or Aspect, but it was like a cup of water being splashed into a pond. It might make some ripples, but one wouldn’t fill it, so they didn’t mind going to the Tier 44 capital world in The Citadel’s system.

Matt almost kissed the ground when they landed, but did allow himself a sigh in relief.

Luna, Kurt, and April appeared next to them as they exited the space port, and Luna asked, “How was your trip? Anything to report?”

Matt was pretty confident that she or Kurt had been there with them the entire time, but didn’t say anything. Along with Liz and Aster, he reported everything they did on the three month journey.

“Good. We still have three months until the start of the Ascension, and Ciceron should be here in a few weeks to set up for the next Tier 10 tournament.”

Liz smiled and asked, “Can we rent a rift then? Somewhere to let off some steam until then?”

Luna flicked her tail. “I don’t care what you do until then. Your parents are coming, aren’t they?”

Liz nodded. “Family dinner with everyone. I’ve missed a bunch, but they usually try for at least one a decade, or once every couple months when I was growing up.”

After getting the okay from Luna, the three of them took a teleporter to the city that housed the local Feathered Nestled Inn, the Moore family hotel chain. The two of them had both given them permission to use the family’s room or use a set aside room they had for all the kids.

The lobby had another one of Mara’s giant feathers floating overhead, and Matt could only shake his head. The feather was massive and served as a reminder that Mara wasn’t to be trifled with despite her generally goofy demeanor.

The suite was a carbon copy of the one on East Flower, Tur’stal’s capital planet, and they quickly put their belongings away before immediately turning around and leaving once more to find themselves a rift they could let loose in.

Thankfully, it wasn’t that hard.

Rusty’s capital planet, like Tur’stal’s, was home to trillions of people, and had every amenity one could think of, which included rifts.

As they walked around in the crowds, they looked up rifts in the Tier 14 through Tier 16 range that they could immediately buy out, and eventually settled on a nearby guild rift that was being offered at a reasonable rate. For the small price of a Tier 16 mana stone, they were able to enter the Tier 14 rift, which was an insane rip off, but they only wanted to let off steam. Which they gladly did as they massacred the monsters inside.

When they left the rift a few short hours later, they decided to explore some more, which was interesting. It was only Matt’s second time on a capital planet, but he found it amusing that this capital also reflected its owner’s personality.

East Flower, despite being a city, had a vibrant ecosystem that could be seen in the plants and trees seen everywhere, while Rusty’s capital planet was more utilitarian despite the city blocks dedicated to having green spaces for people to have access to.

Still, this particular planet had a martial atmosphere that pervaded everywhere they walked. The lower Tier guilds stylized themselves as martial halls instead of normal guilds, and in almost every park, they saw people working out or sparring with mundane melee skills, both unarmed and armed.

There were even beasts who fought each other in their own special rings.

Fighting was everywhere, even if controlled and orderly.

The only place they didn’t see people fighting was the old child’s playground, and even then, some of the roughhousing might have been considered martial practice.

The three of them, seeing that, found a park that catered to Tier 13s and joined in on the fun, sparring a few rounds with others and having a blast.

A little sweaty, they found a Tier 15 bar and settled in.

Matt laughed as Aster, three drinks in, finally caved and publicly asked for spicy food.

“I want the curry extra hot.”

Matt ribbed her. “What happened to not liking spicy things because a stupid fire fox liked it?”

Aster snorted. “This is my first time eating it.”

Matt rolled his eyes and sent her an image of the curry take-out container he had found in his trash.

Aster wasn’t even phased. “I said chili is gross. And it is! Curry is much better. Stupid fire fox doesn’t even know good food.”

Matt was taken aback by the spice wafting off the dish and looked on with horror as Aster destroyed the curry that was burning his nose from feet away. Even the man next to them at the bar slid down some laughing as he waved his hand in front of his nose.

As Liz and he ineffectually heckled Aster, he paused as a woman came up to him and placed her hand on his forearm.

Leaning forward, she asked over the music, “Can I buy you a drink?”

She paired the question with a wiggle that brought attention to herself and smiled.

Matt tried to be polite and wiggled his hand with his teleport ring. “Happily taken, but thank you.”

The woman looked Liz up and down before glancing at Aster then snorting, “I don’t see any competition here.”

Matt smiled as Liz leaned back in surprise.

While they were wearing masks, neither of them were unattractive, and the woman was being far too pushy for polite company.

The alcohol that wafted off her spoke to the reason why Liz didn’t immediately explode, but instead said in a clear and firm voice, “When I was in my twenties, I would have laughed this off, but lady, you are drunk and barking up an owned tree. Leave before I remove you myself.”

Matt smiled at her ferocity, but frowned as his spiritual perception caught a man moving up to the bar and bringing his hand over the drink of the man next to him.

It was an innocent enough action, but Matt felt the liquid in the drink shift slightly, and while that could be explained away with the ice settling, his spiritual perception instantly started identifying it as a threat, bringing Matt’s full attention to the glass.

Before he was able to say anything, the man took a sip of the drink, and nothing happened.

Figuring that his intuition was wrong, Matt went back to the argument between Liz and the woman. That lasted only a moment, as the man crunched into an ice cube and his mouth, throat, and upper chest melted as though coated in a potent acid.

With a quick [Bandage], Matt threw himself past the woman and at the assassin currently trying to vanish into the shifting crowd.

Not wanting to show off his more identifiable spells, like [Cracked Phantom Armor], Matt rushed forward, and with some assistance from [Mage’s Retreat], grabbed the man who had waved his hand over the glass.

As his hand grabbed the man’s upper arm, the assassin turned and spat at Matt’s shoulder. Matt could see decay mana swirling around the spit, and his spiritual sense instantly assessed it as a potent acid, just like what the assassin’s target was dealing with.

Considering the man went for a nonlethal strike, Matt chose not to put a [Cracked Mana Spear] through his head, and instead twisted to dodge the spittle that landed on someone else’s back and started to burn.

Matt tugged the man back toward himself and hit him with a vicious left hook.

The man’s eyes went wide as his head bobbled, and Matt wondered if the assassin would go down that easily, but it was never quite so simple.

With a mouthful of blood, the man seemed like he was going to spit at Matt once more, so he did the one thing the man never expected.

Covered his mouth with his hand.

Matt smirked as the man seemed confused as to why his hand was fine with what was surely acidic blood, but with the Stygian Gossamer having transformed his hand into a near invulnerable form, he wasn’t concerned by the tests of a Tier 15. His hand had been able to block the lightning blast of a Tier 18 golem without an issue, and that monster hit far harder than the Tier 15 could ever wish to.

The assassin tried to run away, but Matt had already slipped a foot around his ankle and pulled hard, sending them both tumbling to the ground. As they hit the ground, Matt twisted to get the man’s back and flexed, pushing the man’s face away from him and into the floor.

The floor was made from higher Tier materials and resisted the bubbling spit and blood that threatened to eat through any flesh.

Matt drove a hard punch into the man’s temple, which caused the man to go limp.

Not believing it, Matt didn’t relax, but was still sent into the air as the man used a skill to increase his strength explosively for a moment.

If Matt was alone, the man might have been able to get away right then and there, but he ran headlong into a wall of ice Aster had created.

Before he was able to do anything else, the ice grew around him, completely encasing the man.

Matt was able to tell when the assassin tried converting the ice entrapping him into frozen acid, aiming to interfere with Aster’s control. Against most ice mages, it would have worked, but his bond was no ordinary ice mage.

As Aster loved to say, anything frozen was ice.

Matt didn’t have nearly that level of flexibility, but he didn’t need to. He had Aster.

Once the man saw his escape was helpless, he sent an AI message acknowledging his capture.

What Matt found interesting was the man’s credentials, which clearly stated he was a registered assassin with one of the local assassin guilds.

Kurt had taught them about assassin guilds, and so Matt knew that he had no obligation to let the man go, nor would he face reprisal from the guild for interfering as he had.

While assassin guilds weren’t well liked, they were legal entities that had to follow the rules of the Empire. When Matt had asked Kurt why the Empire allowed such things, his trainer had simply shrugged and asked him why they wouldn’t.

Assassin guilds would always exist, and it was better to legalize it and make the rules clear for everyone, rather than dealing with endless startup organizations or freelancers who might not respect the rules of the Empire.

That had prompted Matt to ask what the guilds got out of it. In return for following the rules of not attacking down or attacking Pathers, the guilds didn’t get razed to the ground and have their members hauled away. The guilds also got a safe place where they could operate semi-openly that the local guards wouldn’t raid. The members also got lesser punishments in the event they were caught in the act of an assassination.

Luna had then explained that the assassin guilds were given such freedoms because, during times of war, they were all contracted by the Empire.

Instead of sending their own people to kill spies, infiltrators, terrorists, and defectors to the other Great Powers, the Empire handed out missions to the local assassin guilds and would reward those same assassins for jobs completed.

Matt had found it a little too mercenary for his taste but had to admit that it at least sounded like a workable solution to a tricky problem.

Turning his attention to the target of this assassination attempt, Matt found Liz with blood covering her front, sitting back on her heels.

The man was clearly dead despite having been Tier 15.

Either he hadn’t been able to control his cultivation well enough to keep his brain functional without blood, or the acid had made its way to his brain somehow.

Then, almost as if they had always been there, guards and healers rushed into the bar and started controlling the situation, cuffing the assassin the moment he was loose with cultivation-suppressing enchantments.

Those who had been injured were healed, and everyone started getting questioned, Matt, Liz, and Aster especially.

The guards seemed familiar with the acid man and said he had been operating in this system for a while but had always managed to get away before his acid dissolved enough to be lethal.

Thankfully, there were a plethora of [AI]s, and after they gave their statements, they were allowed to leave, where they immediately encountered a black cat seemingly being ignored by the walking crowds.

“An eventful evening.”

Matt didn’t hear any scorn or judgment in her voice, which told him they had done well enough to not get berated. That didn’t mean they wouldn’t go over the fight once they got back to their home, but it would at least be a conversation, rather than them getting yelled at.

Liz shrugged. “Damn, that acid was nasty. Followed the spine like a fucking straw into his brain.”

Matt winced at that visual, but Luna seemed unconcerned. “You did your best. Now let’s take a walk and see someone not doing their best.”

Invisible, the four of them walked out of the building where they were, just in time to see the assassin being led to the sidewalk, where he was grabbed by two guards and lifted by each arm.

Matt was scanning to see what Luna had meant, and only saw it when two blades the length of his forearm flashed from the ground at the two guards. Or rather, the assassin in their clutches.

The blades easily cut through the man’s arms and therefore removed the cuffs that suppressed his cultivation.

Like a fish in water, the suddenly-armless assassin flew and vanished around a corner and down the street, quickly leaving Matt’s spiritual perception range.

Luna swished her tail. “The woman was a distraction and his helper. She was trying to start a fight with you, Liz. A decent plan, but the target liked to chew his ice, which screwed up their timing.”

Turning to them, she asked, “How would you have done the assassination differently?”

Matt sighed as he realized this would actually be a long night.

At least they were off that damn ship.
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Matt was sitting at the table in Mara and Leon’s suite while eating breakfast with Aster when Luna appeared from nowhere to sit on their table, startling them.

“Get ready. Ciceron just arrived, and I want to get the three of you in sooner rather than later.”

Liz, in the middle of shuffling to the table in her pajamas, rushed over and shoveled the food Matt had made for her down in seconds, before spinning back to their room right after Matt and Aster.

While the two humans changed, Aster brushed her tail out with her Concept, stiff wind split into fibers and replicating a brush.

Less than a minute later, they were ready, and Luna opened a portal that led them to an ordinary sitting room. On the other side, a familiar gray-haired man lowered glowing hands in favor of a deep glare at Luna as he started shouting at their manager. “I literally just arrived in the system three minutes ago, and you’re already inside my house! Do you know how rude that is?”

Luna flicked her tail in dismissal. “You’ll be flooded with applications from other managers, and I dislike waiting in line.”

Ciceron paused and shook his head. “How did you even get in here? I know I’ve changed the codes at least three times since we were dating.”

While Matt was processing the fact their manager had dated anyone, let alone the keeper of the legacies, Luna snapped right back at the other man.

“Well then, change more than the last few numbers. If there is anything to use an AI for, it’s making passwords a three-year-old can’t solve.”

Ciceron worked his jaw and growled right back, “It’s two hundred digits! Damn it! Ugh. You know there’s a process for this, right?”

Luna flicked her tail as she started licking a paw. “Yes, which would mean you’d need to reject a lot of applications before you got to us. Just put them in now and make it easy for everyone.”

Aster finally lost her patience and asked, “Are you sure you aren’t still dating? You two bicker like you are.”

Ciceron snapped. “No!”

Luna just shrugged. “We’re on a thousand year break.”

Hearing that, Matt had to ask, “A thousand-year break? Is that a break or breaking up?”

Luna shrugged. “I needed a good nap, and relationships need work, so it was easier to hit pause on it.”

Ciceron jerked back like he had been struck as he said, “You said it was about the casserole!”

Luna nodded right back. “Yes, after you burnt the casserole, I needed a break. I’d still be napping if these three hadn’t popped up on my radar.”

The look she shot them didn’t hide the fact she’d rather still be napping.

“As much as I’d like to reminisce about old times, the children don’t need to know our past.”

The older man looked like he wanted to argue more, but Luna cut him off. “Matt, I imagine Ciceron would be interested in hearing about the white hole you found in Minkalla.”

Ciceron blinked twice, then flickered for a moment, returning to their speed seated at a long table that hadn’t been there before, and setting down a giant tome covered in magically-flowing text.

“Tell me everything and I’ll let you skip the line.”

Matt didn’t miss the smug look on Luna’s face even as she walked deeper into the house, leaving the three of them to the inquisitive legacy curator.

“So, Matthew Alexander, you found a white hole during your delve into Minkalla, cycle 479 AE. Would you kindly recount the full story? You are being recorded.”

Matt glanced at Liz and Aster, and they shared a shrug as they took a seat and began their tale, beginning with the challenge that had first led them to finding the required materials.

While Ciceron allowed them to recount the entire story without interruptions, he immediately started pelting them with questions, perfectly ordered in chronological order corresponding to when Matt had mentioned it in his speech.

It was almost funny seeing how similar his questioning was compared to Luna’s, while also being wildly different. Luna cared about their actions and decisions, while Ciceron wanted them to identify the exact shade of bronze the treasure chest had been when they pulled it out, going as far as to create illusions for comparison. He was even worse than Erwin, something Matt wouldn’t quite have thought possible before now.

After they had been forced to sample types of sand to find the right consistency, Matt finally had enough, pulled out their house, and dug through the loot closet until he found what he was looking for. He pulled the mirror from the ‘keep’ pile, the key and compass from the ‘find a good buyer’ pile, and even grabbed the cornucopia that had been so involved in finding the other three that was sitting on their kitchen counter.

Ciceron spent close to ten minutes inspecting them, and when he finally went to start recording them, Liz suggested, “Ciceron, while you look at these, can we get our legacies?”

Ciceron looked at them with a bewildered face that strongly reminded Matt of all the times Erwin had completely forgotten something important. “Yes, you are right. I can ply Luna for any missing information when you guys are under. Good idea. I’ll need some time to see if these items are special in any way. The other Great Powers certainly know of this, and hundreds of keyholes implies hundreds of keys…I’ll need to check some old records to try and find some hints.”

Matt nodded. “Yeah, I figured the Empire would know about something like this. It’s so old, after all.”

Ciceron smirked at him. “The Empire may be old, but the Sophron dynasty is young, only three generations, and there was a lot of knowledge lost when Agatha took the throne. It’s hard to interrogate the dead or read destroyed records, after all.”

Brushing himself off, the older man looked between the three of them and pointed at Matt.

“You first, kid. You’re getting the choice of one legacy, so we can skip the memory manipulation.”

Matt raised a finger even as he followed. “Only one choice?”

“Order from up high. You can always refuse, but —”

Luna appeared from around a corner and cut the archivist off. “It is certainly the best overall legacy for you, and I had to get special permission to even request it. Nominally, it shouldn’t be in circulation until its creator has ascended, but an exception was made. If you have something specific in mind, we can go over some of the mage, sword, or enchanting legacies, but you would be better served by my choice overall.”

Matt shrugged. After nearly half a century under her tutelage, he trusted that Luna knew what he would benefit from most, and it wasn’t like he had a single skill that he especially wanted to be developed at the moment. That he could skip the memory modification was a bonus, as was finding out just whose Legacy he’d been approved to use.

“What skill should I put in my innate?” he asked. He usually kept [Cracked Phantom Armor] in his innermost skill slot, but he could switch it with any of his other core skills in short order with the help of Liz’s potion.

“Leave your armor there,” Luna flicked her tail, “though in truth it doesn’t matter too much. Now, Aster…”

As the black cat started discussing options with his teammates, Ciceron waved for Matt to follow him to a side room. Going inside, he found an obelisk of black obsidian and a large beanbag chair waiting for him.

He settled into the pile of cushions and laid his hand upon the cool black stone, allowing his surroundings to shift into a blank white room with a familiar face awaiting him.
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Aster felt as Matt’s mind slipped into something of a trance through their bond, leaving her thrumming with excitement.

She’d be getting a Legacy, and with the knowledge of how much Liz and Matt had gotten from theirs, she couldn’t wait. This second chance at Legacies was usually reserved for Pathers who were expected to make it past Tier 20, or people that were similarly promising for one reason or another. But even then, not everyone was accepted.

Even aside from her status as Matt’s bond and accompanying advancement speed, Luna said that her having made it through Minkalla at Tier 11 would have been enough to guarantee a Legacy. Still, Aster didn’t really care how she got the spot and was just excited to see what all the hype was about. The whole oath-swearing was a pain, but once she was done with that, she and Liz were led to a closed-off room and directed to put on helmets. Aster pinched her ears horribly, but she could ignore it well enough to read through the massive book in front of her. At the other end of the table, Liz was discussing some of the options she had with Luna.

Ciceron, meanwhile, was helping her. “To make things easier, and on Luna’s recommendation, I assembled the legacies of debuff mages, ice mages, and winter mages. There’s several, but one in particular you may find interesting is Harkens Mallow’s.”

With a flick of his fingers, the book in front of her flipped open, and Aster read the description provided. Harkens Mallow, according to this, was an Aurora assassin from the Federation who utilized the colors and illusions of aurora to confuse, isolate, and disorientate her targets to set them up for the kill. An unusual combination for certain, but it was usually speculated that she had a Talent for the element.

Her Legacy was geared toward making illusions that didn’t seem real so much as simply intense, making them difficult to ignore even with the knowledge that they weren’t real. There were also some small-blades skills listed, but Aster ignored them.

[Afterimage] was one of the examples given, and with the assassin’s help, Aster could use her skill to make all the created duplicates either vibrantly aurora-colored, or mere streaks of light. They would be completely different from Aster’s actual appearance, but they would gain the ability to overload and overwhelm even spiritual senses in the same way that exceptionally loud sounds made it harder to focus on a whisper.

Looking up at Ciceron, she asked, “Nothing else Aurora based? Really?”

He shrugged. “Aurora is an uncommon element, especially in the Empire. The only reason we even have this one is thanks to some war reparations in the wake of Duke Water’s Path completion and subsequent war. Whether or not it’s a good legacy for you I cannot say, simply that it bears some merit.”

Eventually, she narrowed her options down to about a dozen Legacies, and Ciceron pulled the corresponding pages out cleanly from his book so she could decide as he gave the book to Liz and started discussing what her options were. With Luna’s help, Aster eventually narrowed twelve options down to three, each with a distinct role.

Harkens Mallow, the aurora assassin, Aaron Dell, the offensive ice mage, and Aspen Erhulz, the winter wolf.

If she went with Harkens, Aster planned to try to make [Absolute White] into an aurora-aspected skill, ideally turning the concealment and slowing mist into a riot of color capable of stunning, freezing, and disorienting only her enemies while concealing her allies.

It was tempting, but nothing else he had on offer was useful for her.

She was a mage, and if she ever got in a fight with someone in her league who specialized in melee combat, she had exactly one good option.

Run to Matt or Liz before they hit her.

She didn’t have anywhere close to enough strength to wrestle a melee fighter and never would, which made the practical training of that legacy useless.

Aaron Dell was an ice mage who had eschewed the more common restraining and battlefield control aspects of the element for raw burst damage, unleashing icy destruction in as few skills as possible.

While Aster was primarily a support, she was also the bond to a future Ascender, and that meant she’d be expected to carry her own weight somewhat. [Cracked Shatter] and [Glacial Spear] certainly worked to give her a lot of ice power when the situation suited it. ‘Death is the strongest debuff’ was a saying among debuff mages for a reason. Matt’s power came primarily from his incredible endurance, but that resulted in him having very few powerful opening moves beyond his talismans. Liz was unstoppable once she got going, but against single, powerful foes she could sometimes struggle to build up momentum.

If Aster focused a few of her skills into being a powerful opening move, she could cover for a few relative weaknesses, and what else was a support mage for?

[Cracked Shatter] would be a good candidate, she felt. While her skill, or even the non-cracked version, weren’t listed on the page, she felt she had a fairly decent grasp on what Aaron would be able to help her grow it into. Currently, it almost turned her [Ice Spear] into an ice-aspected [Fireball], but she expected that she could make the detonation directional, turning an omnidirectional explosion into a torrent of jagged fragments of extremely hard and sharp ice, accompanied by a blast of freezing magic. If she was really lucky it might even become cascading, where anything frozen by the secondary blast of magic would explode as well, unleashing a continuous hail of razor-sharp ice, lacerating everything in their path.

It wasn’t quite a straight-up opening move, but it was close. At minimum, Aaron could make her [Cracked Shatter] more potent with less setup, and that was promising.

Ciceron even said that legacy wouldn’t reduce her spells’ abilities to slow, as the mage had never forsaken that portion of the mana type, even in her later years.

Her last option was Aspen Erhulz, a fairly traditional winter wolf from the Clans. His approach was the closest to Aster’s current setup, meaning she had the most options for developing either a single skill or generally improving her entire arsenal.

[Dispelling Wind] could be developed such that it would slowly strip away mana from attacks it was countering, and even feed into itself, creating a very nice, if minor, feedback loop. [Absolute White] could be enhanced such that practically anything without a spirit of its own in its area of effect would be frozen in space. [Air Body] could be developed into a winter-aspected skill and allow Aster to slow and freeze opponents simply by passing through them. [Glacial Strike] could gain a transmutation effect, making enemies transform into ice rather than simply becoming coated in a thick layer of it.

Or she could spread out her efforts between all of them and more besides, getting less of an individually powerful skill but instead learning general techniques for winter skill modification.

Letting out a low whine, Aster looked to Luna and asked, “What do you suggest?”

The cat simply shook her head and licked a paw. “This is a decision you must make for yourself, Aster. I will continue to help you as a discussion partner, but the final decision is yours. Though, you should plan for the future and not right now. Your skills until Tier 25 will be valuable, yes, but you are already planning for some very impressive bloodline development into the future, and you would be remiss to not keep that in mind as you consider what role you shall play in the wars to come.”

Aster nodded before mulling that over.

How did she see herself in the future? After an agonizingly long decision, she settled on Aspen. Covering for Matt and Liz while they were building up momentum in a fight might not be as dramatic as turning someone into an ice sculpture, but the core role of a support was to enable and cover for their team. Whatever else she might be, she was supportive of her family.
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Liz twirled the pen Ciceron had been writing with as she thought about the fact Luna had dated someone. That fact shouldn’t have been surprising, but it made their manager seem all too normal for the woman she knew.

Aster was still hogging the Book of Legacies—apparently there was only one, and it was the same book in all cases, regardless of what kind of legacy was being chosen—and she and Luna had already exhausted their non-specific discussions about what she could want.

Even suppressing her cultivation as much as possible to make the time pass faster, it was still taking a long while for Aster to settle on a concrete option as she endlessly flipped between the handful of choices she’d narrowed down.

She had been shopping with Aster enough times to know the girl had the decision making abilities of a spoiled child who wanted to buy everything and avoid making a hard choice.

Before she was really able to get into that train of thought, Ciceron removed a dozen pages from his book with great care, set them down in front of Aster, and walked over to her

“Now, unlike last time you were here, I can actually give you a wider range of access to our legacies. We actually have one blood mage legacy, but it’s for a healer.”

Liz grumbled internally at being pigeonholed but looked at the first page.

Kelly Lively wasn’t a name she recognized, but he’d apparently been a blood mage of some prominence for his ability to do extensive internal work even on people far past the conventional healing limit. It was a skill she’d tried experimenting with her [Lifeblood Manipulation], but it was almost embarrassing just how inadequate she was compared to a conventional healer.

Even if she wasn’t inclined to try and out-perform the professionals at their own specialty, there would undoubtedly be a fair amount of knowledge present on more freeform blood connection, practice that would be invaluable for her own forays into the wider realm of blood magic.

It instantly went to the top of her list. And the bottom. It was a list of one, after all.

There were, as expected, lots of possible water mage legacies which might be promising. One, amusingly, was even about making certain water spells work on blood, giving water mages the ability to manipulate their own blood inside of them.

She was almost tempted by a water mage that could turn [Water Manipulation] into something that could nearly as easily control ice, steam, and mist, if for no other reason just how much it would help her in mastering all the elements that her spear gave her access to.

In truth, though, the only one which really called to her was one who managed to make mana spent on [Water Whip] cumulative, gradually building up power so long as the skill was maintained. It fit her fighting style well enough, but she ultimately discarded the idea. She was reaching for more these days, and her [Blood Whip] simply wasn’t her path forward.

An idle thought about using the same legacy as before and expanding her [Blood Tidal Wave] was appealing in a certain way, but Oppa’s obelisk wasn’t even listed as an option for her.

So, no water mage legacies. There were some generically good manipulation-focused legacies that her spear would help her utilize to their fullest potential, but they still weren’t what she was looking for.

One legacy made her stop and stare. King Legion, a one-man-army from many generations ago, had a surviving obelisk with a massive focus on [Clone]-type spells. With his Legacy, Liz could directly make her [Lesser Blood Clone] mostly autonomous, only requiring a minor amount of attention to direct, and while it still wouldn’t have access to her Skills or Domain, it would in many ways double her direct combat prowess.

Unfortunately, there were no legacies about binding Oaths, which was a pity. She and Luna had discussed how perfect the pocket-dreamscape was for trying out the last of her Folded Reflections powers, but it wasn’t to be.

Her Concept was a strong contender for what she wanted to work on. Minkalla and subsequent training had drastically expanded what her Domain could accomplish, and there were some very interesting possibilities. A bone mage who could help her master flight, a pyromancer who could teach her to store flame inside her body, and a metal mage who might be able to enable her to enhance her spear with her Concept.

It was the latter she was currently studying. Kess Vitan was a metal mage with an internal Concept who had, through use of Blood Iron, extended control to his blood, and from his blood, to his sword. With his sword, he could then replicate a lot of the tricks of an external Concept, such as utilizing his sword as a flying sword, and performing Susanne’s ‘cutting through space’ trick.

Given Liz already had two of the steps done and was able to drink the blood of enemies she killed to empower her weapon thanks to Minkalla, pushing that part of her kit further could be quite promising. Helping her Concept reach outside of her body would help immensely with a lot of her current projects, even her unstructured blood magic. Allowing her spear to be boosted by all the things which enhanced her blood sounded quite appealing, though it wasn’t certain how much she would be able to do right out of the gate.

The more she thought about it, the more she liked it. Rather than a single ability or skill that she’d be growing, by pushing her Concept to be more external, she could use that as a stepping-stone to countless other abilities.

With a final nod, she made her choice and signaled Ciceron. “I’m ready.”
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Matt looked at the nearly-familiar face of the Emperor and just stared.

The face was the same, but this Emmanuel seemed open and easy going, with a smile flirting with the edges of his mouth as if he was trying to repress the urge to crack a joke.

It was like seeing someone you didn’t know wearing the face of someone you did.

Emmanuel sauntered over and extended a hand. “Name’s Emmanuel, call me Manny.”

The grin turned into a full on smile as he laughed. “Ok I need to know. What can you tell me about the Empire? This is my first time being a legacy, and I have no idea how long it’s been. That you’re here means I’ve ascended, right? Was I a good Emperor? Are the people happy? Are we in any crises? Is my wife happy? Or no, she would have come with me, right?”

Emmanuel laughed and backed up, letting go of Matt’s hand. “Sorry. There are just too many things I want to know, and half of them I’d bet you have no idea on.”

Matt returned the easy smile and felt instantly at ease with this Emmanuel.

“The name’s Matt, and I can actually answer most of those questions. We are about two thousand years into your reign, and I’d like to think things are going really well.”

Manny let out a sigh and sagged back into a lounge chair that appeared along with an entire living room.

“That’s good to hear. But I need you to tell me everything, please. I’m dying to know what I’ve been up to. Frankly, I didn’t expect you to be coming in so soon. Usually, we wait to make a legacy until the person is about to ascend so as to make the legacy as complete as possible, but I was too excited, and didn’t want to wait.”

Matt had to resist the urge to smile imagining the man’s face after he told him his Talent.

“Well, I was apparently recommended for this legacy by someone who I suspect to be yourself. And it’s probably because of my Talent.”

Manny leaned forward, and the lighthearted joy hardened on his face, which made him a dead ringer to the Emmanuel Matt knew in the real world.

“Oh? I’m interested. Don’t hold out on me.”

Matt let his smile grow. “It’s nothing much, but as a Tier 13, I regenerate more mana than a typical Tier 50 mage.”

Manny didn’t move for a long moment before blinking and looking down, then slapping his hand on his thigh. “I can’t do that in here. Shit! Ummm. Okay, you have my attention, but I’m dying of curiosity. Tell me everything.”

As Matt finished explaining his Talent, Manny leaned back and sighed. “I’m so jealous of my other self. I’d love to get my hands on your Talent. There are so many things I could do with that much mana.”

Matt was about to say something when Manny leaned forward with a serious expression on his face. “The me on the outside is taking care of you, right? If he’s not, tell him I said he needs to remember what we wanted to do before we took the throne. We wanted to make the Empire a better place. We are better than our dad.”

Matt laughed. “He’s taking good care of me. Or, you are taking good care of me?” Shrugging, Matt brushed over the issue of talking to a legacy of someone. “Either way, I’m well taken care of. I will say, I’m glad that you are the Emperor rather than your father. While it might not be fair to compare the two when I was in the Folded Reflection, your dad was the Emperor and happily kept me locked in a box to make mana.”

Manny sighed. “Sorry. I’d like to say Minkalla lied, but dad was always a big picture guy. If one person had to suffer to make everyone else’s lives better, he’d happily make that choice for them.”

Shaking himself like a dog, Manny continued. “But you went into Minkalla. Tell me all about that! Let’s see if your run was as good as mine.”

With the easy smile, Matt understood how Emmanuel had become the heir to the Empire. Even without his Talent, the man was charismatic and knew how to get people to open up.

“Well, Liz and my bond Aster went in with another solo Pather named Susanne, and we came out as Tier 11s, so I’d think we did pretty good.”

Manny smiled then smirked. “I also went in as a solo Tier 11 and got the flexible innate skill slot. I love that thing. Fantastic ability, don’t you think?” As Matt agreed, Manny grinned. “So who’s Liz? Is she your girlfriend?”

Matt laughed. “She’s also your niece. That’s how I met you outside.”

Manny almost fell out of the chair as he clutched his heart. “I have a niece, and I never met her. I’m devastated. Who had the kid? I can’t think of anyone who was planning to use Liz as a name.”

“Elizabeth, but yeah. She’s Mara and Leon’s youngest daughter.” Matt paused and thought back to what Alice had said about Erin being born when the couple were already royals.

“She’s their seventh child now also. Sam, Leah, Alice, Daniel, Erin, Travis, and finally, Liz.”

Manny recoiled like he had been struck on the nose. “Seven kids? What are they eating over there? Carissa and I tried for close to a decade after we reached Tier 40 before giving up on it happening without an elixir or something.”

Matt was about to say something when Manny shook his head. “Seven though. Man, that’s so many.” Side eying Matt, he said, “I’m surprised, but not too surprised. Mara was a Flame Sparrow, and that bloodline is known to be more fertile than most, much like other prey bloodlines. Wouldn’t have thought that persisted once she was a phoenix. Still, three kids in less than seven thousand years is probably some kind of record post Tier 35.”

Manny continued mouthing the word seven even as Matt told him about their Minkalla run, to which the Emperor was a rapt listener, responding in all the best ways. He both compared it to his run and commiserated with their low points, and even cheered the high points, like killing the Fall General.

They chatted for what felt like an entire day, exchanging stories and jokes as Matt filled Manny in on what his self outside had been doing in the recent years. While Matt couldn’t answer too many high level things, Manny seemed happy to get any information.

When Matt told him about Duke Waters and his legendary status, he nearly jumped out of his chair.

“From my grandmother’s time, we believed that giving the commoners more breathing room and freedoms would lead to a population boom and subsequent increase in general power. It cost so much to do it the other Great Powers never bothered. And after seeing the Empire’s budget, I’m not surprised, honestly. To do even the conservative increase in social services my father pushed through, we needed to increase tax revenue by almost ten percent.”

Looking at Matt, he sighed once more. “I’m so glad we found you. I’m sure most of my free time will be using your Talent to try and fix our deficit.”

Matt nodded. “There are plans set in place, as I agree. My Talent can do a lot of good, and I don’t intend to hide my mana forever.”

Manny growled. “The other Great Powers. Yeah, they would be an issue.”

Hopping to his feet, he said, “While I really appreciate you taking the time to talk to me and catch me up to speed, we need to keep you out of any boxes, and the best way to do that is to make you too hard to cage.”

As he stood, he continued, “I understand why I sent you to this legacy after hearing your story. My Talent is about taking and using complementary Talents to make myself a scary mother fucker.”

Letting that sink in, the Emperor asked, “What do you think my Domain is about?”

Matt shrugged. “Well, you told me when I first met you that it was about self-sacrifice, but if you had asked me before that, I would have guessed flexibility or being in the right place at the right time, or something.”

Manny grinned. “No, it’s the obvious choice and a viable one. Making yourself better at many things is super useful, I won’t deny, but I had a different train of thought.”

He spread his arms and said, “I wanted to be Emperor to protect people. My Talent already lets me fill whatever role I need, so with my Concept, I made sure that I would never be without the power to help. And, with a strong enough defense, you don’t need to worry about yourself; you can just focus on your enemy or your allies. You can take the [Firebolt] so that others don’t have to. That is my legacy. So, let’s see what you have. Show me your best defenses, and we’ll see what we can do.”

Matt activated [Cracked Phantom Armor] and his repulsion armor before he readied himself in a boxing position.

Manny rushed him with an explosive leap, which Matt met with a [Cracked Mana Spear] to the face. He dodged to the side, directly into where Matt had sent a [Wind Cutter], which cut right through him.

Only for Matt’s sword to bounce off Manny’s real body, that had invisibly dodged in a different direction.

Manny laughed even as he faded into visibility with a layer of translucent scales over his body. “Good. Luna was said to make monsters, and I can see that was true. But let’s test how good that armor is.”

A mace appeared in the Emperor’s hand and he swung it down on Matt’s sword. Unlike what he expected, the mace shattered his sword, overpowered his repulsion armor, and crushed through both layers of [Cracked Phantom Armor], only to come to a dead stop a fraction of an inch above his skin. Matt got the message.

Rolling his shoulder, Matt nodded. “Was that a Talent?”

“Yep. Well, three technically. One which deals additional damage to items, one which improves armor-piercing, and a third to make anything I strike far more brittle. I have a counter for everything, and if you want to resist me, you’ll need to put some real effort into it.”

Ducking, Matt flared his Concept’s repulsion and armor power while casting [Bulwark], trying to integrate them into a cohesive whole.

Despite those efforts, the mace came down and passed right through all his layers of armor and dissipated the legacy body.

Instead of throwing himself into the fight immediately, they took a step back and Manny started teaching him exactly how to use his Concept to block. The training encompassed how to integrate both his repulsion effects to skills, and just generally reinforce skills with his Concept.

As they settled in, Matt felt as if the world around him started to fade away in that oh so familiar way that indicated he was falling into the training.

Being able to better infuse his repulsion Concept into his shield spells would be incredibly useful, like Manny had said. Without having to worry about your defenses, you could go on what would otherwise be a reckless charge to punish your enemies.

When they finally started fighting after five years of more academic training, Matt learned that fighting Manny was like fighting an altered reflection of himself. So long as he kept his defenses reinforced, they were able to have incredible showdowns Matt had only really seen in movies and games. The two of them were both incredibly hard to hurt and had a plethora of skills, which meant no two exchanges were the same.

When he threw [Earth Spear]s at Manny, his spell wasn’t just dodged but would turn on him midair as his opponent changed his Talents to better manipulate earth, turning it into a battle of mana control and how forceful they could be with their respective manipulation skills. A battle Matt lost most of the time.

While Matt had unlimited mana to throw at their contests, so too did Manny in this false reality, and Matt stood no chance against someone with three Talents always perfectly suited to the situation. Manny had an innate skill for manipulating every element, a growth talent dedicated to enhancing that element, and Tier 25 talents to shut Matt out from controlling them or preventing mana usage. The combination made manipulation skills functionally free, or more besides. As a result, Matt lost almost every one of their engagements.

But almost every engagement wasn’t every engagement.

Through a series of quickly swapped manipulation duels of various elements, Matt managed to catch Manny reacting with the wrong Talent set, and he was able to pummel the Emperor with the metal orbs, sending him stumbling back, which was his one victory before Manny increased his strength.

Finding his Concept not integrated sufficiently to block this level of attacks, Matt found himself respawning a number of times before he was finally able to go back on the offensive.

Time passed in a blur as the fights became increasingly complex, with both of them using multiple elemental manipulations at the same time. Matt hadn’t even heard of a Talent that gave increased control with multiple elements, but Manny just laughed and said he wasn’t boasting when he said he had a Talent for every situation.

At first, he had only managed to combine his repulsion armor with his skill armor, but soon after, he was able to reinforce [Bulwark] with the same effect, strengthening the already powerful spell. Flaring his repulsion through [Bulwark] rather than his own body took even more work, but it was well worth the effort. After they got to that point, Matt started making minor improvements to all his defensive skills, trying to make them innately stronger to resist the varied methods the Emperor had at his disposal to break and or dispel his armor.

By the three quarters mark, Matt had mastered the mental flexibility to use two manipulation skills at once effectively and had improved all of his defensive spells to various degrees, but none so much as [Cracked Phantom Armor] and [Bulwark], which could now resist even the Emperor’s best strikes without immediately falling apart.

Without even knowing it, Matt felt himself being pulled out of the legacy. Not wanting to break the Emperor’s legacy, he didn’t resist.

Noticing his leaving, Manny waved. “Good luck, kid, and when you see the other me, tell him to remember what Carissa said when we told her we were chosen to be the heir. Thanks for letting me learn about the real world. I can rest easy knowing we have people like you to help hold up the sky.”

Matt nodded. “We all need to lift as much as we can. We are in it together, after all. Thank you for the training. I’ll make sure to put it to good use.”
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“Hit me.”

Liz took in the appearance of the thin, gray haired man in front of her. She squinted a bit. It looked like his hair actually was metal, not just gray. A style that had fallen out of favor a while ago.

“Um, hello. My name’s Elizabeth, but you⁠—”

“I didn’t ask your name, and you doubtlessly know mine. I told you to hit me. Which you have yet to do. Once you manage that, then we might start with the niceties.” He seemed calm despite the venom in his voice.

Liz sighed. Why did she have the worst luck with trainers?


12




Matt awoke from his legacy-induced slumber to see the black monolith standing in front of him, pristine as the day that it was made. It might have lost a bit of luster, but even Matt’s senses couldn’t tell if he was just imagining a small dimming. He sighed and stretched, extracting himself from the pillow circle and exiting the isolated space that had been established around the Legacy.

Ciceron walked over, clearly distracted by his AI, and murmured, “Follow me, and I’ll take you to pick your legacy.”

As Matt stared at him, Ciceron blinked himself back into reality and corrected himself. “Follow me, and I’ll lead you out of this formation. How was the legacy?”

Matt thought over his experiences and grinned. “Eventful, interesting, and best of all, useful.”

As they arrived back in the familiar part of the house, Matt saw Luna sitting on a table with a steaming cup of tea in front of her while she pawed through a book.

Without looking up, she gestured with her tail at the couch and said, “The other two still have a few hours…maybe a day or so until they wake up. How was it?”

Matt nodded. “Incredibly useful. I have a much better grasp of my manipulation skills and some of my defenses. Of… I guess extending my Concept into things which don’t technically match it? Yeah, that’s probably the best way to describe it.”

Luna leaned down to lap at the tea but spoke despite that. “Good. There’s a reason I picked that legacy for you. Your styles are similar despite you two using two different methods to get to that point. As we said before you went in, legacies aren’t usually made available until after the person has ascended. It’s uncomfortable to know you could have told something confidential to someone without actually being the one to tell them.”

As they waited for the rest of his team to finish their legacies, Matt discussed some of the challenges and advancements he had made. His mana control had definitely taken a sharp climb, but that was just a byproduct of a semi-decade of training, rather than an explicit side effect of the treasure.

Luna had him demonstrate a few small movements with a pile of sand, which he was happy to do, and was able to make fairly intricate designs in the pillar of sand.

Luna nodded and left her book behind for the first time as she padded around the pillar. “This is good. You’ll need more practice in adversarial conditions, of course, but take heart that you will be able to overcome your control issues with sufficient practice.”

Out of nowhere, a whirlwind formed into a needle and raced directly at his heart, but Matt easily used [Air Manipulation] to infiltrate the skill and break the skill structure before he took it over and dissipated it harmlessly.

Luna looked up at him and chuffed. “Did he teach you that, or did you put it together yourself?”

“I figured it out on my own. Happened almost by accident when I needed to weaken an [Air Lance] and was already using [Air Manipulation]. We didn’t focus on it or anything, but it’s a nice development. He said he was surprised that you hadn’t already taught us it, and that it’s what most people start with.”

“I hadn’t expected you to figure this out so soon, but didn’t account for the Legacy. Yes, most people learn that way, but that makes it too easy, and the skills you learn with one mana type don’t always transfer to others. If you learn how to dissipate spells with raw mana, you can transfer those skills to any mana type easily.”

Matt agreed, as Manny had thoroughly taught him that lesson during their time training when he had tried to rely on dispelling attacks rather than tanking the hits.

When a small ball of flames flew at him, he didn’t dissipate it this time, and instead used [Cracked Phantom Armor] to let her see that he hadn’t been slacking off on the main training.

The ball of fire tried to eat through his defenses, but as he flared his Concept, he grabbed the ball of fire from off his chest and held it in his hand, then squeezed down and made the [Fireball] explode. His control over his armor and Concept was good enough that not even a wisp of smoke escaped his grasp.

“Good. A little more brute force than I’d recommend, but that was much better than when you went in.” Saying that, she sighed. “Legacies are so very useful, but sadly, they are limited in supply and frequency of use.”

Matt nodded and rubbed his chest. His spirit was strained just like last time, but unlike his first Legacy, he had more experience with spiritual strain and could say what Legacies did to him was vastly different than a skill.

A skill’s spiritual strain was like cracks in the foundation of a house. Large and obvious. The Legacy’s spiritual strain was more like a dishrag being used until it was see-through. The damage was more subtle, but far more thorough.

Matt busied himself with some mana practice until Liz emerged from her room. She flopped onto the couch next to Matt, draping herself over him with a groan.

Luna’s tail curled as she and Matt waited for Liz to speak. After a few seconds, Liz extricated her face from Matt’s shoulder and pulled herself into a more normal sitting position.

“It worked, but damn, was that hard and annoying. He’s a worse trainer than you, Luna.” Liz grinned as she said that but continued almost immediately. “Well, more that his training sucked. There is only so much ‘just feel the difference’ a girl can take before she needs concrete guidance. I figured it out, but I feel like I could have done better with a good teacher. I can’t imagine how bad of a trainer he was in real life, if he was that bad even with the legacy’s help.”

Liz took her spear out of spatial storage with a twirl, then held it balanced on her palm as she slowly encased it in blood. The blood then seeped into the spear, turning the dark wood a shade of deep red, and from a brief and painful pulse of [Metal Manipulation], Matt could tell she had managed to include Blood Iron into it as well. She then went through a brief demonstration, making a series of blood spikes erupt from the tip of the spear, turning the tip green with caustic blood mana to eat through defenses, and igniting it in a brief but intense burst of flame.

“There’s more, but I can’t display all of it now. Definitely need a nap first, and then some monsters to really demonstrate on. Suffice it to say that I could drop a building on it without so much as a crack, and I can make it repair itself, even then. Matt, I’d like to commission a flying spear, when you’re feeling up to it. Practical Concept flight is still a bit beyond me, but it’s closer than ever.”

Luna sounded quite pleased as she said, “Excellent, excellent. We can go over the specifics later and see how well you can leverage this for your other pursuits. Blood alchemy is the next step, and we’ll need to see about hiring someone with a spear Concept to train you with flight. Making an approximation of a weapon Concept must have been quite the task, but it’s nothing less than I’ve come to expect from you.”

As she and Luna chatted, Matt focused on Aster, who he felt waking up. When she appeared, she was limping and obviously in pain from the Legacy.

“That was less than fun. I’ll take training the normal way from now on.”

Reaching them, Aster sniffed at the tea. “Oh that smells really good. What is it?”

Luna shook her head. “A Tier 40 tea that you physically can’t appreciate yet. How was your Legacy?”

Aster shrugged even as she hopped onto the couch between Matt and Liz. “Productive. I focused primarily on [Dispelling Wind] but pushed more toward making it a large-area disruption. I was first thinking about making it a feedback loop, of using the mana of whatever it disrupted to strengthen the dispelling, but Aspen made me realize I’m better off just weakening every spell instead of eliminating one.”

Saying that, Aster stretched until her legs trembled. “I need a massage, though. I hurt all over.”

Luna swished her tail as she stood from her book, which along with her tea, vanished. “Back to the hotel, then. We’re a month out from the Ascension and tournament start, and while that may help your spiritual strain some, you’ll need to be in good shape if you’re to get the most use out of it.”

As a portal opened in the air, Matt looked to Liz, who met his gaze and spoke up. “Aren’t you going to say goodbye to Ciceron?”

Aster then jerked. “Oh yeah, that reminds me. I got our stuff back from Ciceron. Said thanks for the opportunity to study them, but he’d gotten what he needed from them.”

Luna flicked her tail in what Matt could only read as dismissal. “Ciceron is quite busy with his research and won’t miss us. He’s got his new toys and they’ll keep him busy until he can’t ignore other legacy requests anymore. The best thing we can do for him is to leave him to it.”

Matt shrugged but followed their manager through the [Portal]. It wasn’t his place to meddle in their relationship, but he couldn’t help but feel that telling someone the best thing they could do was be left alone was very much a cat thing.

As they reentered the suite, they were surprised to feel Travis and Keith sitting on the couch, watching a movie together. They seemed just as surprised, jumping up and rushing over to give them hugs.

As they sat down, Travis looked over the three of them and shook his head. “I can’t believe it, but damn! Baby sis, you aren’t even fifty yet and are already Tier 13. This hurts…”

Keith grinned as he scratched Aster’s chin. “We’re not even all the way through Tier 17, after thirty years. You’re getting close to catching up with us.”

Aster, who was leaning into the scratches, yipped, “That’s ‘cause we are the best!” Perking up, she spun around and said, “Oh we didn’t get to tell you about our Minkalla run in person! We were so impressive!”

That brought them to a long rendition of their time in Minkalla while they relaxed together before going out to a restaurant that catered to Tier 15s to continue their conversation.

A few bottles of wine later, the five of them tipsily sauntered back to the shared room, where they intended to settle down for a night of watching bad movies and eating snacks, just to be surprised by Sam and his wife, Annie, who they hadn’t met yet.

Sam threw his hands up as they walked in the door. “You go out for dinner and don’t even leave a note of where you went?” His smile cut any sting that might have accompanied the rebuke as they all sat down together in the living room.

Sam was at least nice enough to introduce his wife Annie to Matt and Aster, who were the only ones to have not met her yet, as she was busy during the last time they met up.

Sam punched Liz’s shoulder as they sat down. “Happy almost fiftieth birthday Liz.” Sighing, he grinned and continued, “I remember when I turned fifty. I was Tier 8, maybe Tier 9, at the time, and thought I was hot shit. But look at you! A good portion of the way through Tier 13 and well ahead of where you need to be on The Path.”

As Liz preened under the praise, Annie laughed and asked, “So, any plans for when you three finish?”

Matt looked at her with a raised eyebrow, as he didn’t quite know what she was implying. It’s not like they really had a choice in what they did once they finished The Path.

Sam fell back with a groan. “No work talk.”

His wife ignored him. “You most certainly won’t get a choice at Tier 25, but when you reach Tier 35, you’ll have some flexibility in your assignment, and that’s where I’m in charge of special forces. I have a few units that you would fit perfectly in.”

Before she could go on, Sam lunged and covered her mouth before quickly jerking his hand away and wiping it on his pants with a grumbled, “No need to lick...”

Annie shook her head. “As much as I want to abuse your abilities, it’s a long way out, and we have no actual expectation you will be placed under my command. There are two other special forces generals that you could get shuffled under.”

With shop talk pushed aside, the growing group of them spent most of the evening chatting before the mortals amongst them crawled into bed, tired from the long day after getting their spirits strained to their limits.

When they woke up in the morning, the house was surprisingly empty, which allowed them a quiet moment as they made breakfast.

Though, even that wasn’t without drama. Just as they were sitting down, the front door was kicked in with enough force to shake the room.

Spinning, Matt feared they were under attack, only to relax as Leon marched into the apartment with exaggerated steps, all while Mara was trying to squeeze around him but was getting stuck on the door frame.

That changed once the couple saw they were sitting at the table.

Mara shouted, “Oh, you’re here!” before knocking Leon to the floor, where he bounced like a ball back to his feet before grabbing her leg and being pulled to the three of them. There, the two royals pulled the three of them into group hugs, only possible by copies of them appearing.

“It’s good to see you three! How are you doing?”

The Leon who was hugging Matt licked his thumb and scrubbed at Matt’s forehead. “You have a mark right there.”

Matt flinched back at the sudden pain, reaching up to touch the bruise. “How did I get a bruise on my forehead?”

While he pondered that question, the three of them were let go, and the Maras and Leons merged back into one before sitting down at the table with them.

Matt got up and brought up the still-warm plates of eggs, pancakes, and various meats to serve them plates of food, Mara looked from the large amount of food to the three of them. “Why did you cook so much? Did you know we were coming?”

Liz immediately understood and threw her siblings into the train’s path. “Sam, Annie, Travis, and Keith are all here, but they’re hiding from you two.”

Mara’s feathers stood on its ends before she and Leon vanished for a fraction of a second.

When they reappeared, the absent siblings were each held in one of their hands like naughty children. Even Annie and Keith, as those who married into the family, weren’t spared, and dangled there like kittens.

As Matt enjoyed their mopey expressions, Sam surprised him. “The fact you can overpower us as [Clone]s is just unfair.”

Aster asked the question he was thinking. “You guys are clones?”

Mara nodded as Leon explained. “We don’t have enough time to come to everything in person, unfortunately. Emmanuel and Rusty are the only royalty here in person. But we’ll still remember everything when we rejoin with our originals.”

Matt frowned, then shrugged. Well, they were close enough to Mara and Leon. He was curious about one thing, though. “How useful is [Clone] in a fight? I know lesser and normal [Mana Clone] have their tricks, but what’s the final version like?”

That was apparently amusing to Keith, who chuckled and whispered something too quiet for Matt to hear to Travis, the two men sharing a private joke of some form.

Annie was the one to answer, her mouth temporarily free of food. “It’s got its uses. By default, they are by definition as good as the original body at almost everything. But at the same time, no [Clone]-type skill includes mana regeneration, so while [Clone] can actually use the skills of the original, it’s limited to whatever mana is included in its original casting. They technically can’t use Domains, but in practice, most people enhance them like they’re a Domain clone when close by, so that limit only really applies when acting solo, like they are right now.

“Then let’s see…some Talents don’t transfer over, though by [Clone] it can be tricky to predict which, and I think that’s its limits. Vulnerability to attacks that you usually resist with your Domain means they’re not the best fighters, but they do make excellent scouts, given they have all your skills and your exact thoughts about everything. Even if they die and can’t return everything they learned, you can tell because the reserved mana for the skill suddenly becomes freed up.”

Matt nodded along and asked a few more questions, even as the conversations splintered around the table.

Almost an hour later, when everyone was done eating and they had finished their conversations, they were all dragged along to the various activities Mara and Leon planned for them.

Over the next week, the planet as a whole became notably more crowded and excited, with the upcoming start of the Tier 10 tournament, and more importantly, the Ascension.

The Tier 10 tournament, while interesting for the locals, was something they had just hosted last time, and while it brought in a boom to the local economy, it wasn’t nearly as important as the Ascension for most of the visitors. The majority of the influx of visitors were just there for the chance to advance their Domains.

Matt thought it was interesting that Rusty would be hosting the Tournament twice in a row, but Leon explained that it was a fairly standard practice when someone wanted to ascend on one of the capital worlds.

While the Empire would prefer to have people ascend in low Tier systems, they never forced anything, and ascending in the capital systems had the advantage of being useful for far more people, as the local populations were more numerous and they had the infrastructure to deal with the massive influx of people.

Meanwhile, the rest of the extended family came in, which included Leah, Alice and her husband, Daniel, and finally, Erin with four of her lovers. The entire time, the suite felt bustling but never crowded, with the rooms expanding to accommodate the larger crowd so smoothly, Matt barely even realized what was going on at first.

That was a trick Matt tried to figure out, but when he actually found one of the runes hidden in the walls, he was knocked on his ass for half a day, as the headache was both thorough and all-encompassing. He should have known such a variable rune would be high Tier and well beyond his comprehension, but he could really use a version of that for their house. Especially now that it was a growth item.

Alice laughed at him for nearly ten minutes when he explained why he had been looking at the runes, but eventually gave him some information.

Variable spatial expansion runes were at a minimum Tier 30 and were both hard to enchant and harder to make function as one wanted without an entire array dedicated to it. If he wanted his house to eat such a rune to gain the ability, he needed to wait until his spirit could handle it or find another rift-made house that already had that ability innately.

That sent the two of them, accompanied by Bella, one of Erin’s lovers, on a tangent for the rest of the afternoon as they browsed the Empire Market for suitable houses. Matt hadn’t expected there to actually be any like that for sale, but there were more than a dozen. The issue, as Alice said, was that the houses were all Tier 25 and above, and the Talent-made variable expansion often had some quirks to it.

Looking through the historical listings, there had been houses sold as low as Tier 15 with some limited form of variable sizing, but none had been sold for a few centuries.

Still, the three of them had a good time just trawling through the millions of listings.

That eventually came to a head when Liz plopped down on the couch with them and groaned. “Ugh, change the channel and don’t remind me. I still need to buy another growth item.”

Bella shrugged. “You know you don’t need to, right? Most people don’t have any, and you’re at what, three?”

Liz nodded and pulled out a bag of snacks. “I can’t pass up the power they can provide, not while I’m on the Path. But I want something good, not just some random pair of growth slippers.”

Bella shook her head. “I sure wouldn’t have been able to afford two growth items at your Tier. Hell, I don’t think I could afford that now, and you’re talking about getting a powerful growth item as your fourth. Isn’t The Path of Ascension supposed to be about making do with limited resources?”

“My resoufes are very limithed, I’ll have you know,” Liz shot back with a mouth full of chips, then swallowed. “They’re just limited to Tier 18 rifts.”

“What was that about Tier 18 rifts?” Keith asked, as he and Leah strolled in from the balcony, forcing Liz to recap the conversation so far.

Leah shrugged. “Well, what have you been looking at?”

Liz changed the screen to a view of the Empire Market. “I’ve been peeking in every so often for the last few weeks, but nothing is catching my eye. I’ve already got a weapon, so unless we find some kind of growth spearhead, there’s no need to look there. Growth armor is tricky enough to find something that’ll fit, and getting it adjusted would be a pain and a half. It was bad enough just finding a crafter who could drill a hole in a wooden rod without breaking it, I’m not going with full plate.”

“What about just one piece?” Alice asked, conjuring an illusion of a helmet that looked practically crafter-made over the table, “This one has an integrated HUD that’s projected to outperform the corresponding skill, and you could really use the information boost, little sis.”

Liz shook her head. “I don’t need a better [HUD]. My AI is doing a fine enough job there.”

Alice chuckled. “That’s what I said too until I got the skill. You really can’t know what you’re missing out on. Same with all supplementary skills to [AI].”

“Sure, sure. But more importantly, that clashes with my style so much. It would never work!”

That got a laugh, then Keith took over the screen projection. “Left-handed gauntlet that can absorb blood to boost physical cultivation?”

Liz shook her head, “No, I did see that one. But I’m not trying to directly replace my glove, and I already have enough demands on my blood, I don’t want yet another drain on it.”

“Oh here’s something! Chain mail!” Leah cast an illusion of a shirt of chain mail…made of long strings of actual chains, letting them drape down around the arms and base of the armor. “Gives control over chains you’re in contact with, and the shirt itself can unravel somewhat to give you a lot of chain to work with.”

Liz frowned. “Did you pull that up just to make that pun?”

Leah shrugged, earning herself a pillow to the face.

“Oh wow, [Force Armor],” Matt commented, and Liz looked over at him. “A bracelet that’s got proper [Force Armor] attached.”

[Force Armor] was a defensive skill on par with, or if Matt was being honest with himself, far better than [Cracked Phantom Armor], with a similar effect of a full-body suit of nigh-unbreakable armor. The main differences were that [Force Armor] was much, much higher Tier, a reserve skill, and was primarily focused on strictly physical, motion-based attacks, or elemental attacks that had mass. His own armor, at least with the amount of love that he had put into it, also protected against temperature extremes, could filter out toxic gasses, and could be repaired much more easily even not counting the second layer.

Was he being overly defensive of his oldest skill? Perhaps. But it had earned it.

“The mana cost hurts, though,” he noted, sending the entry to his girlfriend. She wrinkled her nose and nodded.

“Agreed. I can’t say I want to blow half my mana on a single ability for a single fight. How would a Tier 5 even afford that much?”

“Pre-charging,” Leah shrugged, “Didn’t you two have to do that with your teleportation rings? If anything, you’re the best to use it outside of some elite military units with basically unlimited mana budgets.”

“I suppose. But anyway, at the level we’re going at, how effective would it even be? It’s like having a single good skill, without any other reinforcement, and if it doesn’t protect me much from the punishment I’ll be taking then I just wasted a bunch of money.”

“Well what about a shield? This one can turn you invisible.” Leah asked.

“Why would you need a shield that can turn you invisible? If I were to go with a shield, I’d want something that’s at least specialized in blocking attacks, so I can actually use it as a shield. The one I got in Minkalla is great for that, it’s taken direct hits from Tier 18 monsters without even budging.”

They went back and forth for a few hours, continuing the conversation through dinner and breakfast. Practically everyone in the suite weighed in with their opinion at one point or another, looking at rings and breastplates, sandals and boots, cloaks and wands, ritual daggers and shields, amulets, and bracelets. Thousands upon thousands of items were considered and discarded, though a few of them were bought by some of Liz’s extended family.

In the end, they did find something for Liz, though debates were fierce toward the end.

The final item was a round shield, a full three feet in diameter and slightly convex, with the most potent defensive enchantment on the entire market. Practically anything which came into contact with the shield’s face would be nullified by a special void mana enchantment. Raw mana, force, and even unspirited matter were all either swallowed up or brought to a standstill. Then, depending on what was nullified, the shield empowered its wielder in different ways.

Mana created a force field around the welder’s body that could be expanded into a full sphere if desired, force provided a speed buff, and material was consumed to increase her inertia to reduce knockback or help with shield charges. All the effects would fall off quickly if the shield wasn’t fed, but in the midst of combat, it would serve to turn Liz into an unstoppable juggernaut.

The only problem with the shield was that it was insanely expensive, one of the most expensive items currently being sold on the entire market, and they had to move quickly before someone else decided to buy it. Still, while it took some scrambling and a hasty deal hammered out with the Seeker’s Guild to sell the compass they’d gotten in Minkalla, Torch was now the proud owner of a void shield. Or at least, she would be as soon as it arrived.

The next morning, the three of them were waiting near one of the dozen space ports for Melinda and her team to arrive in The Citadel system, their ship having arrived just two weeks late because of a pirate attack on a convoy in front of them. Thankfully, all of them were fine, but they had been delayed while their convoy rendered aid to the survivors of the battle.

Chaotic space, for all its conveniences in travel, was extraordinarily dangerous to basically everyone. Technically a Tier 15 could survive the destructive energy, but that survival time was rated in minutes, where before that it was just a death sentence. Materials without a living spirit fared even worse without arrays to bolster their resistance, though Tier helped like it did with everything else.

A Tier 25 could survive for weeks, if not months, but unreinforced Tier 25 materials would only survive a few hours. So an attack in chaotic space was dangerous for everyone involved, as even the victors could find themselves stranded and waiting for a slow death if their ship was damaged in the wrong way. There were even generous rewards established by the Empire for rescue operations. Of course, some pirates would try to destroy a ship and then ‘rescue’ everyone they endangered. It never worked, but there was always someone who would try.

The Unbroken were at least not in any danger during the almost weeklong operation as they tried to save the compartments with mortals, which apparently wasn’t easy for their lower Tier transport.

Thankfully, they had been able to save nearly all the survivors and get them to safety.

As the tired group of six walked out of the spaceport, they were almost surprised to see Matt, Liz, and Aster.

Matt was hugging Vinnie and Tara when Melinda grabbed his left hand.

“What did you do to yourself? Your hand is so weird. I⁠—”

She paused trying to think of the words, but Baxter appeared next to her and explained before Matt could. “Stygian Gossamer, I’d recognize it anywhere. Good luck trying to replicate the effect, no one even really understands how it works.” Before vanishing once more.

Mathew hugged Matt around his wife, even as Melinda examined Matt’s hand.

Samantha and Kyle were forced to get half-hugs as Matt’s hand was still being held by Melinda.

“What does it do?”

As Melinda looked up at him, Matt asked his own question. “What do you see?”

Melinda pursed her lips as she thought for a minute. “The spirit of your left hand is…well, it’s like the difference between a Tier 1 and a Tier 15, but even more extreme. It’s like…golden and shiny is the best description despite being awful. It’s odd as all get out, and I can’t see a reason for why it’s like that. There seems to be no cause, just an effect. And that’s weird, even for a natural treasure.”

“Well it makes my hand nearly invulnerable. I had a Tier 18 monster try to eat me, and my hand only got scratched.”

Melinda made an appreciative sound even as she kept twisting his hand and fingers.

She even tried to bend his finger back, which would have broken it, at Matt’s insistence, but she couldn’t hurt the hand even when Matt suppressed his cultivation.

As she examined his hand, Matt and Liz’s attention was brought to Tara, who was so nervous she wasn’t able to sit still for more than a minute.

Liz finally asked as she kicked at Tara’s knee, “What is your problem?”

Samatha groaned. “She’s lovesick.”

“I am not.” Tara immediately snapped back before groaning and lowering her head. “Ok I am.”

Seeing their confused looks, she grabbed Aster and pulled her into a cuddle to the fox’s enjoyment. “So you guys know how Emily and I kinda sort of started dating at the tournament?”

At their nods, she continued to explain. “We may or may not have agreed to keep things casual as we were going to be separating. That lasted all of a week of separation, and we agreed to try the long distance thing. We both expected it to not last, but it has. That isn’t to say it’s been easy, but both of us really like each other, and this is the first time we’ll see each other in person since our own Tier 10 Tournament, and I’m a little nervous.”

Mathew snorted, “A little is an underestimate. I’m pretty sure there’s a circle in our room on the ship that has a hole worn through the carpet from her pacing.”

Matt, seeing an opportunity for gossip and romance, leaned forward, wanting to get the rest of the scoop. “When do they arrive? We’ve kept in touch, but we never got their exact schedule.”

Tara looked like she might vomit as she said, “Late tonight, early tomorrow.”

Matt retrieved his left hand from Melinda, who had started trying to dig into his palm with her now third scalpel, and patted Tara before having his hand reclaimed by the healer. Between Ciceron, Erwin, and now Melinda, Matt was starting to wonder if there was something about higher Tiers in general that made them compulsively curious, or if he just had luck in attracting them to him.

They stopped at the Feathered Nestled Inn, where the group was staying. Matt was pretty sure Mara or Leon had pulled strings, as two adjoining rooms to their own rented room had magically opened when Melinda and Emily’s respective teams had started looking for rooms.

While they weren’t actually sleeping in that room, they had rented it out, and it made for an easy way for the three teams to meet up and hang out without getting underfoot, so Matt didn’t ask too many questions.

Marcus and Olivia weren’t wrong. A little corruption, if it could be called that, was useful, and sure was convenient when it was working for you.

When they arrived at The Unbroken’s room, they found Luna waiting with Baxter, who gestured at Luna.

“Hit her with a healing spell, please, Melinda.”

Melinda did so without question, and Matt got to watch as Luna cast her own healing skill to reinforce the healer’s spell and sweep through the cat’s entire body. His mentor stretched and was suddenly replaced by her human self.

Luna rolled her shoulders. “Thank you, Melinda. That would have taken me another two decades without your assistance.”

She and Baxter vanished as Melinda opened her mouth to ask a question, leaving his friend to spin around and start to formulate a question.

Matt grinned and shrugged, cutting her off. “So I may have had an Inspiration coming out of Minkalla, and Luna may have had to stop it for me.”
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Matt watched the other team as Aster finished recounting the ‘official’ end of their adventures on the fourth floor of Minkalla. As his bond described in great detail how they fought dozens of other teams under the attacks of the Fae, he was able to see how his friends had changed over the years.

Mostly, it was subtle things.

Mathew clenched his fist at the mention of Liz targeting an enemy healer and shifting to be just a little closer to his wife. Kyle, in awe as Aster described her and Liz taking out forts on their own, Vinnie asking about how Minkalla’s restrictions actually felt, and endless questions about the planet itself. Tara was disappointed she wasn’t able to pick up any secondhand ideas from their interactions with Jill, the archer pair of the husband and wife team who they had made friends with in Minkalla. Samantha, at rapt attention when they described the magic the general was working. And Melinda, mouth thin as she asked about their tactics and injuries taken in the fourth floor, when they finally started facing other cultivators.

They seemed to soak in the information in preparation for their own delve into Minkalla in the coming years.

As they drifted on to other topics, Matt was quite interested to hear about what kinds of delves they’d been getting into. Unfortunately, they didn’t have many interesting stories to tell, and Matt hadn’t seen most of the movies Mathew and Melinda had been watching, or even heard of ReForge before Vinnie and Samantha started talking about the game at length. It made it difficult to really relate, as the game’s crafting system was so different from reality Matt simply had nothing to offer. Aster was fine with it, though, and the traitor seemed quite interested in learning how enchanting worked when it was someone other than Matt explaining it.

Tara was at least easier to talk to, as she was looking for some advice on starting to do some basic enchanting-work with her own arrows. Quality ammunition was expensive, after all, and while she didn’t have a crafting Talent or Domain, she was interested in being able to do some of her own repairs and maintenance, a topic Matt was more than happy to help with. Her growth quiver was good but not unlimited or perfect.

Liz had settled into a similar conversation with Kyle, discussing the respective alchemy they’d done on their blood. Oxygen became something less of a concern as you rose in Tiers, but Kyle had taken his Tier 3 Talent and used it as a baseline to hold more than just oxygen. So far, he’d managed to extend it to carrying other gasses, but from the sounds of it, he was hoping to get a blood iron of his own and become capable of carrying around several times his own body weight in solid steel.

When the conversation finally ended and Matt described his Inspiration in greater detail, they finally broke up the impromptu party, with Matt following Kyle out onto the attached balcony.

They stood in the predawn chill for a few minutes, listening to the city underneath them that didn’t seem to sleep with people walking or flying around.

Kyle finally broke the silence. “I want to enter Minkalla, but I don’t think it’s going to happen.”

Matt was taken aback. “No? I mean, with Melinda you wouldn’t have to worry about the healing cooldown, you’ll be fresh the entire time. I mean sure, you’ll need to load up on mana stones beforehand, but that’s not too bad. And the rewards are pretty good, most cycles don’t have someone clogging up the fourth floor and throwing everything into chaos.”

Kyle just shook his head, “We wouldn’t make it far enough for the rewards to really matter. You three only made it halfway, what chance do we have? Besides, you saw the others. Melinda was terrified at the thought of facing an entire planet full of yous, Vinnie doesn’t want to go anywhere near that planet that could cut him off from his [Earth Manipulation], Mat doesn’t want to go anywhere that Melinda could be in any kind of harm, where her status as a healer doesn’t mean she’ll be protected, but actively aimed at. There’s no backup, nothing.”

He sighed, “I could get Tara to go, but really what’s the point? The two of us definitely wouldn’t make it past where you three cut your losses, and floor 5 is where the rewards start to be really good. We’ve all got our Concepts, we don’t really need more skills, and none of us really need to worry about being able to bench an extra three pounds or getting more growth items, we’ve got plenty between us already. Maybe just the two of us could get to the third floor, come out with a pile of skills to sell, but Melinda may well have a heart attack from stress if we tried.”

Matt didn’t really know what to say to that, and just stood there with him in what was hopefully a companionable, rather than awkward, silence.

He didn’t want to push them further than they were capable of, and Minkalla was dangerous. Sure, Melinda obviated a big part of that, but there were still floors where her healing would be negated, cut off from skills or mana.

He knew they were better at not relying on Melinda’s Talent now, especially when compared to when they were kids. But they still always had the knowledge Melinda could bring them back from damn near anything.

If they went into Minkalla and got a bad floor, some or all of them might not come out, which would make Kyle pushing the team into Minkalla for his own sake beyond selfish. He also didn’t want to push Kyle and Tara to try and brave the Forge on their own. They were part of a team and used to being part of a team, they just didn’t have the habits needed to manage that difficult of a delve as just a duo.

It was a hard pill to swallow that the team you had been with since you lost your family, the people who had become your new family, were now slowing you down and preventing you from doing something potentially beneficial for your own future growth.

“I don’t have a good answer. Minkalla is called a slaughterhouse for a reason. I don’t regret going in, but we were almost forced to Tier up a few times, and our lives were at risk the whole time. I wish I had an answer for you…but I don’t.”

Kyle didn’t say anything, which eventually led to another few minutes of silence when Kyle started talking about his discontentment with them not going into Minkalla. He clearly didn’t want answers, and just wanted to vent, which Matt let him do for almost fifteen minutes.

After standing around for close to half an hour, Kyle shrugged and clasped Matt’s shoulder. “Thanks, man.”

When they went back into the room, the rest were watching a movie, and Melinda pulled Kyle into the spot next to her and quietly talked to him, even as the movie played in the background.

The next day was a blur as the twins Annie and Emily arrived with Conor, who joined their team after the Pather War so many years ago.

Emily and Tara seemed incredibly out of sorts for the first fifteen minutes or so, but as the awkwardness faded, they seemed to just…click with each other. Matt quickly understood how their relationship had survived nearly a decade apart.

Seeing two of his friends so happy together brought Matt a sense of happiness, and he couldn’t help but start pestering the others in Melinda’s team who were still single, prying for any hints of a relationship.

He was firmly put in his place and told to buzz off, but he didn’t let it get to him.

Eventually, he, Liz, and Aster left to reunite with Liz’s family and give the others some time to settle in.

They were coming back from a mini golf excursion with Daniel and Erin when Travis and Keith came out of their rooms in full armor.

Seeing them, they imminently beelined and grabbed Matt, Liz, and Aster, guiding them to their room. “Get ready. We want to spar, and the three of you are the closest to our combat prowess.”

Matt didn’t need to hear anything else, and quickly changed into his under armor and then summoned his armor to his body with his spiritual ring.

Aster was just as fast as him, but Liz hesitated. “I don’t know if this is a good idea. If we beat you two, will you two be okay?”

Leah appeared from her room. “I’m the highest Tier, and I can ref!”

Mara and Leon came out of their room wearing clothes proclaiming their belief that Travis and Keith would win, but before Matt could make a joke at the corny shirts, another pair of Mara and Leon came out wearing even cringier shirts rooting for the three of them.

Travis poked Liz on the arm and grinned. “You can give up at any point, little sister.”

Liz narrowed her eyes and returned the grin. “Any stakes?”

Keith groaned, and Matt picked up Aster, already seeing that the two would get into an argument about what they should bet.

Fifteen minutes later, all the siblings were aware and shouting their suggestions for more and more ridiculous bets. Eventually, Liz and Travis settled on an agreement.

The losers would have to wear the pair of shirts Mara and Leon were wearing to cheer on the winners for a week anytime they went out. Matt and Keith shared a glance, but they both knew that they’d hardly be able to change the siblings’ minds. They might even end up with their significant others wearing shirts with their own faces on them.

Considering how much worse that would be, neither of them said a thing.

They entered the combat room to see Kurt, Luna, and both sets of Mara and Leon waiting for them. The latter of which were, of course, in a fierce argument about which team would win.

Matt took his position standing across from Keith, with his warhammer and shield combo, and shifted his grip on his sword to take his stance, ready to strike at a moment’s notice.

Liz was slightly behind him and had her shield and spear at the ready to join the melee or engage in a magical fight with Travis, who, like Aster, was well behind his frontliner.

Leah had been relegated to the stands, Kurt having taken her place as referee. He wasn’t entirely sure why, but he didn’t allow himself the distraction as the silent man counted down.

The moment the fight started, Matt lunged at Keith with his longsword, [Shadowstrike] lengthening the blade and preparing him for any counterattacks.

He had never fought Keith before, but he knew the strategy of fighting warhammer wielders and wanted to keep just out of the hammer’s range while utilizing his own reach advantage.

Keith was no amateur, though, and immediately twisted to intercept the blow with his shield, letting the tip of Matt’s blade skitter along the shield.

He immediately followed it up with a hammer blow blazing through the air, fast enough that Aster’s [Headwind] preventing the parting of air in front of it was actually relevant. A skill started to spark on the head of the weapon, but Aster’s area [Dispelling Wind] ripped the magic to shreds before it could properly form. He stepped back with a pulse of [Air Slide], then reversed course as Aster swapped from hindering to helping the weapon’s strike, and the sudden change in momentum threw Keith off-balance. Matt took the opportunity to strike at the man’s neck with a heavy blow.

With the speed borne of a four Tier advantage, Keith twisted, but Matt was just fast enough to land a glancing blow on the older man’s shoulder. It wasn’t a decisive blow, but Matt excelled at dragging out fights.

Keith was near the peak of Tier 17, after all, and had his own buffs. Fortunately, he also had to fight Aster’s area debuffs, and Matt’s physical enhancement suite was substantially stronger, but even still Matt was at best just keeping up with him. It was like fighting a mage-type monster, but one with better skills and far more experience than rift monsters usually had.

While they felt each other out, Liz pushed forward and tried to rush down her brother.

In a fight of more equal Tiers, a three versus two would make all the difference, but Travis wasn’t the son of a phoenix royal for nothing.

The moment the fight started, he burst into flames with [Flame Body], becoming a vaguely bird-shaped being of blue flames. Every flap of the phoenix’s wings sent waves of blue flame through the air, and Matt could feel the increase in ambient heat even through [Cracked Phantom Armor].

Liz thrust with her spear, a second copy of the weapon materializing for a moment before flames swallowed it, leaving no trace. The wave of flames met Liz’s new shield, recently arrived and raised to Tier 14, and broke against the black metal.

From Aster’s tail, a light blue ray shot toward Travis. While he was in his elemental form he was especially vulnerable to other elemental attacks, especially ones of counter elements, but he didn’t even move as a wall of fire rose and destroyed the [Polar Ray].

Matt teleported in front of Aster to block a massive attack with [Bulwark], then cast [Sword Twin] to fight off Keith attempting to circle him, meeting hammer with sword once again.

Their fight lasted almost half an hour but, eventually, their numbers advantage wasn’t enough to let them win and they went down after Matt took a hit from Travis he wasn’t able to fully block.

After that, they reset, but having learned more about each other, the next fight turned into a brutal slug fest. Matt went after Travis and had to deal with his Concept-powered blue flames, strong enough to eat through even max-MPS [Cracked Phantom Armor] if he didn’t reinforce the spell with his Concept.

A flame mage going for pure damage wasn’t anything unusual or new, but Travis had the bloodline of his mother’s form and the resulting Talent that increased his fire capabilities. From what Matt remembered of Travis’ Talent, it wasn’t even that crazy, with just a flat increase in control over flames for his Tier 1, and a small but growing increase in fire damage from his Tier 3.

Even as Matt ran the mage down with [Bulwark] and [Cracked Phantom Armor] taking the brunt of the damage, he was mentally aghast at the beating his armor was taking. Without a Talent or dedicated fire defense effect, most people near their Tier would find themselves burnt to a crisp under Travis’ flames in short order.

The second fight once more went to the older couple, after they managed to eliminate Aster early on. Without her assistance in closing the power gap, Matt and Liz quickly found themselves overwhelmed.

The final fight almost went to the older couple when Travis transformed into his phoenix form fully, but Matt and Aster teamed up to freeze the bird in place, battered in high winds and unable to use any skills, long enough for Matt to grab Travis’ claw and slam him into the ground like an oversized pillow. After he was pulled from the fight, Keith put up a valiant effort but ultimately stood no chance.

By then, Travis and Keith were exhausted, both magically and physically, and declined a fourth round. Matt and Liz, meanwhile, were ready to go after just a few minutes to recover, especially after they tracked down Melinda to Overheal their bruises away, and that led to an entirely new set of spars with the Unbroken and the other half of Team Bucket.

They even tried fighting with suppressed cultivation, and Matt grew a newfound respect for how difficult it was to truly act as though he were a lower Tier. He couldn’t even imagine what it would be like, trying to compensate for an Intent or Tier 25 talent, it was hard enough limiting himself to a half or quarter of his current mana regeneration. He’d shifted his tactics to account for the higher MPS, after all, and his skills didn’t rearrange themselves, or lower their expanded but less efficient throughput, to accommodate a temporarily lowered power source.

Travis and Keith even took it upon themselves to spar with the others though they were more practice dummies that pushed their opponents’ weak points than proper opponents.

Hours later, when everyone was sore, Luna sat everyone down in the sparring room and started talking about Domains. Even Keith and Travis joined them, as they hadn’t fully created their own Intents even after all this time.

“Domains are our connection with reality. Concepts, as the first step, serve to establish your relationship with the realm, your place in existence. An Intent, meanwhile, is the declaration of how you will affect reality. Just as with a Concept, you will need a phrase for direction and an image of where you fit into reality, but so too will you need an anchor to connect your domain to material existence.”

Luna’s hand stretched out, and a small, scalpel-like blade appeared in it. To all of Matt’s senses, it looked completely ordinary and mundane despite the fact that the damage across its dark, wooden handle and gleaming silver blade should have left it in fragments. “This is a penknife, and it is my Intent’s anchor. It is utilized to trim quill nibs to ensure they stay perfectly sharp, and I pulled it into my Domain countless years ago,” she explained. “Much as Concepts have internal and external variants, Intents are what we refer to as either claimed or created. Claimed intents utilize an anchor that was once a fully real, fully physical object. Created intents, meanwhile, are the result of taking a portion of the domain and permanently manifesting it as a part of reality. Both forms of anchors result in approximately the same output, an item which is fully real and yet comprised wholly of willpower. This is why my penknife appears so damaged at the moment. It is a reflection of my as-of-yet unhealed Domain. It retains full functionality, however; the damage is merely a cosmetic reflection of said damage.”

Just as suddenly as it had appeared, the penknife vanished, leaving no trace it had ever existed.

“Created intents are usually focused more upon the created item itself as a tool for enacting one’s Intent upon the realm, whereas claimed Intents serve as more of a lens into reality, and more easily have an impact upon reality other than the anchor. In this way, some draw a parallel between created Intents and internal Concepts and claimed Intents and external Concepts. Yet any trick which either internal or external Concepts are capable of managing may be accomplished with any form of Intent the most obvious of which is flight.”

“What happens to a claimed item?” Aster asked. “Does it stay at your Tier, or does it stay at the Tier it was at when you first created it? And what happens if it breaks later?”

Luna nodded. “The answer is somewhere in the middle. The material itself grows in strength corresponding to your willpower, in such a way as to keep approximately on-pace with Tier advancement, but any enchantments will not grow. There are many a Tier 40 or above whose Intent anchor is a functionally-mundane weapon, as the material grew in strength but the enchantments faded into irrelevancy. And no, most claimed anchors are no better at serving as a skill channel than any other object.”

Matt winced lightly. At higher Tiers, enchantments grew all the more important for combat relevancy, and having a wholly mundane weapon that didn’t have the skill magnification abilities of a Concept manifestation would be about as useful as a pool noodle against properly-enchanted armor.

“However, you do not need to worry about them breaking,” the penknife reappeared and Luna snapped it in half, tossing the two parts off to each side. They vanished from midair, and there was suddenly an identical penknife within Luna’s grasp once again. “While they are fully real, they also only exist at your will, and you may recreate them as easily as simply desiring it to be so. Many people do utilize growth items as their anchors, providing resiliency scarcely seen outside of Minkalla’s rewards.”

Matt frowned. If enchantments didn’t scale then why⁠—

Luna answered his question before he could even formulate it. “Growth items are the only true exception to the guideline against utilizing enchanted objects, as their enchantments grow organically, so long as they are fed the appropriate materials. Once again, the anchor is fully real, and as such retains all physical properties it had before it was taken into the domain.”

Luna’s purple eyes pierced each of them in turn. “Any questions, before I move on to the creation of the Intent?”

“Excellent. Now, Melinda. You believed you had your image and phrase for your Intent since you were Tier 6, is that correct? Have you attempted to form your Intent since that time, and if so, what did it feel like? Please, do not attempt to do so now. Simply answer the question.”

Melinda jerked in her seat slightly, thought for a moment, then shrugged. “I have, once or twice, but Kurt warned me against pushing for it. When I did try, it felt like I was pushing against the entire realm while being wrong about something. Which, I suppose must have been the fact that I was missing my anchor, but I always thought that I had my phrase or image wrong.”

“Both can be possible. Intents can often be tricky with false starts. But, that resistance you felt? That’s important there. You all remember when you were first forming your Concept, yes? And how if you came close but not quite exactly to your phrase or image, you would forget immediately afterwards? Good. The resistance to forming an Intent is similar to that, but much stronger. For your Intent, if you get too close to forming a portion of your Intent and you fail, you could literally die. Your Domain could be overtaxed, your spirit torn to shreds, and your body would literally fall apart around you.” 

“Now, there are a few ways to mitigate this risk. If your essence has been fully converted by your Concept, it is easier to form your Intent and thus reduces the chance of backlash. If you focus upon learning about your Intent, rather than trying to create a portion of it, it becomes more likely that you will succeed once you do attempt to form it. Lastly, increasing in Tier will reduce the backlash immeasurably. By the time you are approximately Tier 19, even a spectacular failure in forming your Intent will not be instantly fatal, though may still require a healer’s intervention. By Tier 21, it is wholly safe, and by Tier 24, a failure is unlikely to result in anything worse than a headache and perhaps a nosebleed.”

Emily raised a finger, and Luna nodded for her to proceed. “What about Aspects? Shouldn’t you be teaching us about those, so we can prepare for them? Also, what Tier is it safe to develop them?”

“Ah, Aspects. Do not worry about them for now. In fact, it is best to not consider them whatsoever while attempting to form your Intent, as attempting to establish your Intent as a mere stepping-stone not only leads to the Intent being harder to form, but also the Aspect. There was one boy a few thousand years ago who, in the infinite wisdom of a child, decided that he wanted an Aspect reaching and covering all weapons. He succeeded at creating a Concept for bladed weapons, then created an Intent covering all melee weapons after substantial difficulty but found himself incapable of developing his Domain any further as a result. He is still attempting to break through, to the best of my knowledge, but I do not anticipate him succeeding for a very, very long time, if he ever does. Once you form your Intents, you will be presented with what is required for an Aspect, but for now, leave them from your mind. An Intent is a key part of your Domain, not a mere waypoint to your Aspect.

“As for when it will be safe to attempt to form your Aspect, it is usually accepted that Tier 40 is when all but complete and utter incompetence will not be fatal, though the risk is manageable as early as Tier 35, due in large part to many generations of efforts to support those still able to participate in wars. Now, it is well-known that Duke Waters formed his Intent at Tier 17 and his Aspect at Tier 23. This is, shall we say, not advisable. The man should be dead half a dozen times over from attempting that stunt, and it resulted in many a sleepless night from those in the know at the time. Yet, he managed the equivalent of pinning a fly to a wall with an arrow from hundreds of miles away on his first attempt, multiple times in a row, having never touched a bow before. Attempting to mimic his accomplishment would be just as fatal as attempting to delve a Tier 25 rift at Tier 1.”

Matt took a deep breath. He’d heard that what Duke Waters had done was impressive, sure, but he hadn’t quite realized the sheer scope of what his predecessor had accomplished.

Luna looked around and pointed at Melinda once more. “Now, in terms of preparing you to maximize the use of this ascension, we’ll cover essence conversion. Melinda’s Concept manifested wholly organically, with her coming into it without even attempting to create it, which means her speed of conversion wasn’t just fast, but almost instant in comparison to the rest of you. All of you can check how far your Domain has changed your essence by looking into your cores and feeling your Concept. It should feel like it’s grown out of the very center and is seeping into the rest of your essence.”

Matt did as he was told and looked at the center of his cultivation cores where his Concept was, and then looked at the essence at the center of his core. Or rather, the Genesis Energy at the center of his core, thanks to Minkalla. He could see that, like Luna said, his Concept was like paint dispersing through water all the way to his eleventh Tier of cultivation.

“As long as your most recent Domain is at least halfway through your cultivation, you are fine to start trying to make your next step, but the farther along it is, the easier it is. The same applies for when you are trying to make your Aspect.”

When everyone was paying attention to her once more, Luna continued. “All of you are at that point, which is why this Ascension will be so useful for you. Now, even if you were high enough Tier to genuinely attempt it, a single Ascension completing or getting close to completing your Intent is so unlikely, you’d be more likely to see another Duke Waters rise this decade. While it’s just as useful, the amount of energy needed to make an Intent is miles beyond what is needed to make a Concept. An ascension is like a cup of water. A cup of water which is more than enough to fill another cup and very useful to make a Concept, but that’s only until it’s compared to the ocean you need to make an Intent. It’s even worse for an Aspect, which is, to continue the metaphor, like needing a sun’s worth of water, and still only getting a single cup’s worth from an Ascension.”

Hearing that, Matt had to ask, “So what makes all this so worthwhile, if we won’t be able to make any substantial strides toward our Intents, and in fact we shouldn’t even try? I thought it would be far more useful than it sounds.”

Kurt stepped in and wrote, “It is useful, in particular at the very start and very end of the process. Because your Intent is all about beginning to connect your Domain to the realm directly, being able to interact with the increased malleability of reality during and in the wake of an Ascension gives it first practice, then later it will make it easier to manifest your final Intent. For now, just focus on trying to feel where your Domain is trying to lead.”

Luna stepped back in the moment his pen stopped. “As I mentioned, for now, just attempt to feel out where your Intent is leading you. Most people tend to start with either their phrase or image, as they’re familiar with that from their Concept, but don’t let that constrain you. If you begin meditating on it now, you’ll be in a good position for when the Ascension actually happens.”

After that, Luna answered some questions from everyone before leaving them to the training room.

The rest of the family came in, and Leah, Sam, and the others who had already created their own Intents gave some more advice about the reasons for the directions they took their own Domains.

Through all of it, Matt wasn’t sure he had an answer that really suited him and continued to feel that way despite meditating on it.

With less than a month to the actual Ascension, Matt felt like he was at a crossroads, but with no directions.

He wanted to protect himself and his friends, but he also knew that wasn’t all that he was.

Him being endless seemed so easy and obvious, considering his Talent in the early days. But now, at almost forty nine years old, he didn’t have the surety of youth that he had back then. He had lived for so long and done so much in those years, he felt things had become muddled.

Though, he was already halfway through Tier 13 at his current age, where The Path only demanded someone reach Tier 13 by age fifty-five.

With their progress, they could reach Tier 14 before they were fifty three. Though with Luna’s plans, it was probably more reasonable to expect them to reach it by fifty five.

Staring at his hands, Matt sighed.

He had done so much, but had he lost himself in the intervening years? He didn’t know.

He didn’t have an easy answer, which seemed to be something of a theme considering his lack of headway in making an Intent.

Two weeks before the start of the Tier 10 tournament and Ascension, two large events were happening that helped him take most of his mind off the issue.

The first was Aunt Helen arriving in the Citadel system, and the second was Liz’s fiftieth birthday, which they were celebrating early.

Thankfully, both of those events were related to each other, as Liz had already made it clear she wanted a simple family and friends event for the birthday party.

Having known this, Matt completed most of the planning with Mara and Leon when they first arrived. After checking in with them one last time about another matter, he went to visit Aunt Helen at her request.

He didn’t know why, but he expected her to be older than when he had last seen her despite knowing she was immortal and hadn’t aged in millions of years.

As he entered her floating house, he was met with one of the clone-like butlers who silently took his coat before showing him where he could store his shoes.

Following the sound of chopping and clinking, he found Aunt Helen in her kitchen and moved to join her, seeing that she already had an apron waiting for him.

Seeing there was a massive pile of peppers that still needed to be cut up, Matt silently pulled out his cooking knife and got to work.

They worked for almost fifteen minutes when he finally asked, “How did you know I needed to talk to someone?”

Aunt Helen smiled. “Everyone asks that, and I’ll give you the same answer I give them. Spend a few million years rebuilding your Concept and spending all that time outside rifts and amongst people. You get a sense for these things after a while.”

Matt chewed on a pepper piece that had a bit of black on it and nodded at its flavor. “I spent a life as a chef. My family was alive, and even Aster was my little sister, being born shortly after the incident Minkalla cooked up to stop the rift break. I got really into cooking in that life…” Matt continued to tell Aunt Helen about his first Minkalla Folded Reflections life until he got to the moment when he woke up from the dream. “I actually woke up when I heard you would be at a competition I was going to.”

Aunt Helen reached out and ruffled his hair despite him being nearly a foot taller than her. “I’m honored to have been able to help. You said you worked for Chef Abdul. You know he actually got a Red Feather from me about five years before you went into Minkalla?”

Matt hadn’t known that and was intrigued. “Oh? So Minkalla didn’t make him up completely?”

Aunt Helen shook her head, feathers bouncing. “Minkalla lies, and lies often, but most of its lies carry some grain of truth. Some say it’s to be more cruel, but I believe it’s because even Minkalla finds it easier to borrow from what’s real and change it than to invent something wholesale. That’s how even the best illusionists do it as well after all.”

They continued to talk until the soup Aunt Helen had been making was set to simmer.

Matt looked at the older woman and frowned.

Seeing that, she laughed. “Spit it out, Matthew. I’m sure it’s nothing I haven’t heard before.”

Matt shrugged helplessly. “It feels almost cruel to complain about me not being able to make my Intent to a woman who is rebuilding her Concept.”

Aunt Helen looked surprised for the first time all evening and laughed. “Oh honey, you’re sweet, but you don’t need to worry about that. Tell me your problem, and let’s see if getting it out in the open can help. I thought you were having some other issue. Intents are easy.”

Saying that, Aunt Helen smiled. “What do you want your Intent to be?”

Matt opened his mouth, but Aunt Helen shook her head. “No, no, no. I’m not asking what you think your Domain will turn into but what you want it to be. Disregard your Concept and your Aspect. Disregard everything that you think is limiting you. What do you want your Domain to be? What do you need it to be?”

Matt mulled that idea over, opening and closing his mouth a few times, trying to think of something to say but, in the end, came up with nothing.

“I don’t know. If I’m—” Matt cut himself off and asked a different question. “Can you see what my Tier 25 Talent is going to be? Is it any more clear?”

Aunt Helen pressed a hand to his navel and then his back before shaking her head. “It’s not in your mana pool. I can tell you that. I can’t really tell you more than that, but it won’t solve your mana concentration issue.”

Matt jabbed his finger at the table. “That’s it. If I have one thing I want, I want to be able to solve my mana concentration problem myself. I know the Emperor is working on something, and I’m grateful he’s spending resources that I can’t even imagine, but I don’t want to be beholden to someone else. I want to be able to stand on my own. Be able to protect my friends and do good, yes, but I want to be self-sufficient. I want to be a sword fighter and a mage. I want... I want too much.”

Aunt Helen laughed. “It’s that easy, Matt. You say you had too much choice and couldn’t make an Intent as easily as your Concept, but Matthew...” Catching his attention, she flicked him in the forehead hard enough to send him jerking back. “Listen when people tell you an Intent is not a Concept. Matt, you’re not finding your place in the realm anymore. You already found it when you made your Concept. It’s called an Intent because it’s about declaring where you want to go. You say being older means you are too muddled to have such a clear idea about yourself, but I say you have the experience to deduce what you want to be. You decide your own Path. Not me, not Luna, not Emmanuel, not Liz. Not even Aster. Those are people who can help you, but they aren’t you. Set your own goal and go for it, my dear. Almost anything can be realized with a flexible enough mind.”

Matt mulled that over and stood up to give Aunt Helen a warm hug, which she returned.

“Thank you. You were right. I was getting in my own head. I chose my Path. I just need to figure out how to get there.”
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After clearing his head through his talk with Aunt Helen, Matt threw himself into both the final preparations for Liz’s birthday celebration and creating at least some of his Intent.

The former was fun and easy as he tried to hide from both Liz and Aster, who were similarly planning small gifts and surprises for him and each other as well. Matt shouldn’t have been surprised when the family unilaterally decided to make it a joint celebration, but he was still deeply touched by the gesture.

It also led to some good fun.

Liz walking into their room with a massive, covered object had to be bait or a distraction, and Matt couldn’t be convinced otherwise, no matter what Aster thought. There was no good reason for Liz not to keep an actual present inside her spatial ring or even give it to one of her siblings for safekeeping if it wasn’t a trap.

But boy was it a good trap, as both Matt and Aster were unable to control their curiosity and tried to peek at the covered object anytime Liz wasn’t in the room.

Matt had wanted to make the meal for the party, but Aunt Helen had rejected his assistance for anything more than making the cake they would share. Deciding to go in a slightly less traditional approach, he decided to go with a variety of cupcakes instead of a singularly large cake. That way, he was able to ensure everyone would find something they liked, and best of all, he was able to make a few special cakes for Liz and Aster.

Beyond that, he was kept from all kitchen activities as per Aunt Helen’s orders, who seemed more than delighted to take up the task herself, and he wasn’t going to turn down the chance to taste her cooking.

His Intent, however, was substantially more troublesome.

Everyone he spoke to said that he was making it far harder for himself by trying to ensure it would impact his mana concentration somehow, but harder wasn’t impossible. And even if it were impossible, he did impossible things all the time.

Regardless, most of the people he spoke to said there was no such thing as a ‘perfect’ Intent. The Intent was about the meeting of the spirit and reality, and that always required some level of adjustment. It was a journey, not a state of being, and as a result, it was more possible to guide the result. More possible didn’t mean easy, and other people did view it as impossible, that the journey of discovering the Intent was simply manifesting choices that had already been made, rather than making choices for the future.

But, he wouldn’t let that discourage him. He meditated for hours each day as they approached the Ascension, imagining different ways his Domain might grow. It was one thing to imagine some of the literally infinite possibilities, but it was a level beyond that to actually tell if they would be valid images, phrases, or anchors.

He couldn’t just, for example, go around waving his hand over everything and seeing which item resonated with his Domain that might make a good Anchor. He needed to build out his spirit, prepare for it to manifest in reality, and interpret vague and seemingly-contradictory impulses to figure out what might work as an Anchor. He couldn’t actually attempt to form a connection, and thus check if he was right, unless actually trying to form an anchor. Then, if he didn’t have the right kind of item on hand, or in some cases the exactly right item altogether, the attempt would fail, and if he were under Tier 20, his Domain would violently break and tear his body apart.

The Image and Phrase were no easier and made him almost long for the days of his spirit rejecting any memories of him tapping upon the concept of Endlessness before he could safely handle it.

Just a week before the Ascension, they celebrated their collective fiftieth birthdays, even though none of them were actually fifty, which Matt found amusing and Aster slightly insulting.

“I’m always happy to have a party, but I’m almost fifteen years away from being fifty! I’m young compared to you old farts.”

Matt agreed with her. “Yeah, I don’t think it’s fair we share the limelight with you. Best to keep it all to ourselves.”

Aster tried to play it cool and pretend she didn’t care, but that lasted all of two minutes before she caved and stopped calling them old.

The banquet hall they were having the party in was fairly small, just large enough to hold a few dozen people comfortably, and was laden with tables with food that smelled divine.

Aunt Helen had clearly outdone herself, and everyone spent the first ten or so minutes just digging into the food. That included all the royals, who Matt noticed despite being clones, were all given their own special dishes that he suspected were closer to their Tiers. He wasn’t entirely sure how Aunt Helen, as a Tier 24, handled higher Tier ingredients without removing their special effects, but he also wasn’t sure she was keeping said effects.

As Matt bit into his Tier 10 Castoria Lamb, he sighed at the incredible taste. The lamb was imported from the Castoria region of the Empire and was quite literally worth its weight in higher Tier mana stones. It also had the effect of enhancing proprioception when prepared properly.

It was paired with a particular imported variety of rice nearly twice the size of normal grains, and with a subtle set of flavors that had been carefully cultivated by its home planet for generations. It complemented the rest of the dish perfectly without ever upstaging it, and even its lack of cultivation enhancement seemed like a minor potential loss in comparison to the sheer incredible taste it provided.

That was beyond apparent as he looked up the price and almost choked seeing the rice was actually available in the Citadel system, but even half a pound of Tier 10 rice sold for Tier 16 prices. Granted, part of that was from the influx of people to the system, as the price had gone up another Tier, which put its normal price at Tier 15.

Seeing that, he better understood how and why things like the food hauler existed. Buying at local prices and transferring such items to the capital systems would definitely turn some level of profit.

The violet tomatoes, though, were probably his favorite ingredient in the dish. They had a slight tang and stimulating property that could either be used to enhance his sense of taste or as a direct boost of energy. They were a popular breakfast food and were grown on most planets. He sent a note to Liz to try and buy some of the seeds from a local gardening center and try to raise them in her garden orb. He may not be able to afford a herd of Castoria lambs, but he’d take what he could get.

As plates were emptied, conversations began. A substantial number of people were using the opportunity to catch up with people they hadn’t seen in a decade or two, but Matt, Liz, and Aster found themselves surrounded by their elders talking about their first century of life and the shenanigans they’d gotten up to.

It was still difficult for Matt to not be more than a little awestruck whenever he was reminded about just who was in attendance. Liz’s casual nature was a double-edged sword there, helping him relax by following her lead, but also making him freeze up whenever she acted casually around one of her ‘aunts’ or ‘uncles’ that countless people would cheerfully commit baby murder to so much as be on the same planet with.

That none of them seemed to take the event terribly seriously helped, such as Empress Consort Carissa recanting a story about Emmanual—the two of whom were actually in-person, and not just [Clone]s—hiding his identity as a kid on The Path . Even Liz apparently hadn’t heard this exact story before, though she was a fair bit more reserved than Matt and Aster were during the telling.

“So a bunch of us are getting shaken down by a local Tier 10, and I’m quaking in my boots. I’m a little Tier 5 who just came out of a rift, and I and my entire team are all but completely out of mana. We were just trying to get back to a city after entering an unsettled continent, and this asshole pops up out of nowhere and starts demanding a protection fee to get us back to the city safely. None of us really want to pay for it, but what else can you really do at a time like that?”

Emmanuel sighed at that point, and Matt couldn’t help but smile as he thought of the Manny he interacted with inside the Legacy.

“And this twerpy little Tier 4 steps out and says, ‘You can’t just shake us down like this.’ I’m shocked, like everyone else, as none of us expected the lowest Tier person in the group to stand out first. That was just asking to get your ass beat after all.”

Matt was expecting to hear about how Manny had pummeled the Tier 10 for being so lawless despite the massive Tier gap, but that wasn’t what happened.

“And I was right. He got punched right in the face before he could even react.”

Emmanuel rubbed his chin with a grin even as Carissa laughed heartily. “That at least got the rest of us to react, and the Tier 10 retreated. Shaking us down is one thing after all, but actually beating up a bunch of lower Tiers would get him landed in jail. Even back in those days, when the lower Tier protection rules were still new. So we grab the stupid Tier 4 and run back to the city. Someone had to take care of his stupid ass, and I volunteered to watch over him at the hospital. I was the first thing he saw when he woke up, and he instantly fell in love.”

Emmanuel snorted at Carissa’s final statement. “Hardly love at first sight. It was more irritation that turned to begrudging acceptance of your presence as you kept trying to stop me from leaving. Really there was no reason for me to be kept overnight. I just couldn’t explain to you or the doctors that I could change out my Talent to one that let me recover faster once I was alone.”

Carissa barked a laugh back at him. “Yeah, right. The hospital staff were sure you had brain damage if you were stupid enough to stand up to a Tier 10 as a Tier 4, and I’m not sure they were wrong.”

Matt tried to restrain his laughter, but Aster had no such inclination and yipped out her own, “I expected you to win that fight, but you got knocked out immediately. Oh, that’s amazing!”

Carissa nodded in agreement. “He’s always thought he was invincible and seems shocked whenever something doesn’t work out for him.”

Manny shrugged. “To be fair, it usually does.”

“Like when I broke up with you when you told me who your parents were?”

Even as Carissa laughed, Keith nodded vigorously, adding, “It’s like they expect to drop such a bomb on us and for us to not react. It’s insanity.”

The Emperor’s wife pointed at Keith. “Exactly! I broke up with him for a good while. I didn’t expect him to tell me from day one, but to drop it on me on the way to meet his parents for the first time was not okay. I was pissed!”

As Keith and Carissa started their own conversation, Matt’s attention was stolen by Rusty, who once more tried to get him to spar before they left, but Matt flatly refused, seeing the gleam in the man’s eyes as he kept winking to Melinda as he mentioned fighting.

He wasn’t exactly wrong, Melinda would be able to bring him back even if he was literally pasted against the wall, and maybe if they had Rusty start off with Tier 13 cultivation then…

“Don’t do it.”

Matt stared at the AI message he’d gotten from Sam. How had he…

“You’re talking to Rusty and not immediately refusing. Say no now, before it’s too late.”

Matt began composing a response, when a message from Liz popped up. “Seriously, don’t do it. If you need incentive, then…” the message continued and Matt made up his mind.

Matt shrugged and said, “Sorry Rusty, you’re getting out-peer pressured.”

“Maybe next time?”

“Maybe next time.”

Matt dropped onto a couch, leaning back and enjoying seeing all his friends and family in one place.

Annie was pestering Tur’stal about her Concept and its growth, Vinnie was talking with Leah about elemental manipulation spells and how to best use them, and Liz and Melinda were swapping stories and venting about bad patients.

Everyone was chatting and enjoying themselves, and that was beautiful to him.

When they finally got around to opening presents, things got rowdy.

With the restrictions of The Path, they weren’t able to get valuable gifts, which turned almost everything into a gag gift or something similar.

Mara and Leon got them matching towels, a nice and thoughtful gift, at least until they realized they’d been coated with a layer of soap that made them hard as a rock. Travis and Keith got them toothbrushes that automatically excreted toothpaste on the bristles but were prefilled with a spicy toothpaste. Erin got them mugs that would keep whatever was inside at the desired temperature but were also literally enchanted to leak. Alice and Daniel got them a joint gift of socks and pajamas to wear around the house, but Matt and Liz’s made them ice cold, while Aster’s would make her hot.

That theme was present for all the gifts, which made each one a fun and silly surprise.

Eventually, the party wound down to a close after one all-too-short day, as the royals present needed to make their preparations for the imminent Ascension and tournament. It still seemed a little odd to Matt that the Emperor had come in person, and perhaps a little prideful of him to assume that it was because he wanted an updated copy of his and Melinda’s talents, but he couldn’t really think of any other reason for it. Then again, perhaps it was just on the way to some other task. His talent wasn’t that realm-changing yet.

It was nearly dawn when they finally left the banquet hall, and Matt and Liz meandered up to a beautiful but secluded garden set up on the top of the Feathered Nestled Inn skyscraper.

The stars far above them twinkled beautifully, and some of the flowers around them reflected that splendor. But Matt only had eyes for Liz.

She was so beautiful, he never tired of looking at her, even after all their time together.

She took after Mara, of course, while Liz’s mother was impossibly attractive in the way only an immortal could be, Matt preferred the features that differed on Liz. That her freckles were slightly heavier on the left side of her face, how her lips twitched as she tried to suppress a smile, how her hair was slightly messy from the breeze and her eyes reflected the light of the cloudless sky above.

But that was just the physical.

She was just as enthralling when they were both more casts and bandages than flesh, like during their recovery after Minkalla.

Her determination to shoot for the sky and get there herself, her infallible drive to improve herself rather than define herself by her failures, and her endless patience when he would ramble about runes. Their running debate about if cooking is alchemy, cuddling on the couch with hot chocolate while they watched a show to unwind. A thousand and one little things he couldn’t put into words, and the rest of their shared moments from the past three decades were all treasured. It drew him in and kept him coming back time and time again, like a spring of purest water. She was his stability and driver, the person he wanted to be better for.

She was who he wanted to spend eternity with, who he wanted to build a family with.

Liz felt his gaze and looked over at him, making eye contact and slowly smiling. “What’s up? You seem distracted.”

Matt grinned. “Thanks to you.”

Liz returned the grin and teleported in front of him to give him a kiss. He returned but pulled away before they got carried away.

“You know I had so many plans and ideas, but I thought this was best.”

Liz raised an eyebrow in question even as she settled on the handrail of the building. “Oh?”

That simple utterance had a pound of question in its tone, but he ignored it.

Matt shrugged as he mirrored her relaxed pose despite his heart beating so loudly that he was positive Liz could hear it. “I kept thinking about having some big presentation or spectacle, some kind of callback to when we first met, but it always felt wrong. It’s just that our relationship isn’t built on the highlights or our delving, though I wouldn’t trade those away for anything. But what’s really important are the parts between all that, when we’re just talking or sitting on the couch with each other. Eating dinner together even as Aster tries to steal something off our plates. I don’t remember every rift we have cleared together, but I remember sitting on the cliff face of that one rift as we watched the sunset. I’m pretty sure I was missing half my leg, but I couldn’t tell you which one, I just remember the feeling of holding your hand.”

Matt reached out and took her hands in his. He reached out with his Domain, lifting the two of them a few feet into the air, then pushed the rest of the world away. Next, he filled the expanded space with a bubble of silence around them to make the sounds of the city fade away. Shadows wrapped around them, bringing them into their own private world. Points of light broke through the darkness to illuminate them, first one, then two, then dozens and hundreds as an illusory starscape blossomed around them.

Liz was getting a bit moist around the eyes, and Matt found himself wracked with nervousness. He didn’t want to mess this up. It took his AI blaring his prepared words directly into his head to keep him on track.

“I’m happy with you, Elizabeth Moore. I’m not content because that implies we settled, and I don’t think you could ever be described as settling. I chose you as I hope you chose me. I chose you yesterday, I chose you today, and I⁠—”

His hands shook as he stared into the pools of gold that were Liz’s eyes, and Matt’s voice failed him utterly. The empty sheath for a dagger tugged itself free from its hiding spot on Matt’s back and floated to the space right between them, facing the most beautiful girl Matt had ever seen.

“El,” Matt tried to speak, but couldn’t muster the sound. He didn’t want to speak, to break this moment. They’d remember this forever, he wanted to make sure it went well, but his throat refused to cooperate.

“Elizab,” Matt swallowed the lump in his throat once more, “Elizabeth Moore, w-will you marry me? Wi⁠—”

Before he could finish, Liz smothered him with a kiss as she pulled him into a hug, her hands cradling his head to pull him all the closer. She broke away after a moment, practically vibrating. The first noises she made were just squeaks, but they resolved into actual words quickly enough. “Yes. Yes. Yes. A million times, yes.”

Matt tried to laugh but could only manage a smile. He went to hand Liz her dagger, realized it was awkwardly stuck between their bodies, and carefully pulled away from his fiancée’s body to extricate the weapon. He didn’t let go entirely and held her tight with his other hand even as Liz took the sheath from his hands.

The sheath was a work of art. Incredibly fine silver filigree adorned every inch of the lacquered wood, each representing one of his favorite memories. Liz working at her alchemy station, Liz sitting on the couch. A precious moment Matt had of Liz and Aster passed out on the couch after a rough delve. Both were battered and bruised, but that made it all the more precious to him. Liz failing at flipping an egg in the pan and splattering them in egg yolk, and dozens more all displayed in intricate line art that almost glimmered in the false starlight.

Her fingers traced the sheath as she sighed. “It’s beautiful.”

Matt’s face was stuck in a permanent grin, but it grew wider as his voice returned. “I didn’t make it myself, but I did design it. I tried a few times, but the silver wire never— Mmmh!”

Liz pulled away from her sudden kiss and returned to holding Matt’s hand at more of arm’s length, slipping the dagger into a pocket as she did. Her face was affixed in a smile that almost rivaled Matt’s own, and with a flip of a wrist her free hand was suddenly holding a lapis-blue dagger sheath. “Now, Matthew Alexander, you might have struck before I could, but I love you. I love when you ramble about runes and cooking, I love the adorable face you make when you try something new and it blows up on you, when you talk to me when you think I’m asleep.”

She managed a casual-seeming wink, but Matt still had her in his arms and she couldn’t hide how much she was trembling from him. “I love your endless optimism and generosity and all those times you just stare off into space thinking about a new talisman or some plot hole in whatever stupid show we just watched. I love it, and I love you. I love these decades spent where you always have my back, both inside and outside of our delves.”

Liz was putting up a valiant effort, but Matt could see how she was relying on her blood magic to keep her heart beating at a steady pace and her voice mostly even. “You chose me, and I choose you. Matthew Alexander, will you spend the rest of forever with me, that we follow our path into realms unknown and unimaginable together, side by side? Ma—” Liz’s voice finally failed her, and the final words came out in a whisper, “Matthew Alexander, will you marry me?”

Matt pulled her into another kiss, breathing the only answer he could give. “Yes.”

They held their kiss for either hours or minutes, floating in an infinite realm of stars. When they finally needed air, Matt gently lowered them to the ground and inspected what Liz had given him.

It was mostly a single piece of blue stone, save for the obsidian clasps at the tip and base. The stone itself looked simple at first glance, but a bit of inspection revealed that the texture was hiding an impossible number of incredibly intricate runes across the surface. Powering them caused them to light up with a white glow decidedly reminiscent of his white hole. A second later, a dozen images and short videos started playing in the air around it.

Like him, most of the memories were of them just living together, but the largest and longest image was of him standing there washing the surroundings with mana, longsword pointing forward, glowing with power.

“I love it.”

They held each other for a few more moments before they got up and went down to inform the rest of the family.

Not that it would be a secret. Matt had asked Mara and Leon for their blessing before even talking to Aunt Helen last month. They had, of course, agreed, and had been so excited he wasn’t sure they would be able to keep the secret this long, seeing how giddy they were.

When they entered the shared apartment, everyone was there and ready to congratulate them on their upcoming nuptials.

Aster reached them first and barreled into them, asking a million questions a minute.

“Who got to ask first? I bet it was Matt. Do you know how hard it was to hide this secret from both of you? Neither of you should have told me, so I didn’t have to hide it. Actually, no, the surprise would have been worse. When are you going to have the ceremony? Can I be the flower fox and a bridesmaid? Where are you going to get married? Ohhh, I want to help plan it! We need this to be the best wedding ever!”

Matt kissed Aster’s head even as she squirmed like a ferret back and forth between his and Liz’s arms.

Her exuberance was second only to Mara and Leon’s, who seemed ecstatic to be officially gaining a new son-in-law and have their youngest get married in general.

The two of them vibrated like cartoons even as the others moved on to make their own congratulations.

The party that had seemed on the verge of dying down was once more alive and well.

Emmanuel and Carissa even popped in, giving their congratulations in person before vanishing once again. Susanne even managed to stop in, but only had a few minutes free before she was whisked away by Jeremiah to her appointment with Ciceron.

Matt and Liz were inundated by well-wishings and suggestions and hints by everyone, but the simple congratulations from Luna and Kurt almost felt more impactful. They seemed generally happy for him and Liz, and while he knew their future training would be just as brutal, it was nice knowing the two managers approved of his and Liz’s choice to get married.

It was shortly past noon when they finally went to bed, and they were both so exhausted they slept for a full two hours.

Planning the wedding was fun, even if they weren’t able to do much without a firm date or location, but that didn’t stop everyone from chipping in their own suggestions and things they had learned from their own weddings.

Seeing Leon and Alice argue about what type of centerpieces worked better was surprisingly informative, while also being hilarious, as both seemed to have half a dozen samples in their storage rings. Though, from the loud complaints of the other siblings, they seemingly had been stolen from their own weddings.

In the end, they settled on very little, but the process was fun.

What they did settle on was that they’d wait until the very peak of Tier 14 for the event, allowing Aster to participate in the ceremony with no worries about the beast college conflicting.

Mara hinted that no matter what they did it wouldn’t be an issue, but Matt wanted to avoid her needing to pull strings as much as possible.

Finally, the day of the Ascension and start of the Tier 10 tournament approached, which put everything else on hold. Matt, along with everyone else in the system, were watching the opening moments of the tournament with eager anticipation.

Rusty came on stage and waved to the audience, starting with an exaggerated wink. “I feel like we just did this not five years ago, but at least we have a good reason to repeat our performances. On a more serious note, let us thank Yellow for their service.”

At the mention of one of the seven members of the tribunal, Yellow stepped forward. Despite the name Madam Terror, the yellow mask of the tribunal was clearly a man.

Waving, they took their place next to Rusty and addressed the crowd. “I’m sure most of you can’t wait for me to bugger off and Ascend, but let me say a few words first. Ten thousand years. I’ve been in this position for ten thousand years. Some days it feels like weeks, and other times it feels like it’s been a million years. I pushed for this position because I thought The Path was a good idea implemented badly.”

That hadn’t been what Matt thought someone who ran The Path would say, but as Yellow reached up and took off the mask, revealing his face, Matt understood as his AI registered the man’s identity and spat out a quick report.

Jebediah Tallow was from the hereditary noble faction and had been a strong voice who objected to Emperor Georgios’ proposed expansions of The Path, saying it was a waste of resources that could be better used elsewhere.

After being publicly rebuked in open court, the man had vanished from public life, and most suspected Georgios had had the man killed for openly questioning him.

Jebediah grinned. “Most of you are probably surprised I’m not dead, but Georgios didn’t execute me for daring to question him. No, he challenged me to prevent the frivolous waste we were starting to see in The Path with its rapid expansion. I like to believe that I succeeded in preventing what I feared and made it better than I could have hoped. It hasn’t been easy. It’s been brutal work, full of hard choices, where even with all the proposed increases in revenue, we frankly haven’t had enough resources to cover all that deserve it. Still, I like to think we have made the best of what we had.”

Gesturing to the crowd of Tier 10 Pathers standing around him, he continued. “You are living proof that we succeeded in making something lasting. Each generation is getting stronger and stronger, forever pushing yourselves in a cycle that surpasses the last. I’d love to stay around for another ten thousand years, but it’s time I moved on. My husband has been acting as a nigh-widower for too long, and it’s time we Ascend to the next step of our lives. And for that I give you all one last gift. As much as I’d love to watch one more Tier 10 tournament, I want to help you all one more time. Most of you have your Concepts, but not all. Take this chance and give the best showing you possibly can.”

Looking up to the cameras, Jebediah addressed the Empire as a whole. “To everyone else in the Empire, I wish you all the best as you head into a golden age, but I offer it with a warning. The others fear us for good reason, but our strength is made up of the collective efforts of everyone. If you disagree with something, don’t just complain, but campaign to fix it. Join your local political spheres and fight for what you believe in, but don’t forget that you can always still learn, and might not always be right.”

As he said that, another figure walked up on the stage and took a position right behind Jebediah.

Caressing the yellow mask, Jebediah handed it to the newest member of the tribunal. “Who you are behind the mask doesn’t matter. From today on, you are Madam Terror, Yellow mask of the tribunal. I wish you luck in guiding the best and brightest of the Empire. It’s not an easy job, or even one with recognition, but it’s one with the greatest rewards.”

His final words spoken, Jebediah floated into the sky alongside another man, and the two of them linked hands and faded from reality.

It was all over in a blink, a flash of light and wave of energy accompanying a ripple through reality. Matt closed his eyes and reached out with Intent.
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Reality rippled around Matt as the Ascension flooded the planet with energy and he delved into the depths of his spirit. He dove past his cores and Talents, yet intertwined with them, following the meditation and practice Luna had guided them in. His awareness expanded into a white hole, unleashing an Endless amount of mana into his surroundings.

Knowing he was limited on time, Matt started to get to work.

Concept, Intent, Aspect.

The three portions of a Domain, and he was inside his Concept, wanting to build his Intent. There were a number of ways to actually do so, and Matt considered his plans as he began.

Technically, he could start with any portion of the Intent, his Phrase, Image, or Anchor, but he always considered himself a visual person. And frankly, he had no idea what his Phrase was. So, he decided to try and figure out his Image, or possibly Anchor, though the latter was a long shot. He had ideas, of course. His sword, his mana-concentrating mana stone, his heart of the black hole, his house…the list was endless.

But that would be easier to test after Tier 20, when trying the wrong item wouldn’t kill him. For now, he just wanted to get a vague idea of his image. Something that might work. And considering his end goal of solving his mana concentration issue, the obvious idea was a black hole.

He wouldn’t be able to really try to form it, and to be safe, he was going to step back as soon as he felt any level of willpower overuse, but he could still get some information by figuring out if his spirit resonated with or rejected the image.

With that in mind, Matt imagined a massive black hole, the other side of his white hole, eternally pulling in all of its surroundings, pulling in mana and crunching it down into a single point. Endlessly absorbing, endlessly condensing.

And….nothing.

It wasn’t a rejection, which was good, but Luna had warned him that something like this might happen. He’d hoped that it might actually be easy for once, but logic told him that making an Intent that was the absolute antithesis of your Concept would outright fail. It simply would not be a possible next step to one’s Domain. But if he could frame it as a complimentary-yet-opposite next step, it was certainly possible. Mirrored Domain stages were a known, but rare, means of progress.

It would just be hard.

And, from the looks of it, he’d need to establish more resonance with his spirit while utilizing his anchor and phrase if he wanted to try and make a black hole his image.

Still, he didn’t want to give up quite yet, so he instead tried imagining the moment after a supernova, the largest explosions in the universe… Well, the largest natural explosions in the universe, when unimaginable amounts of mass and energy were collapsing, pressing in on themselves to fall into a singularly infinitely dense point.

He imagined his spirit wavering slightly, but with a sigh, he released the attempt. Even with the energy of the Ascension suffusing his very being, the image simply refused to materialize.

Not wishing to waste the opportunity he’d been given, he started cycling through different possible images from his list, testing for any level of compatibility.

The unimaginable pressure of a planet’s core, boundless physical strength, an unbreaking bulwark for his friends, an eternal sentinel, an unstoppable force, an eternal cry that he was more than simply his mana, a liquid drop of mana falling through the sky, mana sparking and becoming essence, a beam of light piercing the boundless sky, his mana flooding out and powering the world, an endless arsenal of talismans, eternal rivers of fire and lightning and ice and storms, the Empire growing and lasting forever, his house, countless stars in the sky, a white hole creating matter, a star burning forever with essence at its core, a never-dying flame, Minkalla and its ever-shifting tests, an everlasting winter, eternal night, everlasting day, a never-ceasing storm, an impossibly deep ocean, the infinity of space, the everlasting circle of life, him with a halo, forming his armor around himself, handing out mana stones to those around him, forming a rift within the palm of his hand…

On and on it went. Some fit well, others were immediately rejected, and slowly, Matt built up an idea of possible ways that he might be able to take his Intent.

It all depended on the rest of his Intent, of course. Low-compatibility images could click into place with the right phrase and anchor, and even the most promising images may not work with phrases and anchors of his choice. And even something that felt promising could fail when truly put to the test, but he wouldn’t be able to know that until he attempted to form his Intent with purpose. Considering he would be risking death to push that far at Tier 13, he had no inclination of doing so now.

Travis and Keith had what they suspected were good and likely-compatible Intent portions already and were utilizing this Ascension to feel out their compatibility as a unit. Matt had a much easier job in that he was simply feeling out a single portion, but he wanted to try and make as much progress on that portion as was safe.

Matt picked one of his images that had resonated with him the most, albeit the most ambitious one, and sank into deep concentration. It was a nigh-impossible idea, but he would be an Ascender, doing the impossible was his entire purpose.

All Domains had some level of throughline. Most either narrowed to a single point or expanded their scope and intention in some way, while others meandered like a river or literally built upon one another. It was that last type that Matt was aiming for here and now.

After all, his Concept was a white hole, and he knew of exactly one white hole in the entire realm: at the heart of Minkalla, powering the entire world. And so, he would attempt to make Minkalla itself.

Of course, attempting to recreate the ever-changing planet in its entirety, even if it did work, would simply result in a muddled and unfocused Intent that would theoretically be an excellent base to develop into any number of potent abilities, but would, in practice, simply be so generic as to be useless. Similar fates had befallen people who attempted to create ‘reality’ Domains or ‘magic’ Domains. Attempting to do everything was the same as attempting to do nothing, and even less effective.

But, the framework of Minkalla, what it represented, was perfect for Matt.

It was a place of improvement, an entity which could never be truly predicted. Seven floors and seven abilities was probably a bit too ambitious, but the core idea could work.

After all, his Talent allowed him to do practically anything, which meant he was spoiled for choice most of the time. But even then, he still had his preferred styles that he liked to use.

If he could establish some form of mode-shifting within his Intent, where with meditation he could change the abilities he had access to, he could come into each situation with a new set of powers. Modular Domains were a known phenomenon, if rare, and while usually associated with an armory or library of some kind, there was no reason he couldn’t be as Limitless as Minkalla if he set it as his goal.

Of course, Intents were as limitless as Concepts, in theory, and while the abilities they granted tended to be much more potent and comprehensive than their predecessors, it was as hard, if not harder, to expand their abilities into something unrelated to their initial gifts.

A flexible, modular Intent, meanwhile, would make him much more capable of doing anything. Perhaps not all at once, but he could live with that.

He needed mana Concentration? That could be one of his powers. Would he need to make his skills able to handle more mana? Another setting of his Intent. Making his armor as resilient as possible? Just develop a new ‘floor’ and activate it.

His main struggle would be the incredible difficulty with establishing a modular domain. Everyone wanted one, but few possessed the compatibility or right framework to do it. Matt was, in his own estimation, in a perfect situation to deal with both of the problems.

That didn’t mean he’d succeed, but he wanted to give it a shot with the Ascension to assist him.

There was no reason not to shoot for the stars, after all.

He might just hit them.

Using his Concept and its white hole as the metaphorical core, he started to recreate Minkalla in his own Image.

First was the white hole itself. That was simple enough, only requiring his Concept as a base. From there, a pillar of indestructible crystal stretched out from the center, which he thought of as a channel for the Intent’s power.

Next, he started building the rest of the planet around the idea that there were multiple distinct floors that could be changed or put away at a whim. As he tried to solidify that idea, the entire structure of the Intent’s Image fell apart, and he was forced to start over.

This time, he pondered what Minkalla actually did with the floors it wasn’t using.

He had seen the planet as it changed cycles. and knew that it absorbed the floors, but that didn’t explain what it did with that much mass.

It took him a few minutes, but he realized his understanding was probably wrong. Minkalla wasn’t pulling floors out of nowhere. It wasn’t even made of floors, not how he thought of them, at least.

Inside Minkalla, everything felt like a solid entity, but it wasn’t. That was an illusion built by the floor themes and interconnected ruins. A floor of Minkalla was a theme placed over the floor that changed the rules of that floor. He didn’t need the floors of his Intent to change out like pieces of a puzzle, but rather he needed them to be able to accept any theme he placed over them.

Starting over, he started to sketch the outline of a planet surrounding his Concept and filled it in with floors that could channel power through their layouts. The deeper the floor, the denser the power, and therefore, more potent, letting him recreate a facsimile of Minkalla and its increasing rewards for deeper floors.

He struggled on actually making the idea of floors that channeled power, but eventually had the idea to make the floors shifting containers, not unlike the ruins in Minkalla. But instead of ruin filled monsters, he made each ruin a rune.

Between talismans and general enchanting, Matt had come to both appreciate runecraft and love its possibilities. Making each floor a dense network of runes both fit him and worked on a more practical level. Denser clusters of runes were generally more powerful than widespread runic structures, which gave him the framework to build the idea that the deeper the floor he put an Intent power on, the more powerful it would be.

Still, he wasn’t having any luck getting his spirit to accept or reject anything beyond the pillar of indestructible crystal encasing his Concept, but there was enough stirring to indicate that there was something there for him.

But given how little energy was remaining in his spirit, the Ascension was coming to an end. Some other time, he’d give his phrase and anchor some effort, but before he finished, there was just one idea he wanted to test.

He’d had the humorous idea that he could just take Minkalla itself as his Anchor, but that would be a bad idea, even if it were possible. Whatever he chose would have to have a weaker and smaller spirit than he did, which the massive planet certainly didn’t.

It didn’t matter, though, as even meditating on the idea of making Minkalla his anchor, even a Created simulacrum, was firmly rejected by his spirit. Even if it was possible, it seemed that it wouldn’t be a good fit for him.

As he woke up, he found himself still sitting on the couch with Liz and Aster next to him and curled on his lap respectively. Keith was next to him on the other side, with Erin and Daniel farther down on the couch.

Spreading his spiritual sense, he found the others who had clearly finished up sitting in the kitchen chatting. He couldn’t hear anything but figured they had set up a soundproofing barrier to give the rest of them their privacy.

Checking the time, he found that close to a day had passed, but despite that, Matt felt good.

Joining the others, Matt was almost immediately given a plate of food from Leah who asked, “How did it go?”

Matt nodded even as he shoveled a forkful of potatoes into his face. “Good. I managed to find a resonant image, and while I was only able to get the very start of it established, I have a fairly decent idea about potential ways my Image could go. No luck with a phrase or anchor though.”

Mara pouted as she stored a pile of food back into her spatial ring, while Leon just pushed a glass of lemonade to Matt. “Care to share?”

After he swallowed his next mouthful, he explained his thought process with his Intent’s Image.

While impressed with his ambition, their primary reaction matched that of Luna’s, reiterating that he needed to be extremely careful until at least Tier 20. Matt assured them that yes, he wasn’t interested in killing himself, and turned the question around, asking if they’d had any luck with their own Domains. He was met with predominantly shaking heads.

Leah sensed she was close to finishing her Aspect, and just needed to find a suitable phrase. She had compatible pieces of everything else required, but hadn’t hit upon the right phrase to make everything resonate with the other components.

She didn’t seem worried, and neither did anyone else, which matched with Matt’s recollection that a lot of Tier 45 and 46 individuals were working on getting their Aspect, so they could safely ascend and keep advancing.

Aster woke up not much later, joining the group at the table, and was immediately served a dish courtesy of Leon.

“I’ve got good direction for my phrase, something like ‘The Bitter Cold’, and a few other backups in case it isn’t compatible with the other parts.”

They got about halfway through the recap of how everyone’s Ascension had gone when Keith woke up and joined them, prompting a restart of the conversation.

Travis congratulated him with a hug and kiss before shoving a plate of food in front of him, which caused Mara’s feather hair to stand on its end while her face went red, her own plate of food just inches away from being placed down.

“I’ve got a few solidly compatible phrases and images, but still nothing good for the anchor.”

Travis speared a piece of asparagus and groaned. “Tell me about it. I still have no idea about my Phrase. That last one was flatly wrong.” With a shrug, he added, “Well, nothing really worth worrying about until we’re Tier 20. And by then, I expect that we’ll be the lowest Tier in the family again. We’ve got time.”

Keith nodded along and joined the conversation going on that didn’t involve Domains. Or, the one that didn’t involve their Domains. They, or rather, Mara, Leon, Sam, Annie, and Leah, were talking about the drama about the Ascension and Jebediah being Yellow for so many years.

It was apparently a minor scandal for their age group, as everyone had honestly believed that he had been quietly killed off by Georgios, and his revival had made everyone start to look into past events with a little more scrutiny.

Georgios, for all that Matt didn’t like his possible attitude to someone with his kind of Talent, was a well-regarded Emperor.

He had led the Empire in two wars, expanded the Empire’s land by close to thirty percent, massively expanded social services for low Tiers, enacted the mortal protection laws, and had a hand in a number of other initiatives that had helped the Empire as a whole.

That said, he was also ruthless to anyone who was acting against what he considered the Empire’s best interest. So while things were better for the masses, there were a number of individuals who were crushed under the man’s iron fist.

People like Jebediah Tallow.

Except, it turned out Jebediah wasn’t dead, and instead co-opted to make the Empire better, which made everyone look at incidents like his with new eyes.

Leon and Mara were quite sure that a few of the names bandied around were well and truly dead. Not because they knew as royals, but because they had met Georgios and were sure that he was perfectly willing to vanish people who stood in his way without losing even a moment of sleep over it. During his rule, it was understood that either you got in line or got crushed underfoot as he marched forward.

The entire idea was so odd to Matt. First of all, he directly benefited from Georgios’ expansions of both territory and social services, even if his family had been killed because of lazy nobles. The second was that being firm in one’s convictions was great when those convictions were noble, but what if Georgios had been a bad ruler with selfish motives?

That same determination and ruthlessness would look very differently if used for other means.

He had read an opinion piece a few years ago that came to mind as he thought over the implications of a ruler with so much power.

The article pointed out that most of the Empire’s recent growth and expansion was directly because of the rulers having so much power when compared to the other Great Powers. Despite also being led by Tier 50s, they were more constrained by the laws, and more importantly, historical checks to their powers firmly established in the wake of the Shattering.

The Empire had always imposed less fetters on its rulers, which was why after taking the throne, Agatha had been able to so rapidly change the direction of the Empire.

A double edged sword if Matt had ever seen one.

One bad ruler, and everything could fall apart.

Picking a successor was not a task he envied.

He’d happily do his part powering the Empire until he Ascended, but Matt never intended to sit around this realm forever to be the battery for everyone else.

His musings were interrupted by Liz waking up and sauntering over.

Before she was able to sit down, Mara vibrated and lunged at her youngest daughter, shoving a plate of food into her hands. Preening, she walked back to her seat, leaving Liz thankful but confused.

When she had gotten the first mouthful of food down, Travis asked, “What did you get figured out, little sis?”

Liz blushed and looked away, but then a grin blossomed over her face. “Well, I’m quite confident I know what my final anchor will be.”

In lieu of explanation, she took a giant bite of lasagna and slowly chewed it.

Once she swallowed, the smile returned alongside a shrug. “My blood, obviously. I tried a few different phrases and images to pair with it, and while nothing felt quite right, I’ve got a few promising leads that all had some pretty good resonance with my blood as an anchor.”

Overall, none of them had made that much progress, but that much was expected. He, Liz, and Aster in particular were starting so far ahead of the curve, it was slightly incredible they even managed as much as they did, all told though all of their progress could be outright wrong in the end.

Once Liz finished eating, they went to join their friends who were in their own comparative rooms, but what they found was two somber groups of people.

Kyle spoke first, seeing them.

“You three missed the drama. The Unbroken have broken.”

Matt looked around and saw everyone was alive, but everyone but Kyle and Tara on that team still seemed shocked.

Tara explained, seeing their confusion. “Kyle and I decided to go to Minkalla with Annie, Emily, and Conor. We were given the option to jump teams…” She paused as she worked her jaw as if searching for words.

Annie shrugged and continued, “They only agreed because none of us are expected to complete The Path, and our managers agreed. With the joining of teams, we agreed to step off at Tier 22 at the latest. We could have gone through a more involved process to make us eligible to complete The Path, but…”

Conor smirked and finished for his girlfriend. “We’re probably not even making it that far.”

His tone told Matt that it wasn’t their own words, but probably their manager’s—or rather, their manager’s words through their liaison’s mouth.

Aster brushed past his and Liz’s still forms and jumped onto one of the tables. “This seems like a good thing! You don’t need to stay on the same team to be friends and family. We all have our own journeys.”

Samantha, who was closest, ruffled Aster’s ears, to her contentment. “You are right, but we are still sad. We’ve been together for so long it feels wrong to separate.”

Matt couldn’t say he was surprised at the splintering of The Unbroken, but he was surprised that Kyle and Tara had been given permission to join another team.

It was fairly rare that any team compositions were permitted to change after Tier 5, and it only got rarer the higher up The Path one got, even adjusting for the lower numbers at those tiers. The Path administration had to personally approve changes on a case-by-case basis, and while Matt didn’t know the specifics, he knew it was at least in part to try and prevent anyone from being carried by a stronger team. Not that a Path team could afford any dead weight by that point, but it paid to be thorough.

The news, while good for everyone, had put a damper on the mood, which led the three teams of friends to a more somber evening than the celebration they had planned.

Still, they forced themselves to enjoy their time together as they were quickly running out of time as a group.

After all, the Ascension was over, and everyone had things to do.

Emily’s now-larger team had to learn how to work together in preparation for Minkalla, while Melinda’s team was officially stepping off The Path of Ascension. Melinda had said her mentor Baxter had already told her she was getting carried to Tier 20 in the fastest possible time frame, so she could start working on her Intent properly. All while getting a crash course on wartime healing.

Matt couldn’t help but feel that things were changing. Changing so quickly, he almost felt lost. He had never imagined his friends would be stepping off The Path voluntarily, let alone at Tier 12.

It just seemed so contrary to the ideas they had back at the PlayPen. But that was almost forty years ago, and things changed.

Lives moved forward and diverged.

Looking to Liz and Aster, he hoped that wouldn’t happen to them but knew in his heart it would.

Eventually.

Eventually, they would complete The Path and enter the army, then fight to protect the Empire, and that could be a separation. If that wasn’t a separation, one of them could die fighting. If that didn’t happen, they would eventually leave the army and start progressing to Tier 45, where they would ascend to a higher realm.

Somewhere on that timeline, they would no longer be connected at the hip.

He just needed to make sure they continued to be a family when that inevitably happened.

Something far easier said than done.
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Allie stretched as she pushed her chair to the limit of tipping.

Just as it was going to fall backward, she shifted her leg and slammed her chair back down with a loud clang.

Twisting, she brought the chair up to one leg and spun like a top, using quick touches of her feet to make her spin faster and faster.

When a beep happened on the console in front of her, she came to an immediate halt to view the readout, hoping for something interesting but seeing it was just a sighting of Frederic Macheteuil, and very obviously a clone at that.

Hoping that where he was would be interesting, she sighed at the disappointment.

He had just entered a mana bank. The man had been selling shares of those companies for the last few years, which made this nothing new. She was sure he’d be selling whatever portion of control he or his noble house had of that company before leaving, never to return.

An utterly boring event he had repeated a few times. Even then, he hadn’t even sold out of any significant portion of his controlling interests of mana reserves.

Allie generally left such speculation to the professionals but had to wonder if he was selling the shares for a reason, or if it was a diversion. She had offered the idea that he wanted out of the entire business, but Zack and the other analysts had disregarded that idea, as Frederic wasn’t selling enough to indicate such.

He had close to eight percent of his family’s wealth in mana storage centers due to his father’s, and his own, efforts in buying small interests in almost every company with mana storage capabilities. To directly undo that work himself seemed contradictory to his own motives, and the leading theory was that he was getting out of specific mana storage centers, not all of them.

Allie wanted to dig into the situation and see if they found anything juicy, like an affair, child, or corruption. If they found that kind of dirt, things could get interesting.

Not that she’d actually get to do the blackmailing, but it would still be fun to be a part of it.

“Anything interesting?” Zack joined her, but from the way his eyes were flicking, she was confident that he was already reviewing their logs.

“Nothing. The entire city went quiet for most of a day, and then the higher Tiers woke up faster than everyone else. Everything is normal.”

Zack flicked a finger and sent a recording of two higher Tiers breaking into a shop and pilfering a load of weapons and armor. “This isn’t interesting to you?”

Allie shrugged. “Not really. It’s clearly an inside job. Insurance fraud, I’d bet, but really could be anything. If not insurance fraud, it’s the owner’s kid doing the robbing. Look at how quickly they hit the place and leave, but also manage to avoid the bait gear. I reported it as possible blackmail material, but otherwise, it’s meh.”

Zack eventually agreed, but then brought up a ship orbiting in space. Like so many others in the system, it was a repurposed food hauler meant to move mid to high Tier foodstuffs from the outskirts of the Empire inward, where the populations gathered.

“Did you see that this hauler continued moving operations while the ascension was underway?” His question was a good one, as the event had been an oddity, but one she had looked over.

“Nothing there. Captain of the boat just formed her Intent last week and decided to work while everyone else was conked out. She cleared it with local space and air control, with the promise she’d personally be piloting each carrier remotely. She got a fat bonus for the timely drop off by the company and dropped off the smuggled goods easily.” Before he could ask what smuggled goods the captain had brought in, she flicked a finger bringing up the relevant file. “She was smuggling a number of those [Flexibility] skill shards from the Clans. Nothing really interesting.”

Zack settled back and sighed with her.

“Well, at least we get to watch the kids again. It was fun, last time, and we never know if there will be someone interesting coming up The Path.”

Allie groaned. “Ugh. Speak for yourself. I just want this whole tour to be done, or at the very least give us something interesting. Maybe something in the Federation, or the Sects? It’s just not the same without the thrill of death.”

Zack shrugged. “We will return to more thrilling assignments in time, you know why management is keeping us here.”

Allie summoned her dagger and flicked it into a set-up target. “Yeah, and I’m sick of being stuck on information gathering. Low-level information gathering, at that.”

With an effort of will, she ripped the dagger out of the target and called it back to her hand before throwing it once more.

“Yes, well, once the war starts we’ll be plenty busy.”

Allie tipped her chair and let herself fall all the way back to the floor, where she lay just looking at the ceiling.

She hated it when Zack was right.

“Yeah. Yeah, we will. And I certainly don’t want it to come faster, but⁠—”

Zack interrupted her. “Did you see the report that Mara and Leon’s youngest is getting married?”

Allie perked up and jumped to her feet. She had not seen that, and it seemed like prime gossip.

“She’s already Tier 15?” Allie was pretty sure that wasn’t the case, as she had seen the girl just ten or so years ago at the Tier 10 Pather Tournament they had spied on. There was no way the girl was Tier 15 already, and noble families, even the non-hereditary types, adhered to the Tier 15 marriage age. So either the girl was bucking tradition or had a serious red flag.

Both seemed promising.

“No, she’s mid-Tier 13, though the wedding isn’t going to be for a few decades. Apparently, her and her now-fiancé went into Minkalla two cycles ago, probably either at peak eleven or mid twelve. Either way, they got their faces heartily kicked in and ducked out after the fourth floor.”

“Ah, that would do it. Bit of a brush with mortality, wanted to tie the knot quickly?”

“That, and her partner has a bond. Ice fox, smart for her Tier by all reports. They’ll be stepping off The Path at Tier 15 when she goes off to the Academy, and my guess is they’ll be getting married right before then.”

“Oooh, that was a brutal Minkalla cycle. The Sword Chick, PenBoy, and Spicy Whatever Her Name Is, no wonder they got out early.”

Her partner had been in charge of that information gathering, and she was now curious.

“Queen, Quill, and Torch, yes. First, anything actionable about Elizabeth?” Zack prodded her.

“Hmm. Oh, that’s odd.”

Zack raised an eyebrow, and she elaborated, “There’s a pretty straightforward paper trail following them for most of their careers on The Path, though a little messy, and they participated in a lot of low-Tier training events. But after they took part in a training war in one of the vassal kingdoms, the number of events with any records drops dramatically.”

“You think it might be fabricated?”

“If it is, it’s beautifully done. There are even just enough missing records as to be believable, and not in any kind of pattern either. They just have far, far fewer confirmed public events since then…just the tournament. Any records of them actually going into Minkalla?”

Zack shook his head. “No leaks of entry records in the past century. It’s only a bit of family gossip that indicates that they even were in Minkalla, not that that’s much of a surprise.” 

“Still. It’s interesting. They don’t have a manager, so a quiet trip to Minkalla is a bit unusual. Well, it might be worth passing word along to a team to sniff them out. Corruption on The Path could certainly be an interesting tidbit to pass along, especially after that inspiring speech by Tallow. Now can we talk about the Mightier?”

“The Mightier?”

“Well you know, the pen is mightier than the sword, and a torch that burns twice as bright burns for half as long and royals are strong? And they’re all really strong. It checks out!”

Zack massaged his temples, “You didn’t think that through at all, did you?”

She had, actually. And it had worked perfectly. “No comment. Have there been any other sightings of our little threesome?”

“Not since Queen’s last tournament, no. Presumably, they’ll be on the planet somewhere for the Ascension. Assuming it was Quill who had an inspiration after completing Minkalla⁠—”

“It totally was. You saw the reports. Luna herself, blocking the inspiration? She retired centuries ago, who else would they have dragged her out for if not for scalding letters?”

“Assuming it was Quill who had an inspiration while leaving Minkalla, we would expect them to be about peak Tier 13, if trying to push their advantage, or mid-Tier 13 if stalling.”

“And let me guess, nobody matches that description on the planet?”

Zack just raised an eyebrow. “Do you hear yourself? There are six billion, four hundred and seventeen million, nine hundred Tier 13’s here currently. I⁠—”

“Okay! I get it, there’s too many people they could be. Bleh. Not that it would actually help, all of these sightings are basically just gossip fodder, not⁠—”

“Not what you expected you’d be doing when you agreed to this post?”

“Exactly!”

Torch, Quill, and Queen were high on their, and everyone else’s, priority list to dig up information. Two separate elite teams who entered Minkalla together at Tier 11 and emerged a substantial way into Tier 12, probably, but the Empire had done a remarkable job at keeping their whereabouts quiet in the aftermath. If there were any records of them leaving the Minkalla system, they weren’t anywhere that they had access to. Even in her most recent tournament, Queen had withheld enough of her capabilities while utterly dominating her competition that nobody could tell when she had Tiered up inside the Forge.

Strength of extra Concept powers was a great indicator, but only until they started to strengthen said Concepts themselves.

She personally suspected they had gotten to the seventh floor before having to Tier up. Everything their information channels said indicated the final floors of that cycle were a dumpster fire of teams killing each other, after being bottled up on a fourth floor Courtly Warfare.

Before she could get lost in her daydream, Zack pulled her back to work.

“Help me go through the information about the Tier 10 Pathers. Our scanners got a lot of good passive body scans, which we can use to try and match with other information.”

Trying to avoid the unfun part of the job, she made an attempt at distraction. “Want me to go get us something to drink?”

Zack pointed his finger and summoned a pitcher of energy drink. Outsmarted but content, she poured herself a cup of the colorful liquid and sighed at the intense flavors.

Flipping through the information, she started creating profiles for each of the Pathers, and then compared those profiles to what Zack made, then added their combined profiles to their spies’ profiles.

Sadly, no one in this batch of Pathers even seemed interesting, which put a damper on her excitement.

At least their last Pather mission had had three standouts.

Still, work was work, and Allie was good at her job.

She just couldn’t wait until it got fun again.
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The day after the ascension ended, things changed from lackadaisical and relaxed to bustling and frantic, and not just for the locals who were hosting the Tier 10 Tournament for the second time. Rather, it was the out of towners who wanted to leave the cramped and overpriced heartland of the Empire as soon as possible. The mad dash was jacking up prices to extremes, especially for modes of transport like teleporters, as everyone wanted to beat the rush.

Matt, Liz, and Aster weren’t any different in their desire, but were limited in their capabilities. All the other siblings either hitched a ride with Leah, or left on their own chaotic space capable ships, like Keith and Travis.

They had wanted to slip out on a ship as well, but Luna hit the three of them with a bit of news they had expected but hoped to avoid.

“People are looking into the three of you.” Looking at Matt, she continued, “Especially you, Matthew, and not just for the announcement that you are marrying Liz. People are looking at your recent exploits, and that’s not what we want. While we had fakes running around pretending to be you the last few years, nothing will stand up to scrutiny when Talents get involved. Prepare yourselves, as your identities as Quill and Torch can and very well might be dug up.”

Matt nodded as he mulled over the implications and asked, “So what is our countermeasure?”

Luna grinned, and while her teeth were no longer the ivory daggers they had been in her cat form, Matt felt the same menacing energy. “We hopefully bait out an assassination attempt and let you get as injured as you should be with your public persona. That won’t really prove anything to someone sniffing around, but it will muddy the waters enough to buy you enough time to reach Tier 15, get married, and step off The Path. That is really our end goal. While Aster is away, we can set half a dozen false trails without too much effort before having you fade away to do young noble things with Liz somewhere remote.”

Liz raised a finger in question. “What was that about baiting out attacks? That seems risky, and it’s a good way to actually get kicked off The Path. I don’t really follow the logic there.”

Luna waved that concern off with a nod. “The idea is that you continue with our normal goings on until someone loses patience and sends a subordinate to provoke you in some way. The easiest way is to send an assassin, though, with your background and connection to Liz, that’s unlikely. Other times, they might use a local to try and fight you. The idea is to see if you’re dumb enough to display power beyond what you should have for your identities. Our hope is to just throw any peering eyes off your trail enough to buy us time for you to step off. Thankfully, a man and woman pair on The Path is hardly a rare combination, which limits our overlap on identities.”

Having said that, Luna’s eyes narrowed as she looked at Matt. “Speaking of which, your little stunt of selling your mana to that guild on the training planet has become a pain in the ass. It’s a massive flag, even if we’ve covered most of it up. It was hard enough hiding all of your sales before your audit, and we were able to act immediately there.”

Matt shrugged. While he’d change that choice if he had the power to go back in time, he didn’t, and felt he had good reasons to do so back then.

Thinking of giving him mana, Matt raised a question. “Can we visit Amelia and Kelley? I’d like to check in with their progress. I’ve given them a ton of mana over the last few years since we left Minkalla, and I think the decision to visit a friend makes sense for an official reason to go there.”

Kelley was a crafter he had befriended during the Pather War in the vassal kingdom, so many years ago, and they had kept in touch. That had led Kelley to introducing them to Amelia Galley, the crafter who had shocked the Empire with her double inspiration Tier up a few years ago. If she had only two inspirations, that would have been one thing. In fact, the most recent inspiration had been her ninth regarding crafting, making her a leading figure in the field.

Matt had been so impressed with her, he had set up a long standing contract where he supplied her with mana in return for future help with his guild, and making the research she did with his mana public information. He also earned a bit of money that was kept in escrow until he left The Path, but the money meant practically nothing to someone like Matt.

Rather, he wanted to see what Amelia had been up to in the last few years, and possibly get a few upgrades to their armament, which they were owed. Or rather, Matt wanted to get Melinda and the rest of her team a few sets of gear that they could use for their time after they reached Tier 15, now that they were off The Path.

Good, Talent made, Tier 17 gear should be far better than anything they could get their hands on themselves.

If they were to follow that plan, they’d have a fairly short trek through a dozen systems, where they’d be able to take advantage of a realspace crossings to get to Harper’s Kingdom and out of Rusty’s Kingdom in short order.

The realspace crossings were in high demand, but that actually lowered the cost of a ticket, as they had more than enough people to split the mana cost for a dozen teleport swaps between the neighboring star systems, meaning they didn’t need to cover a larger than normal cost.

Matt had to wonder why the Empire didn’t move the star systems closer to reduce costs, but when he idly asked April, who had finally rejoined them, she laughed and said the royals had more important things to do with their time. Safely moving a star system in real space was actually harder than moving one though chaotic space. While both methods required moving the entire weight of a star and its surrounding planetary bodies, they didn’t need to worry about putting too much pressure on one planet and shattering it to dust, or accidentally crushing the sun when in chaotic space. To accomplish it, one needed enough strength to ensure a most gentle trip, which was something even a Tier 45 couldn’t guarantee. Most of the time, moving worlds through Chaotic Space wasn’t even done manually, but instead by predicting how the currents would cause an untethered world to drift on its own, then providing a few nudges to make sure it landed in just the right place.

When Matt pointed out they could easily get a few Tier 45s to join together, April laughed and showed him a high Tier job listing for that exact job. A Tier 47 could move the system in a few short days, but the Tier 45s needed to be more careful, which meant moving slower. The issue was that the job paid next to nothing to a Tier 45, and they would be stuck doing it for ages, leaving few who would agree to take the job.

That said, the royals usually did step in when a realspace crossing was found or created, but that help was limited to giving the star system in question a shove in the right direction, and then making sure their successor came back in a few million years.

And Matt had to admit, even a dozen teleports on asteroids really wasn’t that bad of a price to pay for the convenience of cutting off close to a year of travel, if using the more conventional method of interplanetary teleports that most people below Tier 20 used.

It also made Matt start looking into chaotic spaceships, as once they reached Tier 15, they could actually pilot them.

The prices made him raise an eyebrow, but they weren’t so bad that he was completely unwilling or unable to pay it. The cheapest shuttles were fairly limited in their capabilities, most notably the distance they could safely travel, but if one was only using them to travel along the already established tethers between worlds, they were more than capable.

One of the largest drawbacks of the cheaper ships was just how mana-hungry the shielding enchantments that prevented the ship from dissolving into nothingness in Chaotic Space were.

For Matt, that was practically a non-issue.

Still, they would be able to afford Tier 17 or 18 ships by the time they could actually use them, and the increased Tier resulted in more features and higher capabilities. They were all a bit beyond his discretionary budget at the moment, but he did find a few ship models that he was interested in and saved them for later.

Then, because he was having fun, he also looked for ships that Liz and Aster might like if he wasn’t with them. When looking for the generically best high-teens ships, there were fairly clear ‘right’ answers at each price point, depending on what was being prioritized. Maneuverability and top speed in real or chaotic space, weapon systems, comfort, some combination of the others…

In the end, he’d need to talk more with the girls to see what they’d want and, in reality, they would just pick what they wanted themselves.

Personally, Matt couldn’t wait for his own ship, as traveling through the Empire planet by planet would be interesting, and it would let him see some interesting places over the next few decades. But it was slow, especially when they needed to wait on a teleporter to cycle for sometimes days, and he had a dozen other things he could be spending his time on.

Not that Luna, Kurt, or even April let them sit idly when they could be working on something.

Matt could happily spend a three day train ride working on small scale elemental manipulation skills that could be safely done inside, or work on small safe enchanting projects, but they weren’t perfect substitutions for the large scale fighting he usually found most helpful.

In the end, their travel didn’t take too long, and they arrived to where Amelia Galley had moved her moon, along with the substantial number of new factories dotting its surface.

Matt and the others spent a few minutes walking around the populated areas before heading into a familiar building where Amelia actually worked.

Following the manager who led them deeper into the facility, Matt stopped in front of a sealed room with a dozen other people, all in suits that protected them from the compound they were spraying on a number of animal hides, working on various points in the process of turning hide into leather.

With his spiritual sense, Matt inspected the room and the liquid in particular and was surprised to find that it was highly corrosive to anything spiritual. Retracting his now slightly injured spirit, he looked over to Amelia, who had appeared next to them as if she was already there.

Instead of speaking, she inspected him head to toe and back again.

“Are you Matt? You seem to have grown up. You look so much less naive.”

Matt returned the inspection. but was more subtle. and simply looked her in the eyes. She was a Tier 22, but he felt no fear.

Not that he thought he could fight her, but he had seen so much in the last few decades, and the childish Matt she had met before and made a deal with was long gone.

“So, two hundred billion mana. It’s been three decades, and I’m very curious what you’ve done with all of that. Care to enlighten me?”

While a measly twenty years weren’t much in the time frame of immortals, Amelia had not put out a single new product in the meantime, and Matt found that both unbelievable and suspicious. That question was one of the main reasons he had wanted to come here in the first place. Once he had noticed the discrepancy, he started digging through public records and realized that Amelia had almost vanished off the face of the EmpireNet after her double Inspiration Tier up, which was why he had asked Luna to come here.

Amelia’s eyes narrowed as the humorous air she had when arrived vanished. “Are you accusing me of something, Mr. Alexander?”

Matt looked back into the facility where the others were currently working and said nothing for a few long moments. “It’s slightly more than the equivalent of a Tier 35 mana stone, and with no strings attached. No investors to pay back, no board of directors to explain where it went to. No restrictions to what it should be used on. But the mana has seemingly vanished. It makes one wonder.”

Amelia worked her jaw like she wanted to say something but ended up sighing. “I’m not stealing the mana. two hundred billion is a lot, but it’s practically nothing to the high Tier guilds, who can drop a single Tier 45 mana stone and get five hundred trillion mana to work with. And despite the local noble’s assurance that he’d go to bat for me, I have had a number of higher Tier guilds interrupting things, like supply lines and such. They don’t want me publishing secrets and are using every trick in the book they can get away with to slow me down. And frankly, it’s working.”

Matt scanned the crafter once more and tried to see if she had any signs of lying. In the end, he didn’t find anything, but that meant nothing in the grand scheme of things, especially for an immortal with full control over their body.

“And you have nothing? That’s the part I find unbelievable. Nothing new to publish in the last three decades? Not even a new way to stitch patterns into armor? I thought you said you wanted to share information. Was that all bullshit?” He didn’t want to believe it, but it wouldn’t be the first time a seemingly noble person had decided their values weren’t as firm as they led others to believe.

Amelia shook her head. “No, we’ve had new inventions, or rather new innovations, but I’ve been hit with recently filed patents and cease and desist letters any time I go to publish anything. And when I show that we independently developed —”

“They try to slow down the court process and waste everyone’s time, eating any fines and ensuing penalties.” Matt didn’t like it, but everything she said was both feasible and exactly what his training said the more established guilds and corporations would try to do to protect their agreed upon secrecy of higher Tier crafting strategies.

“If you think you are the first backer I’ve had come to try and chew my ass out in the last decade. you are sorely mistaken. I told all of them we would have to deal with this from day one, but now that they aren’t seeing the returns they would like, I’m getting push back.”

Liz stood forward for the first time and asked, “Are the guilds putting pressure on them to pull out? Try and bankrupt you by forcing buyouts?”

Amelia shrugged. “As far as I know, not yet, but that’s most certainly their next move. I have my own strategies and counters. They just take time.”

Saying that, she nodded at the clean room. “One of my Talented crafters had an idea to create a liquid that can temporarily suppress the spirit of an item, which would hopefully make it easier to enchant, but it makes the material weaker when the potion wears off. It doesn’t de-Tier the object or anything, but it makes the enchantments more fragile once it returns to its normal level. That said, I don’t believe we’ve hit a wall, and we’re still making progress. Even a weaker enchantment could still have its uses.”

Amelia then proceeded to lead Matt around to a dozen more facilities where she showed them everything they were working on, and then took them to an area where they had two inventions they had recreated or discovered, depending on who asked.

They were a method of enchanting the stitching of a fabric to further increase a single attribute of the item, and a method of more easily merging the spirit of metal inserts into leather items. While the latter didn’t increase the spiritual capacity, so the item couldn’t handle more runes, it was a desirable outcome, as even shaving a few days or weeks off a complicated procedure like merging spirits was always valuable.

Sadly, as Amelia had said earlier, both of those patents had been held up in court and would languish there until a decision was finalized.

Frankly, Matt wasn’t happy with the progress Amelia had made, but he also realized that was less a comment about her and more of an indictment on his expectations.

After all, even minor improvements could lead to substantial increases in profit margins for the mass production industries, which is where most guilds and organizations focused their efforts. Single one off items were great, but far more expensive. And for the average delver, it was easier and cheaper to buy a standardized and enchanted blade, rather than something custom.

Seeing all of this, and the reality of pushing back at the established and entrenched powers that be, made Matt drop his anger. Amelia was just going through the same issues he knew he would be facing once he created his own guild in the future.

The only difference would be scale.

While Amelia was poking holes at the leather and fabrics industry, Matt intended to tackle every industry. A lofty goal, but a necessary one. Or so he felt.

Why should a method of saving potentially weeks of time or tons of mana waiting for two materials’ spirits to merge be restricted? Just so a guild could keep a local monopoly on cheaper steel reinforced plates? Matt found that unacceptable.

Amelia was being mired down through legal avenues, and her good work stifled, but Matt didn’t have a magic answer except keep pushing through. A guild would happily tie her up in legal battles for decades or centuries if possible, as that would let them keep their technique secret, hoping she would run out of funding without new inventions to license and earn from. But Matt wasn’t going to make it so easy.

His contribution of a billion mana a month wasn’t single-handedly keeping Amelia afloat, but it was damn useful in stretching her resources further and allowing her to keep her research and development going without any new products.

Once they finished going over the situation, the four of them had a much more cordial dinner where Amelia went over the newest ideas they were testing.

Some seemed impractical or downright impossible without a dedicated Talent, but others had Matt’s interest.

After visiting Kelley and spending a few days with him to complete their cover story, the four of them moved on.

Still, in their real identities, they found a Tier 18 planet and started delving Tier 15 rifts. As Tier 13’s going up two Tiers was to be expected, and while that was all they did officially, they were delving a nearby Tier 17 rift under masks and the restrictions Luna set out for them.

Day by day, time passed, and before a year had elapsed, just as Luna said, someone came to test them.

A man started openly hitting on Liz while they were out, which turned into accidental meetings at the restaurant they frequented, the gym they worked out at, and the sparring field they went to. Generally each encounter consisted of him trying to get Matt to respond with violence of some kind but the methods were rough at best. Being able to look at it from an observer’s perspective, it was so obviously a set up, they had to use Luna’s training to not outright laugh at the man’s antics. His orders were clearly to feel out Matt and not antagonize Liz, as whenever Liz intervened, the man wilted like a depressed flower until he could target Matt alone once more.

All of that led up to the moment a man directly picked a fight with Matt.

Nothing serious, as he was similarly a Tier 13, though a peak Tier 13 versus Matt’s high Tier 13 but a fight, nonetheless.

On his own and before his training, Matt might have thrown the fight, but with Luna’s decades of tutelage, he knew that would be almost as bad as pulling out a talisman and hitting the pest with a Quill special.

No that would be dumb, Matt just needed to act normal. Fight hard, limit his skill usage and personal buffing, don’t show too much in the way of talent, and look like he was pushing himself as hard as he could, while in truth feeling like he was in a pillow fight. Not the easiest thing to do but he had more than enough experience and at the very least there was no second attempt.

After that incident, and another couple of challenges directed at Liz, which followed the same general vein of pushing her bottom line before trying to fight her, they moved to a border area next to the Republic and started delving once more, trying to advance as quickly as possible.

Another year, another Tier, and shortly after their breakthrough to Tier 14, Aster got her notification that Red Feather Academy would be expecting her once she reached Tier 15, and she should start the sign up process sooner rather than later, as attendance was mandatory for all bonds.

While everything was cordial and merry in the initial letter, there was the implied threat that should its information be disregarded, they would send someone to bring Aster themselves, though that was their last resort.

Thankfully, they had no intention of delaying their advancement to Tier 15 or Aster’s own time away. That was more than enough for Red Feather Academy, who simply asked for their best estimated time to reach Tier 15 so they could arrange accommodations and travel plans for her.

The fox in question, while sad to leave, was excited to spend time in the beast kingdom with other bonds and those humans with bloodlines, but it still marked their separation with a date for the first time.

With their lead on their ages and Path requirements, they expected to only be separated from their sixtieth birthdays to their seventieth, which kept them well ahead of The Path requirements of reaching Tier 15 by sixty nine years old, but it wasn’t a good feeling.

That didn’t mean Luna wasn’t pushing their training as hard as she could over the next several years on their way to Tier 15. Their training was as never ending as it was thorough, but they had good reason for that. After Tier 15 on The Path, teams who were expected to complete The Path started getting missions and assignments as sort of a real life training method, similar but larger in scope to what Luna had them doing right after the Pather War.

But all of that had to wait.

First, they needed to get married.
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Darok waited in his office, watching Ha Eun walk through the halls of the compound. The Sect representative kept a calm but distant demeanor toward Gaven, his secretary. Considering the normal mannerisms of the Sects, he could only assume that Ha Eun had either been warned or perceived that Gaven was one of the more dangerous men in the compound.

That trick rarely worked, but sometimes, the other Great Powers treated anyone in a menial position as disposable or stupid and might say something they regret. Not that it happened often, but it still would have been nice in this situation.

He ran his fingers over the butt of his rifle, contemplating if he was truly making the right call for perhaps the millionth time.

The war was coming, everyone knew that. Most Corporation Hired Platoons were ecstatic for this, as it meant an influx of contracts, both frontline and homeland protection, but Darok had always kept his ear to the ground and had been hearing rumors.

Rumors he didn’t like.

Rumors like the Corporations as a whole might be moving out. Rumors like the Federation intended to push this war far beyond what was usually acceptable. Rumors like the Empire having a few more Elites they were hiding beyond Light and Shadow. Rumors that the Guilds wouldn’t sit by and just protect their borders and were fully willing to go on the offensive. Rumors that said the Emperor was insane, and had refused the peace talks that could have prevented this war for some small concessions about restricting their growth for the next few thousand years.

Rumors he believed, at least in part.

Most of it had little to do with a Tier 25 hired platoon like his own Vasilay Company but had far-reaching implications. He and his people were more than willing to fight in a war, but they weren’t willing to throw their lives away fighting for or against fanatics.

That never ended well.

But in the end, the remunerations the Sect’s offered were too good to turn them down outright, which was why he was entertaining this meeting.

When Ha Eun entered the meeting room, Darok stood up and returned the small polite bow along with his second in command, Emily, and their supply officer Walter.

In perfect Corporation common, Ha Eun said, “It is good to meet with your outfit, and I thank you for taking the time to hear my offer.” The small smile she revealed showed glistening teeth that Darok’s reports believed were connected to her Domain in some way, having been used to chew her way out of an abusive marriage.

Nodding, Darok introduced everyone on his side before they settled into a small round of polite exchanges, but quickly pulled them around to the topic at hand.

“Exactly what terms are you looking for, Representative Ha Eun? We offer a number of standard contracts, but you indicated you wished for something more flexible.”

“Yes. I represent an alliance of Tier 35 sects with a number of Tier 25 assets. We have been given the glorious honor of forming a special Tier 25 team to both counter Light and Shadow, and to perform a variety of other penetrative strikes deep into the Empire. We want to contract your operation to both handle our logistics and fight beside us. Your reputation is sterling among your peers, and your record of completed missions is impressive. In particular, the loss of only seventeen members following your strike against a Monster Collective regional capital represents the exact form of determination we’re looking for. Best of all, the team will even be led by Dao Child Maven.”

The small grin she had held the entire time grew at that proclamation, and Darok had to admit he was surprised.

Dao Child Maven had been raised as the answer to Light and Shadow, and while he might not believe all the hype the Sects were spreading about her, she was undeniably one of the best of her generation. 

“And what do you want us to actually do beyond logistics? What level of commitment? What level of deployment?”

Representative Ha Eun reined her smile in as they started to talk about the brass tacks.

“I want everything. I want your support personnel, and more importantly, I want all three combat outfits, including your unarmored men.”

Darok shook his head even as Emily spoke, “We can provide you with Skirmish Squadron, but our Cavalry and Juggernaut divisions are still recovering from our last contract. Repairs to armor don’t come cheap, and fast repairs in particular. What you are offering is not sufficient to cover the increased cost of repairs if you desire our armored squadrons to be battle-ready before the war begins.”

Darok nodded as Ha Eun looked to him in confirmation. “Money is of little issue. The contract we have drawn up states we will take over the cost of repair and outfitting you once you are under our command. That would naturally mean we can and will provide the materials for your teams to get back in their armor.”

Walter’s AI pinged his with a confirmation that with adequate resources, they would be able to redeploy within the next few years.

Darok narrowed his eyes at the documents presented, with [Analyze Information DV26-SI] aiding his comprehension. What they were asking for was substantial, particularly if they were to engage with Chosen-level threats, yet the remuneration was in theory equal to the task. That they would be under the full command of the Sects was to be expected, though their boilerplate limits on command were accepted wholesale.

So while they couldn’t be used as cannon fodder or left behind, they would be expected to fight along the Sect forces under the command of Dao Child Maven with the express purpose to counter the newest pair of Chosen in the Realm and perform incredibly risky operations deep inside Empire territory.

It was risky.

Beyond risky.

But that was where the money was.

If they took this contract, they would be able to afford a full rise to Tier 36.

That was the dream of everyone in his outfit.

But those dreams were hard to realize when you were dead. Darok knew that better than anyone. Those seventeen men and women who were touted as his success still weighed on his mind. They had died so the thousand others of the company had been able to escape encirclement, but that was hardly the victory everyone else called it.

Not that they weren’t ready to die, but no one wanted to, and this mission seemed far riskier than the last war they had fought in.

With just a scant thirty-one additional addendums and clarifications for the contract, Darok signed.

Vasilay Company was once more going to war.

Only time would tell how many of them would return.
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Invar groaned from his hangover and blinked as the blinking notification in his [Assistive Intelligence] woke him up. It took him a few attempts to read the information, but when he did, he almost vomited.

He had been contracted to fight with the Feddy’s?

He much rather take jobs against the whackjobs, but a contract was a contract, and his bank account was nearly empty.

It was either accept the contract or get a normal job and as a lone contractor, and he preferred the large paydays from doing one of the two things he was good at.

Killing.

That let him do the second thing he was good at, drinking.

Looking once more at the bank accounts balance, he sighed and powered [Self Empowerment HE8-EN] to clear the alcohol still in his system.

Stretching, he felt a number of things pop in his back as he summoned his cloak to cover him, and exited his rented room, blending into the shadows. The passersby were none the wiser that one of the best Tier 25 assassins in the Corporation was in their midst.

At least the contract for Light and Shadow would pay well.

Even for an attempt, he’d be able to drink for at least a century, and that was good enough for him.
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Klare of the Indomitable Reavers watched as the Republican representative left her office as she thought over the contract they had accepted.

A team led by one of their little brainchildren specifically to counter Light and Shadow? A team meant to split behind enemy lines and wreak havoc?

She liked it.

Grinning, she sent a message to the entire Company. “Prepare for war!”


17




Rusty looked over his star system and just watched the planets, suns, and moons traverse through space in their natural celestial dance.

It was beautiful.

One of his favorite distractions, but a distraction, nonetheless.

When the now Tier 17 Brigadier General Darrow entered his office, Rusty turned around and indicated the chair to the saluting man.

“At ease, General. We have a lot to discuss. Firstly, how have you been as of late?”

The dark-skinned man smiled and nodded as he took the proffered seat.

“Good, sir.”

Rusty coughed at the address. He was no longer in the chain of command, and technically no longer rated to be called sir. At least, not how the man clearly meant it.

Noticing the rebuff, Darrow shrugged. “You earned your rank both on the battlefield and off it, sir. Being promoted out of the military doesn’t change that. In public, I will, of course, adhere to all proper edicts, but in private…”

Rusty suspected part of the comment was meant to tickle his ego, but he didn’t care. He missed the days when he was an active combatant in the military.

“Remember that. Moving on, how is the new rank and increase in Tier?”

Darrow nodded. “Quite nice, sir. It’s pleasing to be growing once again. I have some of my phrases and anchors confirmed as compatible pairs, and I believe I have an inclination for the form my image may take. Once I am strong enough, I will attempt to form it. I have also absorbed the full suite of cryptography skills required for my station. Regarding my new rank, things are quite well, sir. The other Generals have been welcoming and have even aided me with some tips for my Intent.”

Rusty translated that last bit as he wasn’t being frozen out of the top level command conversations, which was good. While not officially endorsed, not everyone the Royal Court decided to promote to the star ranks was welcomed by the other officers, and those who were rejected for whatever reason were frozen out of the meetings and information channels they needed to do their jobs.

With such a distinguished reputation, he hadn’t expected Darrow to meet such a fate, but he was in the relative minority of generals in that he did not possess a leadership Talent.

Despite that, the man lived and breathed the military, which was ultimately more important than being Talented.

Rusty pulled out a small booklet from his ring and passed it over the desk to Darrow. “Good to hear. Now, more to the point, this dossier is your official read-in to Project Breach. Team Zero will be your primary focus, of course, and correspondingly, the first five pages document Light and Shadow’s unmasked capabilities and preferred tactics. The next thirteen detail the other current members of Team Zero, in addition to candidates for the remaining positions.

“We have our recommendations, of course, but the final composition of Team Zero will be done according to your judgment. However, anyone not selected for Team Zero itself will still be made available to you through the broader Project Breach infrastructure. Now, this booklet is keyed to you alone, but still will not leave this room. Look through it and begin to familiarize yourself with the individuals you will be working with.”

Rusty watched, as the man grew progressively more incredulous at the briefings. The best reaction, though, came when he reached Wellspring’s entry. At that, a glowing purple and blue eye shot open on his forehead, then blinked several times before closing once again.

“Sir, this can’t be accurate. It’s…”

Rusty grinned. “It wasn’t an exaggeration when I said that the Empire’s very best would be a part of this program. The other Great Powers wish to see what we can accomplish, and we will certainly oblige them, and it is your job to push them to excel beyond imagination.”

“I would like to request time to work with each of them, to assess them in person.”

Rusty nodded. “Good man. Not all of them will be available yet, but we’ll ensure you are able to meet them as they have time. Now, the EMV Skybreaker is loading up in the main hangar. Report there and assemble your initial drafts for team composition. Any questions?”

“No, your Majesty.”

Rusty grinned as he stood and proffered a hand.

“Have fun.”

Darrow’s smile stretched across his face. “I most certainly will.”

Rusty watched the Empire’s newest General walk through the halls as he idly did paperwork, with half a mind about how he missed the days when he was fighting on the front lines.

Thinking about Matt and how he would most certainly spark a real war, Rusty grinned. That was almost better.

He couldn’t wait to punch a Tier 50 in the face.

There were even a few Tier 50 mages amongst the rulers, and mages always made the best expressions when he punched them in the face.

Until then, he needed to do his job and ensure that they won this upcoming war, and that would not be an easy task.

Activating his [AI], he sent a message to his assistant. “Sharleen, do we have the latest report from the Armory? I’m only seeing last year’s report in my ring.”

“It hasn’t arrived yet, your Majesty. I’ve already sent a message asking for a status update, but they are delaying.”

Rubbing his eyes, Rusty wished he could punch his own people.

“I assume you sent the message with my seal?”

“Of course, your Majesty.”

Rusty sighed. “If they don’t get the report in by night standard time, let me know, so I can knock heads together. I don’t fucking care if they are behind on production. I care that they aren’t telling me sooner.”

“I will, your Majesty.”

At least he would get a break when he went to Matt and Liz’s wedding. He wondered if he could sneak a spar in with the duo. Melinda would be there, so no risk of injury, and weddings always gave people jitters that they needed to work off.

A good spar always cleared the head.
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Harper looked through the crowd of seemingly average people and inspected each of them one by one, seeing what ticks and tells each of them gave off.

The new batch of spies, infiltrators, and assassins.

Each of them had a different style, but some stood out more than others.

The young man that flinched anytime someone got too close to him was interesting, but his phobia was obviously faked from how he flinched the same way every time. It was a good start, however, someone so obviously nervous often was more capable of bypassing scrutiny than even an airtight backstory.

A woman with biological heterochromia used her stunning eyes as a way to hit everyone who looked at her with a subtle illusion and charm spell combo that her records said was self-created.

Harper found it impressive, but not nearly subtle enough.

A blurry man with a shaved head and massive beard that screamed dangerous was probably Harper’s favorite of the current cohort.

The man was a mass of contradictions. He was formerly a therapist who had tired of the simple life and joined an assassin guild, before leaving the guild to start doing corporate infiltration and espionage.

When the man had been caught by one of Harper’s agents, they had asked why he went down the path, and his answer was perfect.

He liked the challenge and felt free fitting into other roles.

Simple and definitive.

The perfect person who wouldn’t mind pretending to be someone else for years, if not decades, before activating and doing whatever it was that was needed of him. He had proven he was capable of wet work and the more subtle espionage, which gave him a plethora of skills that Harper’s people could hone into a razor’s edge.

Then, there were the others.

The spies.

The thieves.

The assassins.

All acceptable, except these were trying to infiltrate their organization, and that was unforgivable.

Emmanuel thankfully agreed with them, and used his father’s Tier 50 Talent to check the applicants’ backgrounds more thoroughly than anyone could hide, and it was thanks to him that Harper knew the plants in their midst.

Some of them didn’t even know they were compromised, but that wouldn’t prevent Harper from acting.

From amongst the crowd, Harper stepped into the air and gathered everyone’s attention. “Welcome to the only meeting where you will ever be in the same room together. We only do this together for one reason. It makes it easier to prove a point and clean out the spies from the other Great Powers.”

With a dramatic raise of their hand, Harper grabbed each and every mole and spy before levitating them above everyone else.

With a closing of their hand, the dozen people exploded in a shower of blood that stopped right above the heads of everyone else.

“Let this be a lesson to you all. Spies, when caught, get one of two endings. Death if you are lucky, or long and brutal torture to make an example of you, if you are not so fortunate. Most likely, you will be subject to more mind altering spells and Talents than you knew existed, and they will pry every memory out of your head.”

With a thought, the blood gathered into a ball before Harper destroyed it with their Domain.

“I would tell you that this is your last chance to leave the organization, but that chance was when you left your accommodations this morning. The next time you leave this facility, you will be going out on your first assignment.”

Walking through the air on pads of [Telekinesis], Harper continued, “I will be personally overseeing the initial portions of your training, and the next year will be one of the worst of your lives. It will also be the year that keeps you alive for the rest of it. Do remember that even with my lessons, there is always the risk you will stumble upon someone with an ability that breaks your cover, and that’s where most of you will die.”

Smiling under the mask, Harper remembered the indoctrination speech they had gotten so many years ago and ended theirs the same way.

“For those that survive, you will have no glory, but you will have rewards. Leave the glory to those in the light. We are those who lurk in the shadows.” Pausing for the dramatic effect, they added, “And the shadows around here cover a multitude of dangers.”

Sadly, Harper wouldn’t be able to see the ending of their training.

Matthew and Elizabeth were getting married soon, and they weren’t going to miss it. It was the largest political event of the century, and they needed to ensure that no one learned anything they shouldn’t from being so close to the kids.
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King Frederic Macheteuil stood in front of the statue and inspected it from head to toe.

Carved from the finest Tier 45 Star Marble, it served as a replica of his parents.

It was perfect by every metric, yet he still hated it.

Looking at the sculpture, he nodded. “Wonderful work Albert. It surpasses even your previous achievements.”

A factually true statement, but that wouldn’t stop him from wishing he didn’t need a replica of his parents. They were gone.

Not dead, unless they had run into something unfortunate in the higher Realms, but functionally, they were dead to him due to that level of separation.

His parents had never been what one could call perfect, but they had tried their best to balance duty and obligation with raising him. He respected that challenge now, after raising his own children, even as heir apparent. The demands on his time had been never-ending, even with him officially taking fifteen years off to actually be with his children. But while they might remove themselves from the world, the world still moved on, whether they liked it or not.

Regardless, his parents were still gone, and all he had of them were a series of statues.

An expensive hobby, but one he enjoyed.

Turning away from the newest statue, he walked Albert out and told him he would have another commission for him in a few decades. When this statue stopped hurting, it would be time to get another.

Returning to his office, he went back to the task of obfuscating the resources that were being redirected from the Farm. Not an easy task, but one that had its own rewards. While Emmanuel had to and would approve each of his ideas before they were implemented, he could still ensure that the hereditary noble factions got their fair share.

Sadly he couldn’t just rely on his [AI] to do it—as good as those skills were, sometimes they were predictable in their methods—so he needed to review and tweak every suggestion.

Just when he was getting into a groove, he got a high priority message from one of his research teams.

They had a breakthrough on his mana concentration solution for young Matthew.

Ripping his way through reality to enter chaotic space, he reentered real space on the other side of his star system, on the Tier 20 planet’s second moon base where his high Tier research center was located. After letting his [AI] pair with the local defenses and verify that he wasn’t an imposter, he entered.

Most of it was Talent-driven tech, and thus impossible to reproduce, but it was all the stronger for it. It was an unfortunate consequence of the way the world worked that a single Talent could outperform tens of thousands of years of development and practice, yet there was nothing to be done save to utilize such opportunities when they presented themselves.

It wasn’t fair, it wasn’t just, but the world cared little for such notions.

Once he was fully scanned and able to safely pass the defensive measures, he entered and was once more scanned by a team of security guards. They were completely professional and treated him like any other visitor, which told him they weren’t slacking on their training. Some of his people had started trying to give him special access through things like security checkpoints after his promotion, which was stupid to anyone who spent more than ten seconds thinking about it.

Thankfully, he didn’t need to get a new security team.

Once he was verified to be who he said he was, he quickly entered and moved through the halls until he reached his ninth special research room. The one working to make a mana concentration alternative to solve Matthew’s little issue.

Entering, he saw half a dozen crafters and researchers looming around what looked like a shard of metal.

Observing it told him little. Black, darker than iron and pitted from age, the remnants of runes were visible as carved recession on the flat rim, and the circular edge of the platform suggested it was just a fragment of a larger circle.

All in all, it was an unremarkable piece of metal, save for the fact he recognized it immediately.

It was part of his collection of relics from the pre-shattering era, and he had no idea it had been taken out of his collection or that his team was researching it.

As he neared it, he realized he was actually wrong. It wasn’t the one in his personal collection. It was something incredibly similar, however. Or rather, his mother had bought it and put it in her collection that Frederic had inherited. He had seen it only once or twice.

That was his mother’s hobby, not his.

His head researcher, Rebecca, was the first to speak. “Sir, as my report indicated, we made a breakthrough, at least theoretically. We do have solid proof that this method has worked in the past, which is better than the other avenues we’ve looked into. It’s just…”

As she trailed off, she looked to a younger-looking man Frederic needed his [AI] to identify.

Oliver Jenkins, a Tier 25 researcher with a specialty in pre-shattering relics, and a long history of working as an appraiser for teams who brought said relics back to the Empire from the lost worlds that wandered through chaotic space.

The fact he was here now told Frederic quite a lot. He let the man speak. “Good day, your Majesty. I was contacted by the team and brought along after I bought this relic from a team of delvers who found an old penal colony from the pre-shattering Empire. They found a moon that had been broken open and inside was the colony. Most everything was destroyed from what we can only surmise was the convicts escaping, but this fragment of a formation was preserved.”

The man’s hand shook slightly as he pointed. “It’s—” Swallowing, he interrupted himself. “Your Majesty, have you ever heard of what the Glorious Everlasting Kingdom of Prosperity rulers did to their fallen political rivals?”

Shaking his head, Frederic indicated his answer even as he pinged the LocalNet for that very information. The EmpireNet and all other net accesses were strictly controlled, as this was a secret bunker after all.

He came back with nothing, but Oliver explained, “They didn’t just imprison or kill them. They considered that too lenient. They wanted their fallen foes to suffer as they watched their ruler, um, rule. But they couldn’t keep other Tier 47s around without being a massive security risk, so they devised a tool that they claimed would forcibly condense the mana in the mana pool, causing massive spiritual damage and a horrific amount of pain while reducing their mana to basically nothing. Less-than-one nothing, at that. Normally, this would be attributed to simple Talent impact, but these devices were in use for millions of years, indicating that at minimum their lingering effects couldn’t be too reliant on a specific Talent interaction. Otherwise, any malfunction in the wake of their original creator ascending would be irreparable. We’re hopeful that we can reestablish functionality and focus more on the concentration effect.”

Swallowing, Oliver straightened his back, and Frederic could see him wanting confirmation that they didn’t intend to revive that practice on anyone. Frederic’s moral side agreed. His practical side, for both Matt and potential enemies, did not waver, and was far stronger.

Still, he suspected he would need this man’s loyalty, and so told him what he safely could. “A promising possibility. I assume you are also attempting to make it less traumatic? We have no desire to use this as a punishment, after all.”

That last bit wasn’t entirely true, as there were a few people he would take great pleasure in using such a device on, but his words were enough to mollify Oliver.

“Now, I believe I’ve seen something similar. Is this something that will assist you in your work?” He quickly recalled a record he had of a similar-looking relic and sent it to Oliver and Rebecca.

His hopes were immediately dashed as Oliver shook his head.

“No, your Majesty. I’ve seen that formation before. That’s just a relic of one of their intra-system teleporters. Over here, this section acts as input modulation, and they’re placed in a way that indicates it’s specifying a location, rather than simple settings. In fact, you can see here where your piece slots into this reconstruction of a complete teleportation formation. We’ve tested this design, before you ask, and it’s inferior to modern designs in every way. So while interesting, it’s of little value.”

Frederic nodded; that sounded exactly like the sort of thing his mother would have collected.

“Very well. Back to the concentration relic. Is there anything you need to further your study? A salvage team to try and recover the rest of the formation? Archivists to look for other pieces in the records?”

Oliver shook his head.

“No, your Majesty, I’m afraid not. There were only eight such platforms ever built, and five of them were jettisoned into the depths of chaotic space alongside the penal planets they were built on, never to be seen again, and two others were lost to history. This fragment was from the final one and has been passing between private collections for close to three million years now. I managed to obtain it about ten thousand years ago and wrote a paper on it, setting it into my personal collection and mostly forgetting about it until I was contacted by your team.”

Rebecca stepped in, preempting Frederic’s next question. “We already have Belle on it, but because of just how old the relic is and in how bad of a condition it’s in, plus the that fact we’re pretty sure it was at least based on Talent tech to begin with, progress is fairly slow. Not too slow, however, so we’re looking at somewhere between two to twenty thousand years before we see a working prototype, if just trying to recreate the machine. We’re also working on trying to understand it, but simple recreation is likely to be much faster. Also, though, the testing will break a dozen Empire laws every time, which⁠—”

Frederic waved her to stop there. “This is a project being developed jointly by us and the Emperor. We will have no lack of funding or restrictions to hinder us. If nothing else, initial testing can be done on rift monsters.”

Letting his perception slip to its Tier 46 state he ran through the possibilities, probabilities, and opportunities.

Ultimately, he decided this was enough to go to Emmanuel with.

It was still something of a long shot, but the sheer scope of Talents the Emperor had could possibly enable some unique breakthrough that could shrink research from millennium to centuries, or even decades. Furthermore, he wanted to make the report before one of Emmanuel’s personal teams came to the same finding.

If that happened, he’d lose the bargaining chip he worked so hard for and spent so many resources looking for.

If his faction was to get through Emmanuel’s rule with Matt funding his projects intact, they needed to prove their value before that value was negated.

After exiting the moon’s base, he returned to his home and sent a message requesting a call with the highest priority he had access to.

In less than a second, a series of tiny teleporters flickered, sending a single data packet from planet to planet through a dozen channels until it reached the capital.

Two seconds after his message was sent, the Emperor’s reply came through, and an illusion of the man materialized in front of him. Frederick didn’t know what Talent or set of Talents the man was using to project himself this far across the Empire, but that was irrelevant for now.

They didn’t truly speak, because sound was far too slow for even a Tier 47, let alone a Tier 50, but their conversation progressed swiftly. Frederic took a small amount of pleasure from Emmanuel’s reaction to his findings, and while he agreed it was something of a long shot, there was enough evidence for him to provide some aid. Even a small amount would be enough to let him know if he even could be useful, and if the Emperor himself was able to lend aid to their research project, they could potentially come to a workable device before the end of their next war.

This was, of course, just the latest attempt out of many, but eventually, they would find something capable of aiding Matt. Even if the machine was horribly inefficient, to the point where it would be completely and utterly crippling to anyone who tried to use it, that wouldn’t matter to the young man they were pinning so many of their hopes on.

And who cared about anyone else.

Emmanuel’s return message was all that Frederic cared about. “Well done. Start working on the prototypes and send teams to look for any other remnants of that formation. I’m not sure how it will interact with their Talent but it’s better than nothing.”

As the communications relay broke off, he leaned back and smiled while he sent an order for the team to go on lock down and start working on the research.

Step one was done, and with a team with even some experience, he was sure he could leverage them as the main workforce going forward on the project.

In its current form, it was less than ideal even for Matthew to use, but their technological base was better than the Glorious Everlasting Kingdom of Prosperity’s was, even at the peak of their power. The Empire and all the other Great Powers were built off their remains, after all, and it wasn’t like everything was lost.

While he didn’t expect they would get the technology viable for anyone without a Talent-based mana pool, he was sure they could reduce the spiritual strain at least to some degree. That, combined with even a small increase to the efficiency, would equal a nigh-perfect solution to one of Emmanuel’s most pressing issues.

All solved by his faction.

Instead of returning to his work, he started drafting other messages.

This leverage needed to be properly placed if they wanted to maximize its effect, and that meant coordination and planning.

At least he had good news for Matthew as a wedding present.

[image: ]



Tur’stal looked at the farm system below her and couldn’t believe that she wasn’t here to tend to the planets’ growth once again. She had done so once a decade since she took up her position, but this time, she administered the last of the resources these planets would ever see.

Instead of the usual tons of mana stones or specific natural treasures that would let the planet grow faster, she was directing the planet’s rapid growth to something more sustainable.

Today, she was here for a single purpose, and hopefully, the last one for a long time, if not forever.

Her target was one with comparatively little biodiversity, a desert planet with two suns. The creatures she retrieved en masse, and while finding every last Tier 30 desert mouse wasn’t feasible, she did her best to ensure that every species had its representation, from the meanest gnat to the great sandworms lurking within the planet’s endless dune seas. She would relocate them to another world once she found one, where they would hopefully be able to thrive.

They didn’t deserve to die because they needed to cannibalize their homes.

The monsters that had broken free from their rifts were not given such gentle treatment and were directly eliminated instead.

Once that was done, she flew into the molten outer core of her chosen planet until she found its inner core.

Physically a ball of molten iron, she drove through its depths, and at the exact center where the gravity well pulled everything in, she found the physical accumulation of the planet’s true core.

It was beautiful.

It was powerful.

It was valuable.

Removing it meant the death of the planet, but that was her job.

She was a gardener, and that included the harvest.

Just because she didn’t enjoy it didn’t mean it wasn’t necessary. This ‘fruit’ would be part of the payment and materials a certain Talented alchemist required for upcoming services. She certainly hoped that Matt’s Intent would solve his concentration problems, because this simply wasn’t sustainable.

That small measure of distraction reminded her, and her eyes flicked back to the handwritten invitation she had received not long ago. Her niece was getting married, and marriage was always a reason to celebrate. She just hoped Mara and Leon could keep themselves from losing their minds and stealing the planet.

That was one of her planets, and they had agreed they were only allowed to take the island the kids got married on, which had already needed an argument. They wanted to take the entire continental plate the island was connected to, but she flatly refused. That was a resort planet that half of her kingdom’s nobles got married on.

A continent could not go missing just because the duo were hoarders.

Thinking about the shenanigans her fellow royals could get up to if unattended when it came to their children’s nuptials, she decided she needed to arrive sooner than later.

[image: ]


Aiden looked at the small paper and looked around in confusion, finally catching the eyes of his wife. “Liz is getting married? How? She’s like twenty?”

Madea rolled her eyes but avoided his gaze. “If someone wasn’t forgetting their duties back home, they would know she’s almost sixty, and about to reach Tier 15.”

Duke Waters grinned as he pulled his wife into a kiss. “I said I was sorry, but I had to take my opportunity to fight. I was going crazy sitting around for so long, but I feel like I wasn’t gone for forty years. Like five at best.”

“Oh? So you were bored spending time with me?”

Realizing he had been caught in a verbal trap, Aiden grinned as he waded in deeper. “I’m sure I can make it up to you?”

A tentacle wrapped around his leg dragging him down into the depths of his home. “Oh, you will.”
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With a sigh, Matt looked out over the pristine beach just a mile away from their villa’s sprawling, immaculate lawn that gave a nice contrast to the stunning ocean view. The perfect scene was complemented by perfect weather; it was warm, but not too hot thanks to the slight breeze that gently rustled the curtains every few minutes.

It was a level of luxury that he just wasn’t used to, but it was wonderful.

It was also absurdly picturesque, and the technology around was so advanced, it was an active struggle to not think about all of the borderline miraculous materials and enchantments that pervaded his spiritual sense. He was only able to contain himself because Liz had assured him that her parents’ house had just as much and more, and if he got distracted by the windows every time he walked past one, she would not be happy.

Overall, Matt couldn’t think of a better place for their wedding anywhere in the Empire.

Matt stretched and returned to the villa —careful to not think about the windows as he did so—and slipped behind Liz, giving her a hug from behind. His fiancée was in her bathing suit as well, something he could appreciate for several reasons, and had just finished blending fruit for a pair of cocktails.

Matt released Liz from his hug and grabbed his sour melon drink, taking a deep sip.

He smacked his lips together as the flavor hit. It was awful in the best way.

Liz laughed. “Just as gross as promised. It’s a fun tradition, at least.”

“I mean, the individual flavors aren’t that bad,” Matt mused. “It’s just too sour. Maybe if it were cut with some talsaneris sugar, the grapefruit would play better with the icemelon? I should see if we have any, or if the kitchens have some.”

Liz hooked her arm through his and walked him to the beach, where a number of umbrellas and lounge chairs were set up and waiting for them.

“We can go to the kitchens later,” she finally cut him off. “It’s a local treat, and one that definitely fits the theme of the continent. We had to have at least one as-is.”

Matt clinked glasses with her at that comment. Liz was right. They needed to relax, enjoy themselves, and do all the normal things that people did when the parents of the bride bought out an entire island for their wedding on one of the most expensive resort planets in the Empire.

It was fun.

Once Matt had finished the cocktail, he pulled out a cooler from his spatial ring that had a number of prepared drinks ready for the two of them.

Grinning, he showed Liz the projected spinning wheel on the lid. “Want the first spin?”

Liz grinned back as she stored her glass away and spun to sit up with him. “You said you only made a few of these. What are the rest?”

Matt grinned and shrugged. “Your guess is as good as mine. I ordered half a dozen alcohol tasting bundles and dumped them in the cooler. The ones I made are our favorites, though.”

Liz rubbed her hands together before flicking the little projected wheel. “Fuzzy Buzzy Bottle? I’ve never heard of this brand before.”

Matt waited for the cooler to whirl and make noises until the lid opened on its own and shot out two cans. When he caught them, he had to laugh. The drinks, as the name implied, had a false peach fuzz on the bottle, which was itself slightly pliable. Tossing the matching of the pair to Liz, they opened it up by peeling off the ‘skin’ at the neck of the bottle, and each took a swig.

Liz recoiled even as she laughed. “Oh, it’s awful. That’s outright bad.”

Matt went back for a second sip and agreed wholeheartedly.

Liz started poking the air as she said, “I’m ordering us some finger food, at least to go with this.”

They sat and soaked in the heat for a few minutes until a box of snacks, specially prepared by the island’s chefs, teleported onto the table closest to them.

They enjoyed themselves for a while before cooling off in the ocean, splashing around on the surface as well as on the seafloor, holding their breath as they watched the sea life dart around them. Matt wasn’t sure how they managed to restrict the wildlife to only be Tier 15 and under, and Liz’s warning glance told him he shouldn’t think about it too deeply. So, he simply appreciated that they didn’t need to worry about a passing Tier 17 juvenile shark getting too curious while he and Liz were preoccupied with each other.

They also had absolutely none of their gear with them, save for their paired teleportation rings, so it was nice to know that the assurances of complete and total safety were true.

The second time they needed to come up for air, they returned to the sandy shores and the accompanying food and drink.

Eventually, the sun began to set, and they got a notification that dinner would be ready in an hour. A single confirmation was all that was needed for their leftovers to be teleported away, and they gathered up their things to head back inside. After a quick shower, and a mild scolding from Liz when he got distracted partway through, they got ready for dinner and flew to the resort’s primary restaurant. Neither of them cared that much about their appearance at the moment, but Matt still made an effort to ensure the winds they flew in didn’t mess up Liz’s hair too much.

Aster met them there, the pampered little fox looking every inch the part after a full day at the spa. While he knew that part of it was for privacy, he knew it was just as, if not more, motivated by the spa’s ability to accommodate any kind of biology and mana aspect. She would have spent the entire day bathed in ice, winter, and even aurora mana and potions if the brochure was even half-true.

Given how fluffy Aster was, and how she somehow smelled of the aurora borealis, he guessed it was accurate. Her eyes were almost glazed over from overt pleasure, and her fur was literally iridescent.

Their simple proximity was making Matt zone out slightly, just from the residual pleasure he felt through their bond.

His attention was recaptured as the first dish of their nine course meal came out of the kitchen. Matt sighed in bliss as cheese melted, then coated the inside of his mouth even as the cracker balanced the hors d’oeuvre out perfectly.

Then came the soups, appetizers, salads, fish, main courses, palate cleansers, desserts, and finally, the Mignardise to round things out.

After thanking the waitstaff, the three of them trundled into the common area, where they watched a movie together and enjoyed the last few hours of quiet time they would have.

The next day, the guests would start arriving, and Matt knew that would prove to be hectic no matter how much they planned and prepared.

And oh was he right.

The moment they finished breakfast, he could hear the screeching of Mara and Leon off in the distance, presumably right as the atmosphere grew dense enough to let the sound carry.

Their sounds of excitement were so loud that most of the planet must have been hearing their yells, prompting Matt to smile while Liz covered her face.

“I can’t believe they won’t grow up.”

Matt laughed. “It’s fun!”

Mara arrived slightly before Leon, both showing up well before their cheers subsided, and created a pair of clones to sweep each of them into a personal hug simultaneously as she agreed. “It keeps us young, and you three will find what quirks you end up with only when someone else calls you on them. Embrace it. Embrace me! I need hugs.”

Matt obeyed, embracing his soon-to-be mother-in-law, only to be pulled away by Leon a moment later.

“How are you guys enjoying the island? Everything ready? The amenities okay? Staff treating you well?”

Matt laughed. “Yes, yes, and yes. Whoever you replaced the normal staff with has been doing an excellent job.”

Leon coughed awkwardly. “Didn’t think you’d catch onto that so soon. How did you like the beach?”

Matt rolled his eyes even as Leon tried to change the topic. He had known from the moment they chose the venue the staff would be replaced with people the royals could trust.

After all, there was no way the planet’s normal staff were going to serve the entire upper echelon of the Empire, or even future ascenders. That was just too much of a risk for anyone to take when the solution was as easy as bringing in trusted people. If he couldn’t figure that out on his own, he didn’t deserve to be Luna’s pupil.

He’d also asked, which had confirmed that it was quite normal in events like this. Everyone liked it, from the normal waitstaff who got very well-paying time off, to the temporary staff who got a form of vacation in exotic and luxurious locales once their duties were finished, all while being paid a premium for their troubles.

Before they could settle down too much, the next guests started to arrive. Mostly, it was Liz’s family, with Leah, Erin, and their spouses arriving together at almost the same time, followed by Travis and Keith shortly after.

Then their friends started to arrive, which really started to fill out the villa.

Melinda’s whole team were reunited for the first time since the group that split off successfully exited Minkalla after their own run as Tier 12s.

Matt had heard about the rest of the Unbroken getting carried to Tier 15 but was still surprised when meeting them in person for the first time in almost a decade and seeing most of them were actually a Tier higher than the three of them.

Melinda was still only Tier 14, as while she would eventually be raised all the way to Tier 25 for some classified military project, her Tier 3 Talent grew with time in addition to Tier, so rushing up the ladder would do more harm than good in the long run.

While it was good to see them, Matt honed in on Melinda and her changes.

She seemed no older or more mature, but different in some way. He had a hard time putting it into words. In the end, the best he could come up with was confidence. She had gained a level of surety that radiated off her.

He didn’t pry but concluded that her training over the last decade had been good for her.

Mathew also had his own changes despite remaining a Tier 15. He had bulked up slightly, which he swore was all natural and not him using his new control over his body and attributed it to his new job. He and Vinnie had opened a training school on Lilly, where they taught lower Tier teams tactics on how to fill one’s role in a team against various monster types. They also worked with younger children that were still unawakened, teaching them the melee and magical skills they might need if they wanted to pursue a career as a delver.

While they could have opened or joined with a much more prestigious training school elsewhere in the Empire, thanks to their impressive resume of making it to Tier 12 on The Path, they claimed to enjoy using the skills they’d picked up over the past half-century to give back to their home. They didn’t charge much, even after adjusting for Tier, but they really didn’t need much.

While Tier 15’s weren’t rare, not that large of a percentage of them had the desire, the skills, or the temperaments to properly teach younger children or lower Tiers, and that served to make them one of the most in-demand schools on the planet. Training from immortals was also well out of the price range for normal civilians, as few immortals were willing to spend their time and energy teaching children in exchange for pocket change.

The main focus of their conversation was their first ‘full graduates’ in the form of a brother and sister pair. The twins had started attending their school at five years old, when it first opened, and had Awakened one month before Mathew and Vinnie had left on their annual vacation. In celebration, they’d sponsored the pair to join The Path and were happily following along with the duo’s adventures.

Overall, Matt wasn’t sure he’d enjoy doing something like that long term but commended the both of them for doing something so noble and selfless.

Samantha, meanwhile, had joined a luxury therapeutics center that focused on low Tier celebrities and other rich people’s skin care. Her Talent to control the effect of poisons and venoms was in high demand in that profession, as most of the more invasive treatments used things that were toxic in nature, and therefore were close enough to a poison for her Talent to work on.

It was interesting that all of them kept working. After finding out that the four of them weren’t motivated to keep going on The Path, he half-expected to hear that they were taking a few centuries off, like ‘Matt and Liz’ would be doing, but they hadn’t even stopped delving.

It was far, far slower than what any of them were used to, as Mathew and Vinnie’s tie to mortal timescales meant they could only leave their school for one month out of the year, and with travel times being the way they were, that left them just a handful of delves together a year. They took them slow, never risking anything, but it kept the three of them in contact while earning some extra money on the side. Overall, they found it far more enjoyable than delving full-time, and Matt was happy for them, even if he did find their decisions a little odd.

Kyle and Tara, now with the rest of Team Bucket, were Tier 14 as well, having remained on The Path and entered Minkalla. That decision slowed them down a fair bit, since they needed to wait several years for the next cycle to start. Thankfully, the resources they came out of Minkalla with had more than made up for the delay in entry, and they, like Liz and Aster, had been able to use their accumulated essence stones to rapidly advance their cultivation.

Best of all, the five of them had settled into being a well-rounded and fairly strong team. They held their own rather well in the light sparring that Matt’s team did with the renamed Team Bucket Reforged.

They barely had time to settle in before the rest of Liz’s immediate family arrived, then some of her extended family. Susanne even came, albeit as Queen, and under the guise of coming to meet Duke Waters and get a bit of mentoring from him. Of course, that didn’t stop them from happily chatting across their AIs and stealing a few quick hugs under one of Mara’s illusions.

Without a need to slow down for the sake of her cover identity, she’d already broken through to Tier 15. Susanne was also taking advantage of essence stones to advance, even when fighting in tournaments or traveling between rifts. Hearing tell of her troubles winning, finding, and trading for rift slots made Matt glad he was often able to skip the hassle, though as they advanced and the paper trails they left became increasingly important, that was growing less common.

Then, a new presence arrived.

Aiden and Madea al’Aegir. Duke Waters and his wife.

While Liz kept trying to reassure him that “Uncle Aiden” was no big deal, the man was beyond a superstar, beyond a living legend, and something more altogether. For all that Matt had somehow managed to grow used to being around the royals and the Emperor himself, meeting the true, active Ascender in the flesh was like nothing else he had experienced.

His skin was a deep olive and stood as a stark contrast to his medium-length, blue hair that floated around him as if he was underwater. The man simply carried a weight to him that Matt couldn’t describe. Merely being in his presence caused the sounds of the ocean to magnify, and it made Matt acutely aware that the island they were on was just a tiny, tiny piece of dry land, sticking out of an unfathomably large and deep ocean.

Madea wasn’t quite as imposing despite being a full foot taller than him with dusky gray skin that presumably matched her leviathan body. He didn’t see any tentacles, but that didn’t mean they weren’t present. Just like birds often had feathers entwined with or in place of hair, or foxes kept their ears and tails, many octopodes, krakens, and similar creatures tended to hold onto their additional appendages, and leviathans were no exception. Liz had told him that Madea did have them, but they were usually hidden away in cleverly-designed and spatially-expanded clothing.

As the pair walked into the villa, they beelined for Liz and Matt, with Duke Waters hugging Liz before pushing her to arm’s length and saying, “I feel like it was just a few weeks ago when you were going to the PlayPen after being awakened. You have no idea how shocked I was to get your invitation.”

As Madea moved in to replace Aiden, the living legend himself turned to Matt and grinned. “It’s okay, you can get it out of the way now. I’m used to it.”

Seeing the man’s grin that was bordering on cocky, Matt swallowed his nervousness, raised an eyebrow, and asked, “I’m sorry, what? Liz didn’t manage to do proper introductions. I’m Matthew. Call me Matt, though.”

Seeing Duke Waters freeze for half a second before realizing Matt was messing with him made the joke more than worth it, even as Aiden narrowed his eyes as he fought to hold back a grin.

“Oh, is that how we’re playing this? Okay, okay. I’m Aiden, a perfectly normal guy. Nice to meet you.”

Matt let his grin slip out and put out his hand. “Nice to meet you outside of a recording where you ask us to do you a favor.”

Aiden sighed deeply and nodded. “Cammie. Yeah, I do appreciate you three looking after her.”

A cough from behind him caught both their attention, and Matt spread his spiritual sense and leaned over to see Camilla and her rabbit friend, Hazel, standing right behind the duke.

After throwing a glare at Aiden, Camilla moved around him to shake both his and Liz’s hand while allowing Hazel to do the same.

As they returned to the villa, Duke Waters said, “So I hear you’re chasing after my shadow?”

“Is that a joke about Light and Shadow?” Matt quipped right back.

Matt was a little worried he may be joking a little too much, as he’d only ever seen movies of the man and heard Liz’s comments about him, but he was doing his best to not trip over his own feet, and the Ascender just laughed. “Ha! No, that’s their own fault for choosing such generic names.” Matt raised an eyebrow, and Aiden waved his hand. “Hey, they chose their names. I didn’t get to choose my title.”

“Sure you didn’t.” Matt checked his AI to ensure that someone—Leon, currently—was disguising their conversation before continuing. “But yes, we are set to complete The Path.”

Liz pulled Madea over by the arm as she joined their conversation. “Is the dick measuring over?” Not waiting for a response, she continued, “Now that everyone coming today is here, we’re moving to the yard.”

Matt nodded and tried to separate himself from Aiden to inform everyone who had moved to their rooms about that, but the older Pather followed him.

He was half-expecting a threatening mention about how he better not hurt Liz, but Aiden simply chatted about his own wedding and the jitters he had beforehand, which Matt found relatable.

Analyzing himself, Matt realized he was on edge near the man. It took him a moment to figure it out, but he eventually pinned it on the man’s presence.

Duke Waters walked around like the world was made of thin glass, and he was steel. Every gesture, every look, every word, every laugh had a weight to them he hadn’t really felt with anyone else before. He didn’t feel danger, he just felt with absolute certainty that Duke Waters was the highest power, the apex predator present.

He sort of felt it with Emmanuel and the other royals, but that feeling was muffled near them, which he could only attribute to Duke Waters having less practice restraining himself, or having never bothered to learn the trick. Even after noticing what it was, he was still instinctively on edge, a sentiment seemingly mirrored by the others near him.

Of course, they could have just been starstruck.

It faded in time, as Aiden chatted with him and everyone else as they picked those who were still settling in up. Matt also noticed that he happily answered the normal starstruck questions he must get any time he met new people and handled it with aplomb. At least his friends were good about it, and after asking a question or two about some event that made it into a movie or the like, they treated Aiden like anyone else, which seemed to please the man.

Once they exited the villa, they found that most everyone else had already taken their places on the lawn, and they joined the various groups that formed as people chatted and mingled.

As Aiden arrived, the largest crowd formed around him as people inquired about what he had been up to in the recent years.

Matt took the opportunity to slip away and grab a drink, where Madea silently joined him and watched until he finished gathering a plate of finger food.

“Good first impression. Most everyone acts starstruck, and while Aiden doesn’t mind and has gotten used to it, he prefers to be treated like anyone else.”

As he turned to her, she stuck out a hand and reached out to shake his once more. “Our earlier introduction was brief, but I’ve heard a lot of good things about you from Liz and her parents.”

Tapping the plate twice to make it hover in the air, Matt returned the gesture and thanked her. “Kind of you to say, but I’m just me and doing my best. I wouldn’t be here if I didn’t love Liz after all.”

Madea laughed heartily at hearing that. “Oh, how right you are. For all their silliness, Mara and Leon are protective. If they thought you were a coat rider, they would have pushed you away even if Liz didn’t see it.”

Matt was about to say something when the leviathan shook her head. “I’m not saying that as a threat. It’s a warning for if, or rather when, you and Liz have kids. There will be a number of people who decide marrying someone important or their kid will net them an easy life. I’m the daughter of a Marquess, so I’ve seen it a lot. People who marry into power or grow into it rapidly, like yourself and Aiden, can sometimes miss stuff like that.”

Hearing what sounded like an earnest and honest warning, Matt nodded and thanked her. “I do appreciate it. While we don’t intend to have kids anytime soon, it’s good to keep in mind.”

Grinning as she finished her drink and handed it to a staff member who arrived just in time, she asked, “Want to see something fun?”

When Matt raised an eyebrow, she sauntered over to where Aiden was and punched her husband, sending him flying through the air and into the nearby ocean. She followed his arc through the air, unfolding into a seven hundred foot leviathan halfway along. The skies darkened from the tentacles stretching off her body where a dragon’s wings might have been. The species was somewhere between a whale, snake, and dragon, and had a mix of the characteristics.

She was far too big to do anything graceful but, nonetheless, managed to dive into the exact spot Aiden had splashed into the ocean, vanishing beneath the waves with only a small tidal wave that quickly vanished before it reached the shore.

Everyone else seemed to take that as the cue to enter the water, where they started to play.

Matt quickly learned that playing, when it involved higher Tiers, was not anything like what he did growing up, and more resembled training with Luna.

Duke Waters proved why he earned that title, as he played catch with people inside a bubble of water with his wife, still in her leviathan form. They easily tossed people a dozen miles back and forth like they were juggling, while not even jostling those inside, which made for an amazing trip.

Madea even encouraged them to use her long tail like a slide and would fling them into the clouds with small flicks right as they reached the bottom, before letting them crash into the water.

Between their Tier and the protection of the higher Tiers present, what would have easily been lethal turned into pure glee.

After they got tired of that, Duke Waters even took them deep into the ocean, past the continental shelf the island was on and down where the light didn’t shine, to show them some of the things humans rarely bothered to look at.

It was there where he understood why there were horror stories of leviathans and their ilk, as seeing Madea approach them out of the inky black water where his vision couldn’t penetrate gave Matt the shivers.

She wasn’t an actual monster, but most of the things he’d fought inside rifts were far less scary than her. She was pure nightmare fuel on an instinctive level he couldn’t easily shake.

Once they finished playing, they dried off before heading in for the evening to enjoy another incredibly lavish and sumptuous meal made by the island’s staff.

The next day, things were relaxed with everyone enjoying some time off in the beautiful location, and they all took the opportunities to do what interested them. Some of them sat around and watched movies or played games, while others went for hikes and excursions into the forests.

Matt joined a fairly large group on an excursion into some caves on the far side of the island, while Liz took her own spa day with a number of the others.

On the third day, their final guests arrived, namely the rest of the royals and Aunt Helen.

Seeing them once more, Matt was surprised at how much he enjoyed spending time with them. When they weren’t in business mode, they were fun to be around and livened up the place.

Seeing everyone interacting was a ton of fun, but what caught his eye was those who had bloodlines.

Luna taking a nap in cat form, lounging on a beach chair even as she kept a head-sized Mara tethered nearby as a heat lamp. Madea slithering around like a snake, chomping away at Aster and Hazel, who had taken to the older woman like old friends. All of Liz’s siblings were in their bird forms, dive-bombing Liz and teasing her about not being Tier 15 yet.

Matt wasn’t jealous, and just thoroughly enjoyed the spectacle they put on, but like most things, it came to an end as the sun started to set.

That was when Matt and Liz had their bachelor and bachelorette parties.

They had considered doing separate parties, but they didn’t exactly have separate friend groups, so they decided to just make a larger, joint party and keep everyone involved.

If they were mortals, that might have meant a small party, but with their guests, it was anything but.

Everyone drew lots to pick a side and then separated to one side or the other as directed by Aster, who had planned the event. With a burst of ice, she carved a line in the sand and announced, “The first game is to get the other side’s espoused to cross the line, and whoever is the first to do so is the winner! The winners get cool flower hats, and the losers have to take a drink out of the Cauldron of Doom!”

With a loud clang, a massive wrought iron cauldron slammed into the beach, to Aster’s delight.

“I had the kitchen staff make this by mixing the grossest alcohols they could get their hands on. And don’t worry!” Three other cauldrons slammed down nearby, “There’s one for every Tier group!”

Jumping down from her spot in the air, Aster had everyone draw lots, which was a game of its own, with Emmanuel being repeatedly skipped as his eyes glowed golden for a moment, peering into the future before being ‘disappointed’ as Aster turned her tail up at his attempts at sneaking a grab.

Once their sides were set, the games began.

Matt felt like he had a stacked deck, not because he had most of the royals, but because he had Vinnie, who simply dove into the sandy soil and grabbed Liz by the ankle before dragging her across the lines, even as their side was trying to make plans.

As Liz spat out some sand and shook her head, she glared at her team as she pointed at the Cauldron of Doom. “You guys deserve two drinks for that debacle. How embarrassing of a way to fail.”

Tsking at them, she watched as her side gagged down a cup of the alcohol. Matt was glad he was exempt upon smelling it, as Aster hadn’t lied. It smelled awful, and he could imagine how badly it tasted just from that alone. He wanted absolutely nothing to do with it.

As the games changed and teams started to break down to alcohol based shenanigans, exactly what Matt feared would happen, happened.

Rusty stood out and called out for any challengers.

Matt looked to Liz, who was sitting next to him, and immediately said, “Bet Su-Queen agrees first.”

Liz looked at the drunk crowd and nodded. “Deal.”

Just as she said that, the woman in question had stood up and was about to accept, when Kyle stumbled out first.

As Susanne slumped down to the ground, Matt cursed her alcohol slowed reactions, even as Kyle was thoroughly beaten up by the older royal.

When that proved not interesting enough for him, he invited Susanne to join the fun, and then everyone else who wanted in to join, which turned it into a free for all, as no one was sober enough to really respect the rules.

As Susanne had her greatsword caught mid swing and then used it like a pendulum to throw her into the ocean, Matt laughed and said, “I sure hope he’s forgotten about me agreeing to spar with him.”

Aiden, who dropped next to them, shook his head as he looked up to the sky. “Not a chance. That man lives for the fight. I made the mistake of agreeing to fight him at my Tier 10 tournament and thoroughly got my ass kicked. That was not fun.”

Matt was about to agree on the soundness of that idea when Aiden raised his fist and said, “One day, I will be able to bully him!”

He then burped and started snoring.

Liz immediately took the opportunity to start kicking sand all over him, which got both Hazel and Aster interested, who helped to bury the legend.

When the sun started to rise, everyone cleaned themselves off, ate the breakfast that was prepared for them, and then proceeded to take a nap.

Matt and Liz were no exception, as they had a big day in front of them.

At noon, they were getting married.
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When his eyes opened, Matt felt his entire body go clammy as the nerves immediately set in and ramped up to a solid three out of ten before he squashed them.

He was nervous, which everyone said he would be, but he was a professional and had handled far worse with higher stakes on a weekly basis. Today was the big day, and beyond that, he had less than five hours until the actual ceremony, and he didn’t really want to spend it worrying.

Slipping out of bed, he went and took a shower, allowing the boiling water to wash over him as he finished settling his mind and pushed away thoughts of what could go wrong, instead focusing on what he could control.

Which, as he thought about it, was damn near nothing.

Everything had been set up in advance, through their extensive planning and preparation, and Leon and Mara were paying for everything. Combined, it meant nothing would be missing at the start of the ceremony and given that the entire leadership structure of the Empire was attending, even if the sky literally fell it wouldn’t so much as ruffle the tablecloths.

Feeling much better, he stepped out of the shower to see Liz brushing her teeth like they had personally offended her, which only got worse as she saw him drying off.

Using her free hand, she tried to cover his reflection and her face all at once and groaned out, “Don’t look at me yet. I’m not put together.”

Matt laughed, and after snagging his own toothbrush, went in to kiss Liz, but she fled into the now empty shower before he could so much as lean down.

Shrugging, he got dressed and was sitting down for breakfast when Keith came in with Duke Waters, and they both immediately sat uncomfortably close to him, giving him no room for his elbows.

Murmuring around a mouth full of eggs, he asked, “Can I help you two?”

Duke Waters cackled while Keith used his words like a normal person. “We are just making sure you don’t make an ill-advised break for it.”

Matt raised an eyebrow at that statement and shrugged. “I feel no compulsion to run away. Did either of you?”

Aiden nodded as he snagged a piece of toast off Matt’s plate. “I tried twice.”

Keith also nodded. “I was looking at the windows wondering if there was still time to run, but it passed when I saw Travis.”

“Why are you the two to bodyguard me then if you tried to run? Aren’t you the people who would try and help me escape?”

Keith chuckled. “Not a chance. We know best of all how it’s just wedding nerves and nothing to be worried about.”

Matt ran his remaining slice of toast around his plate before it vanished and popped the last bit of his breakfast into his mouth as he stood up. “Well, I’m going to go watch a movie with Aster.”

Aiden immediately poured water on that idea. “She’s on Liz guard duty.”

“Mathew, Kyle, and the rest of the gangs?” He questioned.

“On setup.”

Hearing Keith’s remark, Matt cursed under his breath. “Is there anyone free to watch a movie with? Or anything else? Can I help with setting up?”

At the flat expressions his bodyguards shot him, Matt shrugged and went with his last idea. “I guess I’ll watch movies with you two.”

“Oh, I have some ideas!” Keith spoke up. “Which one do we want? Wave Goodbye III, Revengeamancer of the Deepest Oceans 2, or Duke Waters: Tsunami Boogaloo, extended edition?”

Aiden looked apoplectic, but Matt, using his rights as groom, shouted down his protests with enthusiastic support for Revengeamancer.

Duke Waters hated the movie more than anyone else and spent the entire time heckling it with far more accuracy than Matt could ever hope to do.

“I didn’t stop there and monologue like a fucking idiot. I ripped the sweat out of that guy’s clothes and choked him out. We never even got into a proper fight! Dude might have been three Tiers higher than me, but he couldn’t fight worth a shit.”

He slumped back into his chair and took a deep drink—of water, admittedly—but he played it up like he was drowning his sorrows in something stronger.

When they got to the scene where Duke Waters bravely saved his wife from the clutches of the evil corporation, he got the running commentary about that too.

While Matt had seen and read the reviews about this movie, he had never really focused on Medea and her capture. The combat here was at least entertaining, even if it was over the top, but having met the woman, he knew all too well that anyone capable of locking her up in a desert would be so strong, Duke Waters would never be able to best the man in a bout of single combat.

Medea was scary in her own right as a Tier 35, and as his former liaison, would have been the one saving Duke Waters at Tier 15, so her being the rescue target was beyond stupid.

Matt at least learned the real story, which was far simpler. The corporation was targeted by the Empire for some crimes it thought it had hidden better than was the case, and he was sent in to take it out as part of his training on The Path .

While more boring, it made a lot more sense, and Matt recognized it as similar to the missions Luna had them doing when they were Tier 9 and was preparing them to do after their honeymoon.

That led to a long debate about the best way to tackle various situations they had been put in, between Aiden and Matt, while Keith put on Tsunami Boogaloo to distract them. By the time that movie was ending, Matt finally needed to get ready and took another shower, which wasn’t as easy as it should have been.

Duke Waters thought it would be funny if he kept pulling the falling water away from Matt from the other room, forcing him to use [Water Manipulation] to keep the water falling normally. Except, Matt didn’t have an ice cream’s chance near a hungry Aster to beat the undisputed best water mage in the Realm in that fight, which left him trying to jump into the water so he could clean up.

Once he eventually managed to get clean, he got dressed, thankfully without incidents, and moved into the waiting room set up for him.

Keith jokingly floated up by the window so Matt couldn’t escape through it, but Matt felt surprisingly good. The duo’s distraction had been great for removing what little stress he had, and he was just ready for the main event.

He fidgeted with his outfit that was several degrees fancier than what he was accustomed to. His outermost layer was a deep, midnight blue long coat, but instead of sleeves, the outfit had something of a waterfall of darkness spilling from his shoulders, clinging to his arms like water until it cascaded to the ground below, fading away before it could do so. Under the coat, he wore a white, high-collared shirt and white trousers, and over the entire ensemble was a belt made of Woven Midnight, from which hung the sheath Liz had given him for their engagement.

The entire outfit, from head to the toes of his polished, jet-black boots, was patterned both subtly and overtly to accentuate his figure and in traditional manners that Matt only vaguely understood. It was quite the spiffy get up, but once he had it on and was ready to exit the villa and walk to his place on the manicured lawn, the nerves started to creep up his back like a chill. The music swelled, and he stepped out into the open in unison with Liz.

The moment he saw her, his nerves spiked before he tamped them down and just took her in.

She took his breath away.

He didn’t know it was possible for anyone to be that beautiful, but Liz somehow pulled it off.

She was in a blue dress that could only have been held up by magic, as it left her shoulders and collarbones bare, instead clinging to her torso in an impossibly alluring, yet still modest way. Her sleeves were connected to the front by a strip of thin purple fabric and draped all the way from her forearm to the ground, where it faded away into what could only be described as a fogbank made out of light fabric. She was surrounded by the haze, and Matt could see where it coalesced into ivory flames running up the sides of her dress, dancing as though they were alive.

The light patterning on the fabric itself was an artful combination of the symbols for Leon and Mara’s kingdoms, entwined so naturally and subtly that without knowing what they were beforehand, Matt would never have guessed.

Her hair was substantially longer than it had been the day before and cascaded down her bare back in artful curls that shimmered with gold, complimenting the silver circlet on her brow wonderfully. It wove in and out of her hair in natural-looking patterns, holding a solitary, iridescent sapphire right at the crest of her forehead that brought out the red flecks in her eyes.

As he set his eyes upon his bride, Matt felt complete and total calm settle upon him…until he registered the thousands of guests who had arrived for the ceremony.

He had been warned that this would be an official royal wedding, and to expect a large number of various people from all the Empire’s kingdoms to be there, but there was a difference between knowing how large the wedding would be and actually seeing how many guests there were.

The first two rows were all the faces he knew, friends and family of Liz and himself, but past that, the crowd swiftly became less recognizable. He broadly knew who most of them were—duke-level vassals from Mara and Leon’s kingdoms, notable dignitaries from the other kingdoms, celebrities, even a few representatives from other Great Powers—but that was of little use here and now.

In total, it was a veritable sea of people, and he promptly ignored them all.

It was easy enough, as the ‘mist’ around Liz didn’t obscure his bride in the slightest, making her stand out from the rest of the world behind its veil.

As the music seamlessly shifted to accommodate their entrance, they began their steady walk toward one another, eyes locked and unwavering. Aster anointed their pathway with snowflakes, then returned to her place alongside the rest of the ‘bridesmaids’, functionally all their female friends.

Behind Matt, Keith had taken his place among the groomsmen, while Aiden was in the front row, standing at attention next to Queen.

Moments after Aster had resumed her place of honor, Matt and Liz finished the last of their steps to meet in the center of the venue. Now with less than a foot between them, Liz broke into a smile and gave him a subtle wink. Then, the two of them interlocked arms and turned away from the very large crowd, taking two steps up a raised platform to meet Emmanuel.

The Emperor greeted them with a grin, and in a quiet voice that didn’t carry, he said, “Congratulations, you two.”

His next words were spoken with weight, ensuring that everyone in attendance heard him perfectly. “We gather here today to witness Elizabeth Moore and Matthew Alexander joining their fates and lives officially, for all to see. They do so to proclaim to the world that they, who were once two, are now one. A single, stronger unit than they were separately. While they may have met by chance, fighting over a rift…”

Matt’s mind wandered to that first meeting as Manny narrated some of the highlights of their first encounter and beyond.

Those were good memories, and he caught Liz’s eye when Manny talked about their first fight against innumerable odds, when they had fought the pyramid rift, and he had lost an arm.

While Manny kept to the official story, and didn’t linger on any specific details, Matt enjoyed the small summary of their time together. The highs and the lows, the good times and the bad. It was amusing hearing the slight boasting involved in them delving up ‘a full two Tiers’ as Tier 14s, as he was certain much of the audience would consider it to be aggrandized at best, not a grave understatement of their true capabilities.

“And so, today marks perhaps the single most impactful day they shall ever experience as a couple, a conflux of three pivotal events in their lives. They shall be married, and hand in hand, they step off The Path of Ascension into true immortality. They have fought long and hard to reach where they are today. That, none will deny. With blood and steel, they have cut their own Path, striking down all opposition, and now, they slay the final bonds which mortality holds upon them.”

From behind himself, Manny pulled out a pair of pillows, each laden with a special dagger.

His was a straight-edged, double-bladed dagger made from an artificial mana crystal and enchanted with sharpness and toughness. While most people would likely think it was simply a shallow look at his propensity to give away mana to others, the two of them knew what it really meant. An impossibly valuable substance forged into an equally keen weapon.

Her dagger, meanwhile, had a bone handle and a black iron blade, tempered such that it would always shine red, but in complex patterns that would take Tier 40 perceptions to fully study. It was elegant, practical, and had endless hidden depths.

It was perfect.

As Manny levitated the two pillows in front of them, Matt and Liz drew their daggers.

It was time for their vows.

Matt had won their bet to go first, and holding Liz’s dagger, he said, “We met by chance. A lucky accident that could have gone a dozen different ways. But we became friends, and that was great. We quickly learned we worked together well, and our relationship started, which made everything all the better. Day by day, week by week, we worked. But all that work is work well spent. Time building and confirming our relationship, sometimes through taking a hit for the others in a rift, guarding a blind spot. Other times through ensuring the other has stopped to eat when we go headlong into a crafting session. My life has undoubtedly been better for having you in it. You make not only my life better, but Aster’s as well. And it’s those things that I promise to continue to do. I promise to love you, cherish you, support you, and be by your side. From the weakest world to the highest realm, we walk the same Path. The two of us together. Forever. Elizabeth Moore, I love you and want to spend the rest of our immortal lives together.”

Liz swallowed as she tried to start speaking twice, before finally getting words to come out. “I was super nervous this morning, but as things got closer, I calmed down more and more. When I finally saw you, things settled into place. I was pretty isolated growing up, but when I joined The Path and made some friends, it wasn’t until I met you that I realized I found my other half. You keep me grounded in the best way possible and remind me every day that we can always be that little bit better. Matthew Alexander, I love you so, so much and shall do so until the essence of the realm burns out.”

As they were smiling at each other, Manny finished his part of the wedding. “Matthew Alexander, do you take Elizabeth Moore to be your lawfully wedded wife?”

“I do.”

Saying that, he sheathed the dagger he was holding in the sheath on her belt.

Seeing that, Manny continued. “Elizabeth Moore, do you take Matthew Alexander to be your lawfully wedded husband?”

“I do.”

As he felt the dagger click into place, Matt was already leaning in to kiss Liz even as Manny said the words.

“Then kiss, and may you step into eternity as one.”

The cheers and applause were almost deafening as Matt and Liz turned to wave at the crowds.

Once again, Matt had to marvel at all the people he had never met before.

Before he could dwell too much, Aster jumped into his and Liz’s adjoined arms as they, all together, Tiered up to Tier 15.

As Matt used the little bit of free essence in his spirit to crunch his core, he smiled as he felt the others do the same.

The sensation was odd, to say the least.

He could feel his cultivation cores give off tiny amounts of essence that floated into his spirit, before being absorbed by his body. It was almost automatic, but now he knew that if he so chose, he could use that essence to fuel his body’s natural processes.

Air for his lungs? A small bit of essence could cover that.

Blood fueling his brain? Essence.

His bones producing more blood? Essence could take over all of that.

Alongside that, he knew he could direct his essence to fuel a body that just wasn’t quite what he had, and his body would change accordingly. It was a difference unlike anything he had ever felt, and for the first time, it truly sank in that he was immortal. He would genuinely live forever.

Unless someone cut off his head when Melinda wasn’t around, he would never die.

At that moment, he understood why so many people simply stopped advancing at Tier 15. After all, why not? There was so little to gain, when he already had eternity.

Thankfully, he couldn’t think about it too long. They were still at their wedding and had a number of guests to thank for their attendance.

Things quickly turned into a blur as everyone moved to the spatially expanded reception hall, where they took their seats while Matt, Liz, and Aster made their rounds to meet and greet all the movers and shakers who appeared.

Most were interested in Liz as the daughter of Mara and Leon, but a number were interested in Matt himself, which he used to his advantage.

When a woman named Brandy from a prestigious tournament hosting organization chatted with him about his time in the Tier 10 Pather tournament and asked if he wanted to hit any of the other tournaments her organization hosted, he turned the question around. Instead of participating in a tournament, Matt wanted to host one.

He had already cleared this with Luna, Leon, Mara, and Baroness Margaret Thresh, who he indicated to Brandy with a nod as she was sitting at another table, but this was one of the things they intended to use to cement his cover as having stepped off The Path and disguise his actions as Quill.

“Mara and Leon are willing to sponsor an unawakened and below Tier 3 tournament on my home world of Lilly, and Baroness Thresh and myself could use some assistance in all of that. Simple prizes like Tier 8 skills and some training with some competent fighters. All paid for by Mara and Leon of course, so I’d like to get better people than no name fighters…”

Letting the quick pitch trail off, he watched as Brandy’s mind raced. She was well known in the tournament hosting business, and her organization took care of most of these logistics and had a network Matt could only dream off, which made things that were hard for someone like himself or a newly appointed Baroness, incredibly easy. While she hadn’t only been invited for this reason, Matt wasn’t going to let such an opportunity pass him by. Not when it cemented his cover story and helped out his home planet.

Baroness Thresh had already told him when he came to her with the idea that she had done similar things, but they had all been small, local affairs with strict budgetary constraints, as even the smaller tournament hosting organizations considered her and Lilly beneath their time.

Matt, and more importantly his in-laws, changed that equation to the point Brandy immediately agreed to link up with Baroness Thresh. They were aiming for a tournament early next year, to coordinate a tournament for almost immediately after his and Liz’s honeymoon would end.

Moving onto another table, Matt went back to thanking the various people for coming and their well wishes until, what felt like days later, they were able to return to their seats for the dinner.

It was fantastic, as all of Aunt Helen’s meals were. Matt had tried to argue she should take the event off and just enjoy herself, but Aunt Helen just laughed at him and said she cooked for those she considered family, and that was that.

If he argued beyond that, he’d be saying the older phoenix wasn’t family, which she most certainly was.

The centerpiece dish was a twelve foot long roast pigeon, surrounded by dozens of different soups, salads, and other sides. Liz steered him away from the worm salad, though he did sneak a bite of it from her plate when they had sat down. Matt didn’t see the appeal despite the obvious skill that had gone into the dish, but it also wasn’t bad. He was still more than content to stick with his mutton curry over golden rice after that, and the braised boar shoulder was heavenly.

Mara made a show of swallowing a whole stuffed salmon, at which Liz muttered something about being ‘raised in the woods’ and ‘not fit for polite company’.

Matt almost felt sorry for the vast majority of the attendees who had to settle for the ‘normal’ fare, which by all accounts was still utterly fantastic, but he also couldn’t bring himself to truly care. Aunt Helen’s cooking was just that good. Regardless, things lightened up after the food, when everyone started to dance and mingle in a more natural way.

Matt wasn’t able to spend as much time as he wanted with his friends, but that was precisely why they arrived before everyone else, and they got their celebrations out early.

The reception itself was a veritable whirlwind as everyone wished to greet them, offer them best wishes, and in a few cases, offer them jobs. There was even one man who insinuated that Liz was wasting herself on such a ‘pedestrian, valueless peasant’.

Matt wasn’t entirely sure where Aiden had come from, or how long he had been listening, but the Ascender appeared from nowhere, punched the offending minor noble clear into the ocean, paused just long enough to toast Matt and Liz, and vanished once again. He hadn’t even spilled his drink. No one even blinked as who was going to question Duke Waters if the royals didn’t?

In total, the party lasted for a full day and a half, which was almost a shock to Matt. He wasn’t tired in the slightest, but considering he’d never need to sleep again unless he wanted to, perhaps that shouldn’t have been a surprise.

Before they could rest, however, they had an unexpected last piece of business to attend to. Matt was carrying Liz to their room, and upon opening the door, he found the Emperor sitting on their bed and sipping from a glass of swirling, crimson wine. Only once Matt had set Liz down did Emmanuel look up at them.

“Your Majesty. How may we help you?” Matt said. They had exchanged some brief words during the reception, but he hadn’t mentioned any need for a private conversation and from his general demeanor this felt official.

Emmanuel smiled as he said, “It’s nothing urgent, I just needed a brief moment to talk. You’ve earned your immortality now, which is commendable in its own right. Doing so while on The Path is even more so and comes with due rewards.” At that, he opened his hand to reveal two spatial rings, which floated onto their awaiting palms.

“I recommend waiting on opening it. I would have given this to you later, but I’m leaving soon, and wanted to do this in person. It’s your wedding, and soon honeymoon. You will have plenty of time to focus on work in the near future, but for now, you should relax and enjoy the festivities as much as you’re able.” He gave a small laugh. “And for as long as Luna can stand the thought of spending time away from training. We’ll be relying on you in the near future, both of you, so this is a small token of our appreciation, paid in advance.”

Matt was hungry to see what he had been given for their Path milestone reward but knew it would be rude to check after the Emperor himself had said to wait. Concentration potions were assured to be included, but more than likely, there was going to be something else on top of that.

Apparently, Emmanuel wasn’t finished.

“There is one additional gift of a more personal nature. Normally, I should include this with the rest of your wedding presents, but one of the perks of power is that I can give the best gifts, and see the reactions first hand. It’s a highly underrated aspect of being one of the strongest people in the Realm. So, without further ceremony, I present to you: wedding photos.”

Matt looked to Emmanuel’s hand, where a data cube was offered up, which he took gingerly. He was highly confused as to how pictures of his own wedding would be considered a gift, which he was sure was evident on his face.

Emmanuel just grinned.

With more than a bit of hesitation expecting a prank of some kind, Matt connected to the cube with his AI to download the contents, at which point everything became clear.

They weren’t his wedding photos. It was the photos of his parents’ wedding, along with so much more. A video of the night his father proposed, photos of his mother with her college friends, his father meeting Matt’s maternal grandparents, thousands of photos and videos along the same theme of important moments in the life of his parents. There was some overlap with the information packet Matt had received from the city after the rift break, but many of them were previously lost, or likely not recorded in the first place.

In addition, there were recordings of important moments in Matt’s life. He had his own recordings of most of them, naturally, but they were from his own perspective, and didn’t have the detail or artistry that Emmanuel had seemingly put into these recordings. Meeting Eric and Dena, the rift challenge, Aster’s birth, meeting Liz, important rifts they had run together. It was a significant amount of material to go through, and he would be looking over it all in more detail in years to come.

He wasn’t sure how much time and effort it had taken for Emmanuel to use his Talent to peer back in time and record everything, but Matt was eternally grateful for the preservation of those moments.

By the time Matt came back to his senses in the present, Emmanuel was gone, and Liz was out of the shower. After muttering a sincere, “Thank you.” into the air, Matt wiped the tears from the corners of his eyes and headed for his own shower, before joining Liz in bed where they went over some of the pictures.

While sleep may not have been needed, it was still nice, and he and Liz took a quick nap in each other’s arms. The half an hour it lasted was more than enough to rejuvenate them completely, and they rejoined their friends and family for breakfast, substantially more energized and chipper than Matt had ever felt before.

Immortality felt good.

As if sensing his thoughts, and wishing to disprove them, Luna swept in as they finished their food. She zeroed in on Aster and Liz and said, “Before the two of you leave my care, I want to discuss your alternate forms.”

Liz immediately popped out of her chair, even as all of her siblings tried to hide gleeful expressions, and Mara looked ready to self-immolate at the thought of her being able to teach Liz how to fly. A topic she had been talking about for the last week, endlessly.

Aster, meanwhile, was literally vibrating with excitement at the thought of gaining a human form.

“Can I come?” Matt asked. When he received a nod, he gave a couple of hasty farewells, downed his last bite of breakfast, and scrambled after the three ladies.

“The first step in learning to change your form is to learn how to change your current body. Conveniently, you’re well-equipped to do so already. Many of the self-control exercises you’ve practiced can be extended from controlling mostly-autonomous tasks, to manipulating your body in ways your biology would prefer you not. Stop your hearts from beating, please.”

Though he didn’t have a beast form that he was trying to unlock, Matt still followed along the directions, as it sounded like there was overlap between transformations and reshaping his body.

In his chest, his heart came to a standstill, and from there, Luna guided them in following that feeling along their essence, to where they could sense their physical form as it was reflected in their spirit. Matt got it slightly after Liz and well before Aster, thanks to his Concept manifestation already connecting his Domain to his body in a tangible way.

While Matt worked on suppressing his glowing white pupils for himself, Luna taught Liz and Aster how to look for the same sensation of their ‘spiritual body’ as they delved inside their spirit, from their physical cultivation core to their bloodline core.

“I’m sorry, their what now?” Matt stopped, earning himself a kick to the shoulder as Luna’s instructions veered past what he was expecting, “Did you say they have an additional core in their spirits?”

“They do, yes. Keep sparring, no stopping. Now that you’re Tier 15, you are permitted to learn more of the function of bloodlines, but that is less relevant at the moment.”

“But why can’t I sense the core?”

“In theory, you can, but for a multitude of reasons, including the different structure the core has and its slightly different behavior within the spirit, you probably won’t notice it unless you possess one yourself. or vastly out Tier someone with one.”

Something clicked for Matt and he asked, “Is that how people with bloodlines are able to sense one another?”

“It is related, but there is more to it. Now, once you’ve found your beast form within your bloodline, do you feel how it’s connected to your outer self? Try to find the connection between your bloodline and physical form. Aster, this will either be very difficult or very easy for you, as the connection is so large and obvious as to make the two forms seem practically the same. Once you’ve found it, you need to either push or pull the two forms in opposite directions, whichever feels more natural, until they are wholly distinct entities. Liz, that part should be fairly easy for you.”

It took a fair amount of time, with Aster finding her other form fairly quickly. but struggling to separate it from her current body, and Liz having difficulty finding her beast form. Once she did find it and isolated it from her current body, Luna had her do some kind of twisting and pulling that Matt presumed made sense, given what she was experiencing, but he couldn’t follow.

Then, there was a pop.

Across Liz’s entire body, reddish-orange cracks formed in the blink of an eye, glowing as though ‘Liz’ was simply a layer of skin over top of a molten core.

Then, his wife fell apart. Unlike the instantaneous and painless transformations he’d seen before of beasts changing forms, Liz broke into several charred pieces of flesh and bone, the former pieces of her body igniting into a tremendous pyre that stretched a dozen feet into the sky and filled the air with the smell of roasted cinnamon. Liz’s family appeared as though they had been waiting for just this. Upon further reflection, Matt realized they probably had been.

Several minutes later, the fire receded to reveal Liz once again.

Her new body was beautiful.

Dancing flames puffed out from between her feathers, giving her the appearance of something like a bird of paradise, with wings and a tail that swept out like a river of fire, a living firework giving off a few errant sparks. But beneath that initial exterior was a bird that was all predator.

Yellow eyes tinged with flames stared unblinkingly at all the watchers, a ferociously curved beak gleamed a reddish-bronze color, and claws the color of molten steel came to a wickedly sharp point. Beneath the flames disguising themselves as puffy plumage, her actual feathers were streamlined to the point of being an airborne missile, a two-foot-tall creature of pure muscle and danger.

She chirped, then flinched at the sound of her own voice in an adorable display of confusion, her head cocking back and forth.

Using her AI, Liz projected. “I can’t speak?”

Luna just looked at her before saying, “Some birds’ vocal cords are close enough to manage it with training, but phoenixes’ are not.”

As Mara started vibrating in excitement, Luna turned to Aster, who had watched Liz transform in horror.

“You next.”

Aster wilted. “Actually, I think I’m good in my fox form.”

“You’ll be fine. Yours won’t be nearly so dramatic, it’s just good to familiarize yourself with how to transform before you start making your human form.”

It took a bit more work for Aster, but eventually, a layer of snow formed on her, obscuring her body for a moment. The fox promptly sneezed, sending the snow drifting to the ground and revealing…Aster. She looked around at her unchanged body and then looked up at Luna in confusion.

“Did it work?”

Everyone’s ensuing laughter made Matt realize that while they may have ostensibly been around to watch Liz take flight, most of what they were actually waiting for was this.

Luna elaborated with a small grin. “You did indeed transform. You are, just like Liz, now in your ‘beast form,’ or technically your ‘bloodline form.’ The body you’ve been in for your entire life can be thought of as your ‘human form,’ though it’s also called the ‘true form,’ ‘birth form,’ or ‘malleable form.’ Now that you’ve properly separated your true form and bloodline form, changes made to either your bloodline or body won’t be reflected in your other form. For example, if you were to change your bloodline from winter to fire, your ‘human form’ would now remain unchanged as a fox with white fur, while your bloodline form, which you are currently in, would become a fire fox with red fur. With enough training, even most wounds won’t be carried between forms, whereas as of now they would be.

“However, your original form is not called the malleable form for nothing. That is the body which born beasts will shape into their human form. While your bloodline form will only ever be a reflection of your bloodline and must stay within certain bounds without changing your bloodline, you can reshape your birth form to be whatever you please, such as a human.”

Liz squawked in indignation at that. “But I needed to explode, and she didn’t? How is that fair? That hurt!”

Luna opened her mouth to respond when Mara was momentarily engulfed in flames, residing a moment later to reveal Matt’s mother-in-law in bird form. She looked similar to Liz, of course, but her plumage was sculpted into a more regal form, a crown of feathers atop her head, and was also twenty times as large. She scooped up a protesting Liz in one claw, and all her siblings in the other, then took to the sky in a flap of her wings strong enough that the wind nearly knocked Matt to the ground.

Her departure made Matt momentarily chilly, as the building-sized living bonfire left, but Luna’s voice pulled him back from staring at the rapidly-retreating raptor of flame.

Luna sighed before saying, “She can explain the rest to Liz while she learns how to fly. As for you, Aster, you can stay in either form as you like for now. Do either of you have any questions?”

Aster yipped her own indignation. “It feels unfair that I need to make my human body from scratch.”

Luna shot that complaint down immediately. “Life isn’t fair. The Academy will teach you all you need to know about making your new body however you choose, but if it makes you feel better, both Matt and Liz will be completely remaking their bodies in the meantime as well.”

Matt reached down and patted her and noticed something. “Huh, your fur isn’t as soft in this form.”

He realized that was the wrong thing to say, as Aster pulled out her brush set and begged him to fix that for her while she tried to mope. An unsuccessful venture, due to the fact they had front row seats to their own comedy show…

Liz trying to learn how to fly.

To put it nicely, she was not good.

To put it bluntly, Matt had to wonder if she would make a better fish than a bird, as she spent more time in the water than in the air. Every time she splashed down, though, one of her siblings would swoop in and scoop her out, drying her off and reigniting her natural flames a moment later with a spark of their own.

It took a few hours, but Liz did start to get the hang of it and was able to fly around in a circle without losing control and plummeting to the water below.

Landing was less successful, and she stumbled in a feathered heap, much to Aster and Matt’s enjoyment, when she finally called it enough practice for one day.

Her transformation back to human form was both much less grotesque and much faster, taking only about a minute of her trying before flames billowed out and resolved into her human body, now completely naked. She didn’t miss a beat, sweeping the lingering flames from her transformation into a short dress of fire before she ran off to the villa to change with an excited gait.

She returned a few seconds later once redressed, and Matt handed her back her teleportation ring, having retrieved it from the pyre of her first transformation. He was met with an enthusiastic hug, and subsequently was treated to quite a bit of gushing about how excited she was to fly genuinely on her own, no skills, items, or even Domain needed.

Luna took a few moments to explain that if she stored some clothes in the ring she could, with some practice, put the clothes away before her transformation destroyed them and resummon them quickly enough she didn’t need to worry about being naked in public. That was a task easier done with a special spatial ring that could transform with her, but they would need to buy one of those on their own in the coming years, due to the higher price for the specialized enchantment.

Then they spent one last day with their family and friends before heading off for a three planet, two month long honeymoon where they could relax and enjoy themselves before they got back to work.

It also marked the occasion where Aster needed to leave for Red Feather Academy.

Matt and Liz made sure to go over all her spatial rings and the belongings in her house to make sure she wasn’t missing anything, but he still felt like she was forgetting something as she boarded the shuttle.

Even promising to keep in touch felt hollow with the restrictions in place for the first year or so for bonds.

Aster had been by his side from almost the moment his journey on The Path started, and her going away was a hard pill to swallow. She tried to keep up a brave front, but they were still bound spirit to spirit, and he could feel her sadness as the shuttle rose into the sky.
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Adjusting to Aster being fully gone wasn’t easy, but Matt and Liz kept busy enough, and the exotic locales they were touring were interesting enough that the lack of their cold-nosed companion didn’t bother them too much.

They also sorted through their wedding presents.

Of the mountain of gifts, most were assuming that they were leaving The Path, and so were beyond what they were actually allowed to accept. They all went into a pile for Luna to determine a fair method of ‘earning’ them. Those privy to the fact Matt and Liz weren’t, in fact, actually off The Path tended to choose presents that would be much easier for them to earn. A new formation for riftmaking from Erwin, a flying sword from Travis and Keith, some skills from Mara, a book on winged flight from Leah, a set of recordings about Domains from Duke Waters, it just seemed never-ending.

Others were fine for them to use on account of being functionally useless. Landscapes of tropical beaches, spatially expanded terrariums filled with miniature landscapes, a miniature phoenix made out of fire in a shell of glass, a potted glassleaf tree, and more. Those were used mostly as intended, save for an animated drawing Erin had given them. Liz snatched that out of Matt’s hands the moment she realized who it was from.

He hadn’t seen it since despite looking.

There was a bit of overlap in the middle, like a new blender and tea set from Aunt Helen, but those usually went in the first pile. The one exception was a new mattress courtesy of Leon that literally felt like sleeping on a cloud, and they shamelessly planned to use, in multiple ways, until they were told they weren’t allowed to.

All good things came to an end, of course, and their honeymoon was no exception.
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After their honeymoon, Matt and Liz were hardly able to laze around. First, they needed to go to Lilly and show they were well and truly off The Path by spending lots and lots of money. It would hopefully allow them to then fade into a ‘decadent’ lifestyle, mostly away from the public’s eye.

Once that was settled, they would be almost exclusively living as Quill and Torch until they finished The Path, which now seemed so close and so far away to Matt.

They may have been Tier 15, and as such, nominally more than halfway through The Path, but in practice, they were barely over a fourth of the way to being Ascenders.

Of course, Tier 15 had countless advantages of its own, beyond what he had anticipated.

The first was simply the utter wealth of information available to him. There simply was no more Tier-gated information, he could learn anything he wanted. Even how to make an Aspect was accessible, but was buried behind a series of disclaimers and warnings about how learning about Aspect instruction could interfere with Intent formation. Seeing that, he decided not to look too deeply into it before getting the go ahead from Luna.

There was also information about Chaotic Space, and more importantly, how to use it to travel. Now that he was Tier 15, he could finally survive a trip to Chaotic Space. Granted, he would die within a few seconds, thanks to his low Tier, but it was a massive upgrade to instantly dying. There were plenty of guides on different methods to traverse Chaotic Space without a ship, though the general consensus was to attempt it after Tier 25, where one had an Intent.

What he was most interested in was, of course, bloodlines. After what Luna had said while teaching Liz how to transform, he was more than a little curious about what was really going on.

After some research, he concluded that what was generally considered the best work on the subject was a book called The Essential Guide to Bloodlines, by one Gosiah Ithular. The first few chapters were getting everyone up to speed on the basics of what bloodlines were, and was mostly stuff he already knew, but even those had their own little tidbits. By the time he finished the entire thing, he had learned a lot of new stuff.

At the core of everything was the bloodline. It was a unique, impossible-to-replicate part of the spirit that had no clear analogue in a bloodline-less spirit. It was also generally odd, as most things were in advanced spiritual theory. The explanation which Matt found most helpful was one that Luna had introduced him to, the idea that a bloodline was a third ‘part’ of cultivation; an additional core residing in the spirit.

Most life didn’t have a proper bloodline, whether human or animal. That was actually the difference, as it turned out, between proper Beasts and simple high-Tier animals. Just like a human couldn’t turn into an animal without a bloodline, or some other magic, an animal couldn’t transform into a human unless they had a bloodline. Similarly, without a bloodline, they didn’t become more intelligent or grow in sapience the way Aster had, and instead just stayed as animals, getting stronger and more powerful, but nothing further.

In very rare cases, what should have been a simple, mundane creature could instead have a bloodline, and in doing so, develop in much the same way a bond would. Even plants could sometimes experience that phenomenon and would become dryads.

There were a few different theories for why this was the case. Some people believed that it was possible for anyone to awaken a bloodline, and those animals had simply been lucky enough for it to happen to them. Others claimed that there was some kind of dormant bloodline, which could occasionally flare up in a number of different theoretical ways. The list went on, from the possibility that all creatures could create their own bloodlines, but that only some animals were ‘enlightened’ enough to manage it, to the idea that beasts in their bloodline form were responsible, simply never fessing up to the fact they’d had children with a mundane animal.

All of the theories had serious problems, and didn’t align with the way bloodlines worked with humans, and the author ultimately said that it was simply an unsolved problem. But the most likely theory was that something about the animal form kept the bloodline from fading away completely, the way it did in humans. Instead, it would exist in an intensely atrophied state that could sometimes be strengthened from either birth or circumstance and allow for sapience to form.

Reading that, Matt thought of Alyssa, his opponent from the vassal war. Despite the incredibly weak bloodlines her parents had, her bloodline was strong enough for her to earn a place at Red Feather Academy.

Thoughts of the academy brought Matt’s mind back to thinking of Aster, and how much he missed his bond. He wondered if she was okay, if she was making friends, or if she was stuck as an outsider. The little fox was quite the fighter, but hopefully she was doing well emotionally too.

He did his best to distract himself with the rest of the book, to limited success. Still, it was interesting.

The bloodline ‘core,’ unlike the magical and physical cores, wasn’t fully static. Instead, a cultivator could grow it with the aid of bloodline energy, such as could be found in some natural treasures, or essence. As they did so, the bloodline became more developed and could accept essence in new ways, to give new abilities. Each new way was considered a ‘rank,’ and such ranks were considered the main method of determining the strength of a bloodline.

Rank 0 bloodlines were most often mundane animals and had no additional powers that they granted outside of their beast form. Rank 1 bloodlines usually granted an elemental affinity and were the most common type. Aster was Rank 1, or at least, was born Rank 1. He’d have to ask her or Liz if his bond’s development from ice affinity to winter affinity had been accomplished by advancing in rank, which seemed to be a common method of advancement.

Accordingly, rank 2 bloodlines granted an extra ability. This could sometimes simply be a more advanced or additional mana affinity but was more commonly some kind of unique power associated with the bloodline, such as phoenixes and their rebirth. Most high-Tier bloodline holders were Rank 2 if they were serious about their bloodline.

Rank 3 bloodlines were apparently possible in theory, but the author didn’t know of any rank 3 individuals currently alive. Apparently, they were quite rare because instead of rank 3 bloodlines lasting 3 generations before they faded, they only lasted a single one.

The entire time, the book emphasized again and again that it wasn’t possible for humans without a bloodline to gain one. You were either born with one, or you weren’t. A rank 0 bloodline holder could theoretically reach all the way to rank 3, with enough dedication, but Matt was simply unable to ever gain a proper beast form or additional bloodline powers of his own.

It was a bit of a shame, but at least those with bloodlines weren’t categorically stronger than those without. Just like with the physical and magical cores, the bloodline core needed essence to function. Ten percent was the oft-cited guideline for how much essence should go toward one’s bloodline, and that meant they were ten percent weaker in their other cultivation. It wasn’t much, but it was something. Besides, he had his hands full with Luna’s body modification training.

Matt knew that simply gaining Tiers would slowly rework his body into a more perfect state, simply as a side-effect of cultivation, and that it would gradually slow down and come to a pinnacle at Tier 14. His Root of Perfection had sped that process up substantially, and while he hadn’t assumed that would mean his body was perfect in an immortal sense, he had thought it would at least give him some level of benefit when it came to reshaping his body.

After two agonizing weeks of rebuilding his entire skeletal system from the ground up, Matt could safely say he was too optimistic. He’d simply misunderstood what exactly separated bodily ‘perfection’ from Luna’s standards. Before modifications, his body was the pinnacle of what a human could be like. Now, his hips and legs were redone to optimize power and flexibility while walking and running, he’d moved his ribs around and added an extra pair for better protection of his lungs, and his skull was thicker in several areas. Nearly all his joints had at least an additional twenty degrees of flexibility, and his spinal column was completely reworked, among countless other optimizations to every bone in his body.

Later, he’d be changing the composition of his bones to transcend the mere calcium carbonate currently making them up, and replicating the bones’ other functions through specialized organs, which he’d be making room for with other optimizations of his squishier parts. He had an entire stack of military-grade handbooks on body modifications, and Luna was working with him to ensure that he was optimizing his new body to work for him. He gained a lot less from optimizing for stamina, when he could just throw a few thousand mana at [Lesser Regeneration] to keep him at a full-on sprint for hours, and his skeleton needed to prioritize physical strength over the ability to deform and squeeze through tight gaps.

In theory, the entire process could be done painlessly if he did a couple of tiny changes each day or week, then allowed his body to acclimate to the changes before moving on. Alternatively, if he had better control over his spirit, he could make changes even faster, with less pain, by tweaking all the systems around his primary change to accept that particular change. Of course, he’d then need to make changes to everything that connected to, and that connected to that…

In any case, he didn’t have the time or inclination to slow down, and there was no better way to get better at manipulating his body than simple practice. He wished he could skip immediately to his muscles, but that was foolish. All the parts of his body were connected, and he needed to ensure that he was rebuilding himself from the ground up, so all the supplementary systems needed to come before the exciting parts. No sooner had he finished the last of his skeletal changes before he started modifying his vascular system.

It was already hurting much less, thanks to his improved control, but that didn’t stop him from shocking himself with excruciating amounts of pain. But it was nothing that a bit of [Lifeblood Manipulation] couldn’t fix, so it didn’t slow him down much. Liz had skipped a fair number of the skeletal changes, on account of having inherited some of them from her parents but had spent the time focusing all the more on her blood. Her Talents and the natural treasures she’d used meant that she could be extra-aggressive with some of her modifications, while also being extra-careful to not interfere with the delicate balance of effects present within her blood.

She wouldn’t be done any time soon.

The results of all his pain was more than worth it, both the minor benefits he was already experiencing, and the promise of better effects in the future. At least, he kept telling himself that. Getting more power from every pound of muscle, more durability from every inch of bone, and more nutrients from every drop of blood, was all vital. The simple fact of the matter was, anyone he’d be fighting worth a spare thought would have undergone everything he just had and then some, and he’d fall behind without it. Even when fighting rift monsters, the gaps were getting large enough that he needed the additional performance to keep pace with the increased essence in his prey. After all, essence acted as a multiplier to what was there, so increasing his base capabilities meant his actual strength jumped substantially.

Even going as fast as he could, he hadn’t even finished remaking his blood vessels by the time they reached Lilly, and Matt had to grin and bear it once they landed so he didn’t look like a fool to the massive amount of reporters and news outlets who had arrived for the event.

There simply weren’t enough hours in the day for everything, never mind that he didn’t need to sleep at all anymore. He had managed to look over his Path rewards for reaching Tier 15, which unsurprisingly consisted mostly of mana concentration potions. The ring they came in was a proper Tier 15 spatial ring, and with the storage capacity of a living room, it was a substantial improvement over his previous versions.

What he was most excited about was a solitary skill shard, placed like the crowning jewel above the glass bottles. [Artificial Intelligence], the single most-useful Tier 26 skill in possibly all of existence. It also came with a booklet on how to merge the true skill with the pseudo skill, to maintain continuity between the two, with a cheerful note from Leon and Mara tucked into the front cover.

When Luna saw the skill, and the note indicating who it was from, she didn’t react at all, in a way that made it clear she was consciously not reacting. She stood perfectly still, staring at a blank patch of the wall with deadly focus.

Matt knew the older couple respected their own trainer, but also liked to pull her whiskers as much as possible now that they were stronger than her, and this seemed to be one of those moments. After a few seconds Luna simply let out a long breath and told him to use it.

[Artificial Intelligence], as his in-laws’ note explained, was a fairly common Tier 15 Path reward, especially for crafters. Much like the inferior version Matt had been using constantly for the past forty years, it acted as a processing hub for general computation, communications, and interpreting the senses. None of that was unique, though the true skill could accomplish it far more efficiently than what Matt’s AI required to perform the same processes.

No, what made the true skill valuable was the way it could interact with other skills and senses in the spirit. Instead of directly controlling how much mana went into each of his buffing skills, Matt could simply tell the [AI] to increase his strength and speed, and let it figure out the most optimal balance of mana spent to maximize those attributes, or even direct it to specific benchmarks of different cultivation attributes. If he wanted to dash, it could activate [Cracked Air Slide] and [Mage’s Retreat] in conjunction with minimal input from Matt, automatically balancing the skills such that neither overpowered the other. But that was only the start of what the skill could do.

If he wanted to look at something far off with [Telescope] and then make an illusion of what he saw, for others to see? Trivial. If he wanted to use [Illusion Manipulation] to make each mirror self created by [Afterimage] to act as their own individual Matt, he barely even needed to think about what he wanted each to do. He could have it control his [Air Manipulation] to help him fly, set it to [Bandage] any injury he took the instant he took it, or raise a [Bulwark] to intercept any attack aimed at him. He could automatically reinforce his [Cracked Phantom Armor] when he was about to take an attack, or rapidly swap between preset second-layer configurations for any number of reasons.

He could set it up to cycle between all his manipulations, pulsing each for a fraction of a second, and could display the locations and prevalence of every element he could control, what his spiritual sense could perceive, and process the resulting feedback into a map. He could even store previous results to highlight what had changed. The [AI] skill, much like the pseudo skill based on it, wasn’t creative and instead needed to be trained on specific methods of using any given skill rather than coming up with novel approaches on its own. But beyond that fairly minor inconvenience, the sheer scope of complex, but oft-repeated, tasks that it could take care of was utterly breathtaking.

And Matt was woefully unprepared to utilize the [AI] to its utmost potential. There were entire classes of skills that could empower the skill to better simulate, like the exact way water would flow through an area, how a potion would turn out, the ways massive crowds would move through an area, how a fighter would attack, to predict the weather, to predict airflow… It was all things that the skill could do on its own, in theory, but a dedicated supplementary skill could turn a calculation which even Matt’s regeneration couldn’t cover into something that even warriors would manage with their passive regeneration.

There were people who made their entire careers with an [Artificial Intelligence] as the cornerstone to their entire build, and it almost made Matt feel a bit bad that all he could really bring to the skill was absolute planetloads of mana, and a Domain capable of strengthening it directly.

The Domain was the one major thing that an [AI] was incapable of controlling directly, as even the user’s body was capable of being directed via a [Self Control] skill if so desired. It also generally capped out at only being as good as the user’s skills and was usually a bit worse than manual control without dedicated training. Matt wouldn’t be able to use his [AI] to bypass his mana control issues, unfortunately, unless his Concept strengthening the skill did something weird.

It had taken the entire time he spent modifying his skeleton for Matt to absorb the skill, during which time he didn’t hear a single whisper about it from Luna, and he marveled at the new ability to directly modify the skill rather than rely on configuring the software of the pseudo skill. Unfortunately, the booklet on how to merge his [AI]s wasn’t especially useful, as his old AI was a more basic researcher model, and as such, didn’t have any of the fancier features of the more well-developed versions. It was rarely an issue, as he could always just throw mana at it until it came up with a workaround, but in this case, that meant its structure hadn’t been carefully modified to slot in perfectly and immediately mesh with the true skill. He’d have to manually direct the process, but with his new [Artificial Intelligence] in his innate slot, he was optimistic it would only take a few months.

There was little chance of critical failure thanks to the pseudo skill being built to be absorbed by the proper skill. In theory the [AI] skill could take over the process itself, given enough time and mana, but he wasn’t going to pass up this opportunity to get a bit of practice with skill merging.

Thankfully, being on Lilly was a distraction, and seeing his home once more was nice. Sadly, most everyone he knew had moved on by now, like Griff and his family, or Miles from Glave’s Good Guilders, but that didn’t distract him from taking enjoyment in seeing the city and planet so prosperous.

Overall, he couldn’t help but be delighted with the tour he took of the planet.

Baroness Margaret Thresh’s combat prowess was undeniable, from simply reaching Tier 15 on The Path, but she had also proven herself a capable administrator, as was apparent by the population boom Lilly had undergone in the recent years. That increase in population had finally reached the point where small towns had set up in locations outside the rift free, five mile area along the coast, which Matt was gratified to see.

All of the higher Tier planets he had been to possessed full cities in those regions, due to their larger populations forcing people away from the safe areas. While it might seem odd to want to live closer to the monster infested rifts, cities or even small towns being built outside those areas meant the rifts nearby could no longer satisfy the population near the coast. That meant more rifts were getting regularly delved and there was practically no chance of rift breaks. And more rifts being delved meant more money, rift made items, natural resources like metals, and even skills circulating in the economy, which all added together to make Lilly truly blossom

More so than it was when he had left a little more than half a century ago, and the same went with his visit close to twenty years ago, when Baroness Thresh had first taken over. The planet was finally recovering from the disastrous rule of the Junipers.

That didn’t mean things were perfect.

Not by a long shot. Even from his quick flyby, Matt saw a half a dozen fights, muggings, and even one stabbing, which he did intervene in. Matt dropped the victim off at the hospital after a quick [Bandage] to keep him in good shape, and the assailant at the local guard. Both were left very confused in the wake of his passage, and it served as his last stop before meeting back up with Liz.

Luna gave him a flat look that told him she had seen everything, but he couldn’t tell if she approved or disapproved. Unlike her, he couldn’t sit by and watch someone die in front of him. Maybe when he was a few thousand years old he might be more jaded, but for now, he was happy with himself and his actions.

Once he finished his little flyby, they quickly flew over to the new capital city of Lilly, located notably deep inside the largest continent. It was nestled right on the edge of a massive mountain range and by a large river that brought snowmelt from the mountains to hundreds of miles of grassland between them, as well as the forests near the coast.

Seeing the location, Matt understood why Margaret had selected it. It had plenty of water, and plenty of space for the city to sprawl without any need for costly spatial expansions. If they were so inclined, the grasslands could be converted to extra-rift farmland to better support the population.

At least, if she could keep the area free of monsters.

It would be a difficult task if the half-dozen packs of monsters were anything to go by.

Not that he thought Baroness Thresh was doing a bad job, as he saw an equal number of teams of Tier 4s who were actively tracking and hunting said monsters. A quick probe with his AI showed him the CityNet had open bounties for any monsters killed in the vicinity, which ensured there were always teams willing to spend their free time culling any roaming beasts.

He was happily surprised when he noticed there were actually a half-dozen Tier 5 rifts near the capital city as well, which showed that Baroness Thresh was actually using her tax funds to increase the planet’s Tier as fast as possible.

When they flew into the city, Matt took note and had his AI record each and every building under construction to analyze the methods they were using on a hunch, which turned out to be true. Baroness Thresh had clearly obtained patents for one of the more advanced building methods, given the amount of enchanted concrete present. Not only would the magical structures be substantially stronger, and thus capable of supporting taller, safer buildings, but would also drastically cut down on the expense of full-building enchantments. Nobles who didn’t see much direct value in raising their planet’s Tier beyond Tier 5 often avoided the extra cost, but doing so meant they would have to tear down the oldest cities once building-wide enchantments became common and expected, once the planet was in the Tier 6-10 range. After Tier 10, the buildings would be so old that they’d need to be torn down anyway, but that was still a few thousand years away. As a result, this choice reduced disruptions to the people living there.

Thinking about a few thousand years being a minimum timeframe took a little getting used to, but it was a realistic estimate for Lilly reaching Tier 10, even with a plethora of resources being diverted to it. At least, if proper precautions were taken when advancing the planet.

Still, things were early.

The city seemed to be under a perpetual state of fabrication, whether it was a building getting its foundation set or a building getting its roof worked on, it seemed like everything was under constant construction.

But Matt liked it.

Seeing the people working and seemingly content, he was happy for them.

When they neared the Baroness’ estate, Matt saw a number of completed individual houses, commercial buildings, and even a skyscraper that a quick scan with his spiritual sense revealed was furnished and had people living inside.

He didn’t pry, but the few people and belongings he saw indicated it was mostly populated by the construction workers, which was a bittersweet thought. His father had been one of those workers a long time ago.

Liz must have sensed he was thinking about his parents because she took and squeezed his hand, bringing him back to reality just as they reached the front entrance of the noble estate. As the guards scanned them, Matt examined the protective formations surrounding the estate and was taken aback by just how bad they were. From what he could tell, either Baroness Thresh lacked an enchanter on her staff altogether, or the one she had was subpar and undeserving of the title. The formation itself wasn’t inherently poor; it was a standard design without many glaring weaknesses. But, it was also basic enough that any professional formation breaker could easily bypass them—a level of vulnerability that might theoretically be acceptable for something as mundane as a perimeter wall.

What truly grabbed his attention was just how badly the formation was installed. It seemed like someone with their first enchanting lesson decided to do the work freehand. Runes were carved wrong, in incorrect spots, or were flat out not working properly.

When Matt stopped, he attracted the attention of the guards, but after spreading his spiritual sense through the entire wall that surrounded the estate, he found things were only worse the farther away from the gates.

Baroness Thresh met them just inside the foyer and made some polite chatter, but Matt immediately went back to the array problem.

“Do you have an enchanter on staff?” At her confused look, he continued, “Are you aware the formation array protecting your estate is about as secure as a wet paper bag?”

Baroness Thresh paused for a moment and blinked at him. “Excuse me? What?”

It took him a moment, and a bit of back-and-forth between his two AIs, but Matt quickly sent her a report of all the flaws and exploits he’d picked out just from passing through the area. The Baroness’s eyes went wide, then narrowed.

“I hired someone to set up the formation, and they said they had a Talent for it, and that was supposedly why it felt weird, even to me. I don’t know the craft, but the example seemed to show no flaws.”

Matt shook his head. “I’d test it thoroughly and independently. Maybe I’m wrong, and it really is a Talent making the normal rules not apply, but it looks like crap work. Get some wardbreakers to check it, and if it’s not secretly brilliant, I’d immediately tear the wall down and get a reputable professional to do the work.”

Baroness Thresh looked to Matt with hope in her eyes, but he immediately shot her down. “I can’t help you. It’s a Tier 15 formation built with Tier 15 material. I just advanced into the immortal Tiers, and haven’t had the chance to learn about the differences in runes. They are far more complex after all. It truly is just that bad.”

That wasn’t entirely true, but it was the amount of crafting experience ‘Matt’ had. He had actually already started to grasp the intricacies of Tier 15 runes, but even then, he wasn’t ready to make any Tier 15 runes as Quill, even with his [AI]’s help, for at least another year or two. They truly were far more complex, and no one made the jump from Tier 14 to Tier 15 runes in less than a year without a Talent for it.

Baroness Thresh worked her jaw for a silent moment but nodded. “Thank you anyway. Better to know about this before or if it becomes an issue.”

Matt nodded and returned to the pleasantries.

He and Liz talked to Baroness Thresh for the rest of the evening before meeting up with Vinnie and Mathew, who were already in the city for the tournament. They were, in fact, part of the prize pool. Anyone in the top hundred but below the top twenty-five of the unawakened tournament would get three months of lessons at their martial hall for free as part of their rewards. They joked they were part of the consolation prize, but Matt could see they were actually prideful about the fact. They were a fairly new martial training hall, but had already shown their experience and expertise, which was reflected by their being just under the immortals with centuries of experience that Brandy had roped in to becoming temporary coaches to the top contestants of the tournament.

Those same people were the ones who took up most of his and especially Liz’s time over the next few days, in a seemingly never ending banquet held by the Baroness.

Brandy hadn’t been able to rope Tier 25s in with the idea of giving back to the Empire, but rather had used Liz’s name and parentage to draw them in. While Liz and Matt had no official titles or power, they were still the youngest children of Mara and Leon. And that was a connection everyone wanted to form, even if it was indistinct and once removed.

Matt didn’t blame them. Most were respectful and made no mention of favors or the like. They simply ensured their names and faces were learned by Matt and Liz, wanting to chat about this or that delving experience before letting them move on to the next guest.

He did find it interesting that an equal number of people preferred to chat him up rather than Liz. He was, after all, just a son-in-law, and that should have put him in a lesser position. At least, that was what anyone not familiar with Leon and Mara would think. Anyone who knew the couple understood they made no distinction between son and son-in-law, which let Matt peg those individuals as better informed, or just lucky.

Then, there were the really smart ones. They talked to Vinnie and Mathew without treating them as lessers because of their Tier or birth, which was a distinction he saw in some people he talked to. A minority, to be sure, but there, nonetheless.

While most hid it, he could see the disdain in their actions when they talked to him. The information packets he got from his AI showed why. Almost all of them were from noble backgrounds, and the majority of them were from hereditary noble families and spent most of their time chatting with Liz.

Those were the dumb ones. Liz could smell their ilk from before she was awakened, and with half a century of experience and Luna’s training, she could spot them a mile away.

Matt just tried to remember that it was a distinct minority of even the hereditary nobles present who acted like that. It even mostly worked.

Two days later, when the banquet ended, they and everyone else moved to the newly built stadium and watched as the unawakened kids fought in a fairly simple bracket tournament, even complete with a losers’ bracket. Most of the fights were frankly bad, but Matt enjoyed it and got into each clash.

The blades were real steel but blunted, and the false wands and staves for aspiring mages were fueled by mana stones to simulate attacks, but despite all of that, the kids fought their hearts out, and Matt respected that.

Determination would take them farther than an amazing Talent every day of the week, and for those who got both, even the sky wasn’t a limit.

The unawakened bracket ended after three days, which was when all the immortals descended on the competitors and made small talk, gave advice, and general encouragement. The kids ate it up and had such hopeful and worshipful faces, Matt felt uncomfortable in receiving such adoration.

He did keep his eyes out on the nobles he had noticed being standoffish, but to his surprise, every single one was polite, respectful, and encouraging to the children. As for why they treated them well and snubbed Matt, he only had guesses, but frankly didn’t care. He could take the jabs but wouldn’t tolerate it directed at the kids.

Which, when he thought about it, Brandy must have known or at least suspected. Or possibly, she knew Liz wouldn’t tolerate it, which amounted to the same thing.

The unawakened children’s prizes were surprisingly good, at least to Matt. The top one hundred each earned one skill for when they awakened out of the more common skills like [Fireball], [Mana Slash], [Mana Strength], and other skills almost anyone could use that were also relatively cheap. Matt and Liz had ostensibly provided those skills with Mara and Leon’s help, but they had actually just dug them out of their bucket of Tier 8 skills they had lying around. The few rarer skills they provided, like [Endurance], were actually provided by Mara and Leon, due to the high demand of the skills, but those kids who knew they had earned themselves something so valuable were ecstatic.

Matt was sure the three [Endurance]s would be gone first, due to the top five spots all being occupied by melee fighters, but there were even a few rarer skills for mages like [Jolt], [Ice Spear], and [Earth Spear].

Matt had wanted to include a few copies of the four basic manipulation skills, but Luna had dissuaded him from that course of action, reminding him those skills were basically useless at the lowest Tiers. Their limited mana pools and lack of a way to get elements to manipulate, like fire, without a skill like [Fireball]. Those who wanted to go in that direction could do so using the more structured skill to earn money and get valuable experience.

Not one to ignore good advice, Matt and Liz decided to give Baroness Thresh the remainder of their bucket of Tier 8 skills, which included a few manipulation skills for her to hold smaller local tournaments for the skills in the next few decades. Lilly being a Tier 4 planet meant there weren’t any rifts with guaranteed skill drops, which forced her to import most of them. It was expensive on a planetary scale, but hopefully the donation would help.

The Tier 3 tournament was actually much more interesting to Matt.

While the unawakened kids had guts and drive, they hadn’t seen any actual combat, where the Tier 3s had been delving for some time. Some of them had even been delving for a decade or longer, which Matt didn’t disregard like some of the others did. They might be slow in their advancement, but most of them had solid grasps on tactics and strategy, beating most of the younger opponents by leveraging those advantages.

That didn’t mean all the younger kids in question were bad or knocked out immediately.

Some were actually pretty good, especially as the rewards on offer had tempted a few contestants from nearby systems to come to Lilly for the opportunities it presented.

Liz took a liking to a young woman with what they hoped was an alchemy Talent, and who wasn’t elaborately committing medium-term suicide by drinking volatile potions like so many energy drinks. She probably would have sponsored the girl if she wasn’t already on The Path but settled for placing a few bets on her doing well in the placement.

The tournament ended up being fairly interesting, after Emma, the favorite to win, lost to a young man a quarter her age. He surprised everyone by casting a [Fireball] from his mouth at melee range. The single attack wasn’t the finishing blow, but the detonation against the woman’s helmet left her open for a ‘fatal’ strike, ending the fight.

With a new dark horse showing himself capable and one of the oldest contestants in the losers’ bracket, the crowd went wild and created an infectious air as the young man, Ivor, won time and time again. None of his matches were clean, but despite everything, he managed to come out on top again and again, giving the crowd a show every time.

In the end, a climactic final battle ensued between Ivor and Emma once again, an epic showdown involving a grand total of three different skills on display. The victor was ultimately decided when Ivor’s last trick was countered and, poetically, a fireball exploding in his face.

Still, it was a rousing display, and Ivor seemed more than content with his second place prize.

The Tier 3 tournament had much greater rewards, with most of them actually provided by Leon and Mara, as Matt and Liz would have been hard pressed to be able to afford the assortment of Tier 3 to Tier 5 natural treasures they bought and sent over. While nothing was amazing in the same vein as what they’d become accustomed to, the gifted prizes were truly treasures to those otherwise normal delvers.

Things like Troll’s Liver, Oak Limb, Crystal Eye, Snake’s Eye, Idmonian Spinnerets, and Gecko Grips were more than the contestants could have hoped for and were the least of their prizes.

Everyone in the top one hundred got a Tier 8 skill of their choice, with the top twenty five being able to choose even Tier 14 skills. Matt was sure a few of those people who chose Tier 14 skills that synergized with their build or Talent would explode in power in the coming years, which made him happy to see.

Their last reward was bittersweet, at least, it was to Matt.

Everyone in the top one hundred were given multiple rift slots in Tier 3 and Tier 4 rifts on Lilly for the decade after their training with the immortals ended. But after that, Baroness Thresh had personally bought them tickets to the nearest Tier 8 planet, where Tier 4 and Tier 5 rifts would be abundant, so they could continue their own path without getting stuck on a low Tier planet like Lilly.

After all, no one could stay home forever, and everyone had to leave the nest at some point, but Matt was sad to know those that succeeded would grow out of Lilly. And he knew that only those who made an effort, like Baroness Thresh, Mathew, or Vinnie would come back to improve their low Tier homeworld.

He thought about making a comment to that effect but ended up holding his tongue. It wasn’t his place to tell impressionable children and lower Tiers how to live their lives. He just hoped they saw his and the others’ examples and decided to give back when they could.

Once the after parties ended, he and Liz left Lilly once more, but this time, it was to do their own jobs.

Matt and Liz’s fun had ended, and it was time for Torch and Quill to have their turn

They had missions waiting for them. Not training missions, but real-world problems they were expected to solve by using the things Luna had taught them.

Matt was sure blood would be spilt, but he at least hoped they wouldn’t get too many bad movies made in their next few years.

Luna dropped a packet of information on the table of her ship. “A full report of what Quill and Torch have been doing for the past two years. Memorize it, then give it back to me for destruction. Do what you need to prepare to leave Matt and Liz the moment the little tournament you set up is over, and I hope you enjoyed your time off, because we have a lot of work ahead of us.”
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Matt and Liz picked through the packets Luna had provided them, absorbing the information therein.

They started with data regarding a guild that was suspected to be using low Tier transients that were moving through the Tier 9 world as test subjects for a suspected mutation and domination effect. Matt also noted the bit that said if they didn’t move to handle this event within a month, it would be passed on to other teams.

The second was a packet of information that pointed at a Tier 15 guild, suggesting that it was either a plant from, or was infiltrated by another Great Power. Supposedly, it was actively feeding information back to their handlers. This was marked as a low priority target, and instead of just smashing their way through the front door and killing those responsible, the Empire wanted information on who and what they were sending out.

Matt suspected that this mission was more of a test. Most likely, they already had that information, and wanted to see how Quill and Torch would handle such a situation.

The third assignment was downright odd.

A Tier 3 charity construction company was about to go under due to an unexpected find of a gold mine where they didn’t have mineral rights as it was a man made planet and shouldn’t have substantial mineral veins, tying up most of their assets. That put them in a precarious position, as their previously liquid assets became frozen, preventing new work to pay off their loans. Quill and Torch were expected to solve the issue without anyone realizing they were even there, and without overtly changing the situation.

Matt frankly had no idea why this was an issue that two possible Ascenders needed to take care of or needed to know how to take care of. While he knew Ascenders were sometimes used as the rulers of occupied planets in a war, it was both rare and not something he suspected that he or Liz would be chosen for.

Still, it was an assignment, and he gave it the proper consideration it deserved.

Once Matt and Liz finished looking over the packets of information, they looked to Luna, who immediately shook her head.

“No help from me with this. I’m only here to act as your chaperone, not your manager. Decide on your own how you want to handle these missions, which order you want to complete them in, or if you want to do them at all.”

Matt chewed on the inside of his cheek as he mulled over the situation.

The first mission had an obvious answer, both of them go investigate and capture or kill everyone involved. The other two had more wiggle room in their execution and time frame.

Liz spoke before he could. “Hit the first one together and split up to handle the other two?”

Matt nodded slowly. “Agreed, but how do we split the other two?”

Liz pulled the third document to herself and pushed the second to him. “I’m better with the legal stuff, so I can take this one.”

Hearing that offer, he wanted to agree but knew that wasn’t what was expected of him. He also knew that Liz knew the same thing and just didn’t care and wanted to do the thing he was worse at.

“I think I should take it. It is outside my comfort zone, and I think that’s a good thing. These are meant to be training missions, and so if I fuck up and just start punching people, it’s not the end of the world.”

Liz gave him a flat look when he talked about punching people. “Don’t turn into Rusty. Please, no.”

Matt grinned and shot her his best exaggerated, saucy wink. “Mage. Punch. Face. Good.” At her flat look, he continued, “Okay, seriously. I think I need to push myself, and this is a good opportunity to do that. And honestly, it sounds kinda…fun? Gold on a planet where there shouldn’t be? I bet someone is doing something illegal.”

His questioning tone didn’t go unmissed, but it did go unquestioned, as Liz didn’t call him on the obvious lie.

They chatted about the logistics of their travels before settling on a plan of action and turning to their manager.

Luna nodded in approval and vanished their booklets in a flash of void. Behind her, the ship’s engines hummed into action, bringing them to their first mission. Afterwards, they’d need to take care of their own transports, but Matt would be lying if he said he wasn’t excited to put his new chaotic spaceship to good use.

Theirs may have been slower, but it was theirs.

True freedom of movement was now in their grasp, untethered from the schedules of trains and teleporters, and enabling even their low-tier models to traverse the Empire at speeds most people could only dream of. Even if they were mostly tied to following the teleportation lines, it was still an enormous step forward.

Three weeks of cramps and itching later, courtesy of their muscle modifications, they arrived at Galvos. While only a Tier 9 planet, it was ancient and had a population of seven hundred and fifty million as a result despite being otherwise uninteresting.

When they landed and kicked off Luna’s ship, they were in masks, yes, but they were in civilian masks, which made them appear both as a lower Tier and a bit more out of shape.

They might have gone with a different disguise, but they weren’t trying to act as bait themselves. No, they were simply trying to blend in and remain anonymous while scouting out the guild in question.

Utrecht’s Utopia was, at least on the surface, a perfectly ordinary Tier 10 guild, operating in a more remote region of the second largest continent. From all outward appearances and records, they were a bog standard guild just focused on trying to get enough members to Tier 15, where they could push for a higher Tier guild base and advance further as a whole.

Except, they wouldn’t be there if the guild was only what it seemed on the surface.

Quill wasn’t entirely sure the provided information was accurate but had nothing to base the suspicion off of besides his gut feeling. While he was sure the information provided was what the Empire’s information sources had seen and found, both he and Torch felt the situation was more convoluted. Something about the sloppiness of the abductions and mutilated bodies just…didn’t sit right.

Following a time honored tradition, they went to a bar and just listened to the surrounding gossip. They didn’t need to wait long, as everyone in the bar seemed to be talking about the guild. Utrecht’s Utopia had had a good reputation in the past, but apparently all of their staff started acting standoffish in the last few years, and more recently, they had been shutting themselves off completely.

While this was a local bar, the fact that it was the gossip of the town sent both of them on edge, and they left once the topics started to repeat, wanting to see things for themselves.

Once they paid their tab and left the bar, they separated and started walking around the town, making circles around the guild compound.

From the attitude of the civilians, they were either unaware of the kidnapped people or uncaring about the losses. Considering the report said that no locals had been found missing, Quill found that plausible, but strange. Any kind of alleged murders or found corpses should have alarmed people.

With his AI still merging with the proper [AI] skill, he needed to spend a bit more mana than usual, but he was able to quickly peruse and sort the information he had recorded and locate everyone who had a large amount of contact with the guild.

Thankfully, after his recent Tier up and doubling of his mana, it was the one thing he never needed to worry about anymore. He had officially blown normal mages out of the water with 40,960 mana maximum in his pool. But a mana pool two and a half times larger than most mages his Tier was nothing in comparison to the fact he could spend that every single second. Leaving aside the fact that he could spam any skill with a 400 initial mana cost without having to tap into the rechargeable mana stone array on the inside of his armor, he had 40,960 MPS to use across all his skills in any fight.

His non-combat utility had also increased to an absurd level. Now that he didn’t need to sleep, he could fully utilize his mana generation, and if he decided to spend an entire day making mana, he could make three and a half billion mana a day. Comparing that to a Tier 29 mana stone, which only had a measly two and a half billion mana stored inside, it really put things into perspective.

It was only even more mind-boggling when he considered that when he was a Tier 10, he would have only made one hundred and ten million mana in a full day, and as a Tier 20, he would generate one hundred thirteen billion mana in a single day.

Even still, his current 40,960 MPS was absurd and gave him power few could hope to compete with. It even made his half-functional AI better than it had been before he Tiered up and started absorbing [AI].

Within a minute, he had found the people he wanted to, and damn near everything else about them, including everything it could pull off the Planet and CityNets. Seconds later, he had their public history, which included their other jobs, where they lived, and all recent news about them presented to him in a nice packet of information.

Scanning the list manually, he found what he felt to be the best first target. A middle aged man who lived with his daughter and worked as an assistant in the guild’s city recruitment building. The notes also indicated that he sometimes filled in as a janitor when the cleaning bot was down or missed something, which was a position that Quill knew from working at Benny’s could make you invisible, making him the perfect person to gather information.

Best of all, he hadn’t been to work in the last week but had been seen out and about.

After a few quick pings to the CityNet and then verifications of his identity as Quill, clearance, authorization, and a request form, he had a pinpoint location of one Zane Ballard.

When his location came back at a cafe, Quill didn’t rush over. Instead, he simply followed the low Tier crowds of people as they walked through the city until he reached the cafe in question, then used his spiritual sense to scan for Zane.

Seeing the man in person almost made Quill pause, and it was only Luna’s training that let him keep walking with the crowd as if nothing happened. The Zane in his record looked to be middle aged but in good shape, while the Zane sitting in the cafe looked like an entirely different person with sunken eyes, more gray hairs at his temples, and a skittish demeanor that had him flinching whenever someone moved too close to him. He also watched everyone in the crowds as if someone was specifically out to get him.

That was interesting for a number of reasons, but Quill kept moving to his next targets.

What he found was less than ideal. About a third of his targets were skittish in the same way, while the rest seemed to be going about their normal lives. When he shared his findings with Torch, he learned that she had observed a few people entering and leaving the guild, but all seemed perfectly normal, which changed Quill’s focus from those acting skittish to those acting normal. But despite following three of them with his spiritual sense, he couldn’t find anything obviously out of the norm.

There were no additional unusual behaviors he could identify after the first day of observing, so he traded with Torch while she tracked down some of their suspicious individuals.

Watching the guild, Quill found, was far more interesting than he thought it would be, mostly because everything seemed perfectly normal. But the more he watched, the more he felt creeped out.

He couldn’t quite put a finger on it, but something seemed wrong.

While everyone seemed to go about their daily lives, he noticed that everyone inside the guild’s compound seemed ready for an attack at all times. It might be indicative of the guild doing something illegal but could also be a sign of someone who was worried they were being framed.

Using his AI and his access to the CityNet, he had each and every person who entered or left the compound tagged and tracked. It made a fuss with the CityNet, which needed three levels of overrides to do that, but Quill was one hundred percent certain that something strange was happening inside the guild compound.

Except, even with their surveillance, everyone seemed to be going along their normal days in a very set routine, which led them to their first actionable evidence.

An apple cart had hit a grain truck and through an unlucky coincidence of bad timing, a weak seam, and a swerve into a wall, causing a massive mess that forced the road to be closed right when most people were walking to work. Ninety nine percent of people simply bypassed the closed road, but some either tried to walk through the barriers set up, or simply waited at the barriers, staring off into space. While that could have been chalked up to either impatient people or those with too much time, the trackers they had placed told a different story.

Those who tried to push through were all Utrecht’s Utopia guild members with combat roles, and those that waited were guild members who were logistics personnel or the like.

Every.

Single.

One.

Seeing that Quill had to clamp down on his panic response. The symptoms were too close to countless horror movies, and what he’d seen training under Kurt, for it to be anything but mind control. That was so far beyond what he was qualified for. They’d need specialized seekers and mind mages of their own in order to sort through everything, to say nothing of the danger inherent to them falling under sway of whatever effect was infecting the city.

Just as he prepared to send the entire city into lockdown and call for reinforcements, Luna materialized next to him. “No need to sound the alarm. I already did so when we first arrived. but you are right, this isn’t an invasion or rift break of some kind. Continue on as normal, Quill and Torch can handle this on their own.”

She was gone before he let out his breath, and he updated Torch with his discovery.

Even through their comms, Quill could feel Torch pausing as she went over the implications.

“Do we still value the mission? If not, we can just burst in there and start subduing people. You made the restraining talismans, right?”

Quill thought that over but shook his head, even as he confirmed what Torch said. “I have them, yes, but if Luna wanted us to go in loud, she wouldn’t have stopped me from calling in reinforcements.” Thinking that over once more, he corrected himself. “Okay, maybe not, but she said we can handle this ourselves, and to me, that implies that this won’t spread or become anything sinister. It’s probably best to take whatever this is out quietly, to prevent the populace from going into a panic.”

Torch took a moment before replying, “I generally agree, but I also think we should move in tonight. Scout the area and see if we see anything obvious. We still have transformed bodies appearing after all, which isn’t really explained by mind control.”

Quill didn’t have an answer there, and after ensuring Torch had initiated their anti-mind control measures, he did the same.

The procedures were not simple.

Their masks deafened them, closed off their airways, and projected an illusion of eyes while blocking external light, negating the most common avenues of control. They would need to rely on their more magical senses, but compared to their first month in Minkalla, it was barely an afterthought. He also diverted a good half of his mana regeneration to [Sharp Mind], with the upgrade increasing his resistance to mental attacks of any kind just in case.

Without knowing exactly how the mind control happened, they needed to take every precaution, which was annoying. At least they were Tier 15, and as such, didn’t need to deal with the hassle of rebreather masks allowing them to keep breathing recycled air. It was much simpler, and more pleasant, to just not breathe.

As Torch went to thoroughly inspect people on their list, Quill went underground and got as close as he could to the guild’s compound walls before inspecting them for their runic formations.

The formations were sadly Tier 15, which he was still learning, but in the travel time to Galvos, he had been able to familiarize himself with some of the more common Tier 15 runes and their twisting, four dimensional shapes. So, while he needed to spend a few hundred million mana for his AI to brute force a path into the formation, he was done before nightfall, which was when he and Torch prepared to search the compound.

The first thing they did was to fully don their Quill and Torch regalia before entering the guild by disrupting an improperly set rune in the corner of the wall. Once inside, Quill used [Shadow Manipulation] to help cover their passage by blinding any cameras and keeping them hidden from the Tier 5 patrolling guards.

While killing might have been on the table if the guild was full of evil psychopaths, they were expected to minimize casualties as much as possible, even if it was just so those guilty could face a trial. If they were in any danger, they would, of course, not hesitate to defend themselves. But with the utterly insurmountable Tier gap between them, it would be all but impossible for them to be so much as scratched. With mind control in the mix, any deaths would be even worse, as they were dealing with little more than meat puppets controlled by someone else.

That forced them to move slowly through the outer perimeter until they located an unlatched and unguarded window, which they were able to use to get into the building without bypassing any more security. Once inside, they quietly crept through the halls until they found the guild leader’s office, where they wanted to get information about their recent activity, but what they saw made them pause.

The entire office was covered in a thick layer of dust.

Quill cocked his head at Torch and flashed her a hand sign questioning the oddity, but she grabbed his hand and used the touch connection to send a brief AI message. “No one has seen the Tier 15 guild leader or her husband since shortly after things got weird.”

Inspecting the dust once more, Quill sent, “It seems like they haven’t been here either.”

Separating, they started inspecting the room while not touching anything that might trigger an alarm or trap. Still, they didn’t find anything of note, even after half an hour of looking through the desk. They gave up after going through a few other guild officers’ rooms that had also seemingly vanished from public sight in the last year.

The only useful information they discovered was that anyone Tier 10 and above had vanished, seemingly at the same time. Probably captured, but they couldn’t discount the fact they might be dead.

Spending another two hours walking through the mostly quiet guild house, they inspected everything from the luscious garden to the armory, where the crafters’ work was stored before being given out.

In that entire time, the only hint of the method of mind control was the thick dust, but they weren’t equipped to analyze it with any depth. For all they knew, someone had dropped an unrelated potion ingredient then never cleaned it up.

The only place they didn’t go was the guild vault, as it was guarded by two Tier 9 cultivators, and they had no reliable methods of getting past them without a confrontation. The two of them could easily subdue the guards, but that would undoubtedly alert the guild’s local AI through the AI noticing they were no longer conscious. After all, guards weren’t very useful if you could just knock the humans out before they reported in.

That didn’t mean they didn’t have options.

They couldn’t sense inside the vault due to the shielding, but Quill was able to sense the formations that were meant to protect the vault from being accessed by a competent earth mage, and while there was no obvious fatal flaw, he had another way.

Sometimes, breaking a formation was much easier than bypassing one.

Sinking into the wall, he moved right to the edge of the formation and dumped his entire mana generation into the formation all at once.

It was a Tier 15 formation meant to block attacks and alert the central AI to anyone touching it, but it was not built to handle 40,000 MPS hitting it all at once and then not stopping. Mana surges were a rare, but known method of attack, and though most runes could handle a few seconds of massive mana fluctuations, few were built to handle a constant stream of that much mana.

After three seconds, the formation started to flicker. After eleven seconds, the formation nearest him started to glow on the visible spectrum, due to the waste energy being shed as light. Twenty seconds later, the runes started to fizzle out, as they could no longer handle the mana throughput and they had their entrance.

While this would be reported to the compound’s AI, it generally wouldn’t trigger the same alerts that a forceful breach would. A non-mind-controlled human would immediately notice the secondary alert, but as they had seen earlier that day, the mind controlled people seemed to be running on autopilot, and Quill hoped that meant they would be slow to react to such an event.

With Torch holding onto his free hand, Quill burrowed through the vault floor with his best control of [Metal Manipulation], creating a tiny hole in the floor which would let their spiritual perception through.

Blinking, Quill froze for an instant before continuing to widen the hole.

The good news was he had found the missing guild leaders.

They were inside a shoddily made cell at the far side of the vault, and while the immortal couple seemed perfectly fine, the mortals looked ragged. Their cells were a mess with feces and urine caked on the ground.

When they entered through the floor, they roused everyone, but Quill sent a quick burst of information to everyone through his AI.

It did not work, and they called out for help while others wept.

Quill then noticed the cultivation suppression bands on their wrists, which explained why they weren’t using their AI.

“Sitrep.”

His request for information was quick and sharp while he and Torch inspected the rest of the vault for any traps or guards. There were none, which was the first good news of the night.

The guild leader, Frankie, was the first to speak.

“Captured by my guild members. Probable mind control. Source unknown, but suspected tree. Condition, a little malnutrition in the mortals, but alive.”

Quill nodded before he tossed out a light talisman, which hovered in the air and gave some warm, comforting light to the room and was met with sighs and thanks from everyone.

Torch moved forward, and with a few chops of her spear, cut through the cultivation suppression manacles, freeing their prisoners. With their cultivation returned, the two Tier 15s easily bent the metal bars and freed themselves and their guildmates from the confinement, where Quill started inspecting the feet of the mortals.

They had been standing in waste for the better part of a year and a half at least, and that was a situation ripe for infection, but their higher Tier physiques had resisted being cut and allowing a method of entry for any bacteria.

Torch asked the pertinent question. “What happened?”

Frankie’s husband Ennis spoke up as she used [Create Water] to help wash the wounded.

“We woke up one day last year being handcuffed by our fellow guildmates, before being marched here, where they had built this prison. If we resisted immediately, we might have been able to free ourselves, but we were so confused, and didn’t want to kill our own people. Once we were locked in here, we only had the food they brought us once a week. We do have a suspect, however.”

Seeing both masked faces turn to him, Ennis sighed. “We suspect the Tier 6 Adryian Flesious tree we were raising in the garden has gained sentience and is on the way to sapience. They have the ability to emit pollen that is incredibly relaxing in small doses. In larger ones, it can be mind-numbing and⁠—”

Quill finished for him, “A common dryad Talent for it is the ability to adjust what emotion it affects. It’s conceivable that it received a Talent for mind control rather than emotional control, I suppose. The two effects are often linked. A Tier 6 being able to control Tier 9s is about the limit as well, which tracks as to why all of you were dumped down here.”

Frankie, who had finished cleaning up her people, summoned a mace and went to stand and walk to the door, but Torch stopped her with a hand on her shoulder.

Frankie did not take that well. “I’m going to smash that fucking tree into toothpicks, and you can’t stop me.”

Torch’s armored hand didn’t move, but as Frankie tried to shake free, her grip tightened. “No.”

Quill smiled under his mask but kept it out of his voice. “A pre-sapient isn’t responsible for their actions in cases like this. While it’s unfortunate a few people have died, at Tier 6 a tree would barely understand what is going on and is running off instinct. Empire policy states individuals in those situations are to be captured and moved to a location where they can’t harm others, until they understand what they did was wrong, where they will be reintegrated into society. You cannot simply kill the tree. I get why you might want to, but we can’t allow it.”

Frankie growled, and magical armor flared around her for a brief instant, but Torch’s gauntlet-covered fist was already driving forward like a piston, and both cracked the armor and sent the guild leader to her knees as the air was driven out of her lungs. She might not need to breathe anymore but without practiced control over your body, a gut punch could still be disorientating.

“Stay.”

Quill smirked at the single line from Torch but backed her up. “As Torch said. Stay down. This is outside your jurisdiction. We will have the situation handled in the next few minutes.”

Not that Quill was sure he would have the situation handled, but he was sure Luna had the appropriate teams on standby for just this moment where they identified the problem.

With a touch of the internal release, the vault door opened, and Quill tossed out two talismans that wrapped the Tier 9s on guard with tendrils of water, even as Torch was running down the hall, flames lingering in her wake.

Together, they quickly moved through the already awakening compound to the tree in question.

Its dark purple leaves made a nice contrast to the small white flowers on its branches, but Quill didn’t stand around and appreciate its beauty. Instead, he tossed out an [Earth Barrier] talisman which promptly sealed the tree and any dangerous pollen it might be giving off.

Right when he was about to cast a much larger bubble to encircle the compound to prevent any further possible contamination, a mana shield appeared to do the job for him.

Luna also appeared next to them, nodding.

“Well done. This was an unusual case, but you two handled it well and in a timely manner. Dryads are hard to spot in the Tier 5 through Tier 7 range, as they are more sentient than sapient; it can be hard to notice if you aren’t specifically looking for it.”

Quill shook his head. “That still doesn’t explain the hybrid monster bodies they found.”

Luna sighed. “An unfortunate young woman who took the commands of ‘protect the tree’ and ‘don’t get found out’ to mean using her Talent of merging rift monsters together and started using random passersby. The Talent actually worked on the physical transformation which is surprising, but the mix of human and monster, or human and human, minds made them unstable, and they quickly died.”

Sighing, Quill hoped the type of mind control would repress such memories, but he doubted it. Not because he had any proof, but because things were rarely that nice, and some extra trauma to someone seemed in line with how life worked.

With his spiritual sense, Quill watched as Empire healers moved in and asked, “How will they cover this up?”

Luna shrugged one shoulder even as she turned. “Thankfully, I don’t have to deal with this directly, but there are procedures in place. Psychiatrists will come to visit for a year or two to ensure recovery, and in time, people will move on. Many of the civilians will be reassured simply by knowing they weren’t, in fact, overly paranoid.”

Torch sighed. “What could they have done differently? I don’t really know anything about dryads, but could they have known?”

Luna shook her head. “Not at their Tier. Try and feel the tree. Its spirit isn’t active enough to really stand out from every other tree. Combine that with the changes being gradual, and they never had a chance. Not even the Empire can check every tree on every planet for burgeoning sapience. Just bad luck for all involved.”

Turning, Luna opened a [Portal] in the air and added, “Well done though. I frankly expected it to take you two a little longer to figure this out due to the rarity of the event. Now, we have to see how you two handle the next missions.”
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Matt really didn’t want to say goodbye to Liz so soon after saying goodbye to Aster, but he understood the necessity of completing missions on their own.

They gave it a week after the first counselors arrived to ensure people were settling into a routine for treatment, and that the nascent dryad was getting the care it needed in the form of a specialist carefully transplanting it to a hidden grove. Once they were satisfied, the two of them flew to space, withdrew their spaceships from their respective storages, and shared one last kiss goodbye.

Matt’s spaceship was substantially larger and nicer than Liz’s, simply because he could power far more than the others could. That translated to a two-section ship rated for mortal occupants, as it was split between a cockpit with four distinct seats, and a storage bay large enough to hold a few full-sized crates. It also had an absolutely tiny galley installed in one wall. It wouldn’t be comfortable for four people to live in it, of course, but each of the four seats could be raised into the ceiling for a small measure of personal space, with the seat doubling as a mattress.

Liz’s ship didn’t even have that and was only a two-man fighter with no concessions made for people who couldn’t go indefinitely without eating, sleeping, using the bathroom, or really even breathing. The only access point was through the cockpit windshield, which could be raised or even removed if needed. The ship had an atmospheric support system, so technically anyone above Tier 10 that was capable of surviving the half-hour required for the cabin to regenerate its air could utilize it, but was still missing basically everything mortals would need to survive. In a pinch, both of them plus Aster could fit in the fighter but would require at least one of Liz or Aster to be in their beast forms.

Matt ran through his pre-flight checklist, ensuring he didn’t miss any important steps in his first real flight using the ship. Lights blinked on and off as they should, both of his AIs were coordinating with the ship’s onboard system, and enchantments hummed as the mana crystal powered up each system in turn.

April was Matt’s companion and supervisor for this trip, and Matt swiveled back around to look at the green-haired woman. “That’s the last of it. Ready to go?”

His liaison shot back a couple of questions about his startup, clearly meant to trip him up, but he handled them in stride. When she finally gave him a nod, he turned back to face the stars and engaged the warp drive.

Mana levels dropped, a surge of magic rolled out across the ship, and Matt’s senses twisted as he broke through to chaotic space.

Matt barely noticed as the shields kicked on, pushing back the corrosive reality of chaotic space, with the amount of mana it required so laughably below his mana generation that he needed to trust his monitoring devices to believe it even took any at all. Then, he turned his attention to the outside and felt the battering winds of the otherworld with his own spirit. Below him, or perhaps in front of him, the firefly that represented the world he’d just come from glittered and shone with golden light, with the glimmering strings connecting it to nearby planets stretching off into the distance.

The range of his senses was…odd. Dimensions were unusual in Chaotic Space, and while his spiritual sense could stretch for miles, it didn’t seem like it translated in the same way to this reality. It was pulled along and twisted, swept along in higher-dimensional eddies and currents that he couldn’t quite perceive properly.

Liz’s ship appeared next to his, and he sent her a quick message before they started to pull away. He received a response instantly and smiled. She must have had it queued up, ready to reply the moment she entered Chaotic Space, and Matt set a reminder for him to look at it later.

Liz’s ship blurred as she pulled away, following one of the strings to her next mission, just as Matt did the same.

The Great Powers were in many ways one unified entity, a massive network of worlds and routes mostly locked in place, drifting like a net cast overboard on a vast ocean. Only hard work kept them moored to one another. Namely, the full suite of enchantments which facilitated the teleport network that ensured the linked worlds stayed locked together. That wasn’t all they did though, they also acted as a beacon for ships to follow and stabilized chaotic space just enough that travelers wouldn’t be swept away by the currents and winds as they went about their daily business.

Of course, they weren’t truly currents, just ripples in space which could pull you off course or cause backtracking leading you to a completely different place than where you came from. Venturing too far from the great raft that was the Great Powers was a sure-fire way for even a Tier 35 to be swept away, never to be seen again. There wasn’t any data for Tiers above that, but it seemed likely that it was only a matter of distance as well.

In the ‘shallows’ of chaotic space, near known planets and their well-maintained pathways, the currents were weak enough that sufficiently high-tier ships and individuals could navigate the twisting space, resisting their ‘pull’ and taking shortcuts between worlds, but Matt was nowhere close to that level yet, and if he tried venturing into the unknowable, he’d be swept away in an instant.

Unlike most people who met such a fate, Matt wouldn’t be doomed if that happened to him. Beyond April being able to pull him out, assuming she reacted quickly enough, his shielding enchantments ran off his own endless mana, and he could legitimately last the decades, centuries, or even millennia it may take before he was blown back into known space. Regardless, he stayed very firmly next the well-maintained and well-lit path, following the pearlescent white ‘guideline’ demarcating the safety of the teleport tethers.

It took about three hours to reach the next world, passing a handful of ships on his way, and from there, he navigated around the world and the ships spawning and vanishing near it to his next tether, carefully following the paths to new worlds.

Quill watched for almost a full day before starting to do manipulation exercises that didn’t need much room as a way to help recover his mana control. The last doubling had been as rough as expected, but he had started to learn the best ways to recover his mana dexterity faster.

While he did so, Quill went through the dossier of the mission.

As the brief said, he needed to help the low Tier charity construction company avoid bankruptcy, caused by the discovery of a mineral vein that prevented them from building while the mining rights were being negotiated.

Aloy’s Construction was a simple charity organization that had the mission statement of creating low-cost housing on new planets for low Tiers to move into. It was a noble cause, but was generally not needed, which made Quill start digging deeper into the issue.

Generally, the local noble family would fund such projects to make their planet more desirable for said mortals, but companies like this weren’t unheard of either. They were just usually for-profit entities that charged those same nobles for their work, who then gave the houses out in the same way as if they had built them themselves.

It took Quill almost an hour of digging through records, but he eventually found the reason for the company, and what he believed to be the actual underlying issue.

The owner of the charity company came from noble stock, but had been ‘disinherited’ after his awakening, where they discovered he had a construction Talent. That in and of itself would have been fine, but the young noble scion, Michel Silvestre, had gotten a taste for constructing buildings, and found that he liked the actual construction more than making money. That was apparently unacceptable to his family, who wanted to leverage his Talent to open their own construction company, develop their holdings, and make a profit.

When his family threatened to disinherit him for his obstinance, he had threatened to call their bluff and the family backed down slightly, offering him a deal. They would give him a small payout equal to what he would have received as his inheritance to use for setting up a company where he could do as he pleased. The condition was, if his idea of charity work failed and the business went under, he needed to return to the fold and work for the family.

Quill shook his head at the family struggles, but understood the logic on both sides, at least from what he was able to source from the EmpireNet. Michel felt his Talent was best used to help others directly, and wanted to skip the noble families who might decide to charge mortals more than was reasonable. It was a possibility if he was a for-profit business but would be out of the question if he operated as a charity. His family, on the other hand, felt that charity work was putting them and him at the whims of donors, let alone while working in a business where margins were already thin. A charity couldn’t run forever at a deficit, after all, and that would slowly drain the family coffers, slowly ruining the family. From the reports, the family didn’t even want him to price gouge people, just charge enough to make a small profit. It would then be on the local noble families to give those houses away for cheap.

While both were looking at the situation from pessimistic extremes, Quill personally felt the young Michel had the right idea. Not every noble family gave those houses away on the cheap, which is why he chose the area he did to start his first large scale construction operation.

Joyful Meadows, the crown jewel of that sector of Empire space.

The system was dominated by a Tier 15 world which had had a number of resources funneled into it by the Nazwari noble family, who owned it. The benefits included terraforming and bringing the formerly smaller world into a better orbit nearer to the star, and increasing its size massively, but even that hadn’t been enough for their ambitions. It being the only world over Tier 10 in the vicinity, they had a plethora of immigrants, and two planets weren’t nearly enough. No, they had gone ahead and built an entirely new planet from scratch in the system, if only to further increase the area’s value.

That third planet was Michel’s target. It was mostly regulated to a project planet, where only those too poor to live on the more established worlds or those playing the long game set up their homes or operations due to its low Tier. Eventually, it would Tier up due to the excess essence produced by the two higher Tier planets in the system. But for now, the images he had were more reminiscent of Lilly when he was growing up, rather than other high Tier systems, with only a few scattered cities built along the coast.

Being a purpose built planet, they should have never run into a gold mine near the coast, but they had, and even the company who built the planet was confused about its appearance.

If the Silvestre and Nazwari hadn’t been from opposite political spectrums despite both being hereditary noble families, he would have suspected that they had colluded to hamper the young Michel and his ambitions.

While the unexplained gold mine was intriguing, Quill didn’t necessarily need to bother with it. His mission goal was to ensure Michel’s company didn’t go under while creating as little interruptions as possible.

His first idea was to pretend to be a lawyer and represent Michel, but he quickly dismissed that, as Michel already had a seemingly decent lawyer, and Quill would just get in the way.

If he was allowed to go in loud, he would just disguise himself and steal the ore vein to remove the problem, but that was disruptive and would raise all kinds of red flags. Even low Tier gold was still valuable due to its properties in enchanting and manatronics, but it wasn’t so expensive that a Tier 15 would covet it, which would only raise more questions if he made a move.

While planning, Quill bounced his ideas off April, who helped him consider the pros and cons of each idea, and he eventually came to the decision of going undercover as an Imperial Investigator.

Imperial Investigators were, like most imperial organizations, limited in their scope and ability to interfere directly, but they had a few useful abilities that Quill thought might prove useful. Their entire purpose was to watch immortals who operated on mostly mortal worlds, and while they ostensibly only worked in Tier 10 and below planets, they had the governance oversight to limit immortals for nearly any reason.

And that suited what Quill needed to do to a T.

Michel and, by extension, his company was only a Tier 5 entity, while the company under the Nazwari noble family was, by extension, a Tier 20 organization. That gave Quill a plausible reason to interfere in the matter, even if it was flimsy at best.

After all, the Imperial Investigators were meant to limit corporations from muscling into local low Tier planets, undercutting the competition, and then jacking up the prices once they had a monopoly on the planet, not to interfere in a local noble’s operations. The only reason he had half a leg to stand on was the fact that the Nazwari family had publicly distanced themselves from the issue, saying it was all in the hands of their planet building company.

And interfering in the business between an immortal led company and a mortal led company was precisely the reason the Imperial Investigators were set up.

Once he finalized his idea, April’s grin told him that it was a good one, even if that wasn’t the intended method to solve this issue.

April did redirect their travel to a Tier 25 planet after Quill’s idea, though, as she explained that if Quill wanted to play the part, he needed to get at least some training. They had a week or so of wiggle room to make it work, due to how quickly they had solved the dryad mission.

Quill arrived at Illeria, the Tier 25 planet, and took a fast shuttle from the spaceport to the Imperial Investigators’ local headquarters. Walking through even a portion of a city municipal building masked felt weird, but Quill ignored it as he found the lead Imperial Investigator’s office and walked in the open door.

As he shut the door and let his Quill mask appear, the slightly overweight man chuckled. “Either I’m about to die, or you need some help, young Pather.”

Quill turned and looked at the man and let his mask smile in return. “I’m good, but I’m not that good. Fighting a Tier 27 is beyond even me.”

He also let his AI verify his masked identity so the man would know he wasn’t an impostor.

The man’s smile settled into something more natural as he gestured, and the chair against the far wall slid into a more central location, then he indicated for Quill to sit.

“Well, well, well. I honestly thought you were a fake, but the EmpireNet verifies you. What can I do for one of the Empire’s most promising teams? Or at least half of the team. Name’s Alec, Head Imperial Investigator for this Duchy.”

Quill quickly told Alec a little about his mission and his idea to go undercover as an Imperial Investigator, which earned him a thoughtful nod. He had been told by April before they arrived that Alec was a trusted agent of Harper’s, and the meek appearance was nothing more than an act to lower people’s guard. While April didn’t know if the man was an information gathering specialist or something more active, like an assassin, he was trusted and in the perfect position for their needs.

“It’s not a bad idea, and it’s a good way to use resources. Change your mask and walk with me as I explain how Imperial Investigators actually work.”

Doing as he was instructed, Quill followed Alec out of the building and to a nearby local taco shop, right across from an Empire-wide chain food store, Golden Pots.

Seeing Quill look at the neighboring building, Alec nodded. “That’s part of what I want you to see. Golden Pots serves mediocre fast food for decently low prices. You can quite literally find one on every planet in the Empire, and that’s not an accident. What you won’t find is one in every city. A large part of an Imperial Investigator’s job is to stop mega corporations from eating the little mortals’ job opportunities. Take this place, for example. Family owned for six generations of mortals, and the undisputed best tacos in this city.”

They were interrupted by a waiter who came and took their order, which Alec gave for both of them, getting a small pile of food between the two of them.

“Now, this place is still named after the original owner, Bethany, but imagine they want to become a…I don’t know…a burger business? Since they became the fad of the decade. Not that they should, because the tacos are fantastic, but you follow me so far?”

At Quill’s nod, Alec continued. “Now, this is a mortal owned and run establishment, and therefore falls under the mortal bureaucracy. They put in a request to change their menu and branding, and within a month, they can start churning out burgers. Now, imagine an immortal-run or owned taco business sees that burgers are all the rage, and wants to capitalize on that trend as well. They need to go through us, and Imperial Investigators are very, very busy. That application might take anywhere from a year to a decade to get approved. Thank you, Marla.”

Their food came, briefly interrupting Alec’s explanation, and they spent a few minutes digging in. Having tasted the food, Quill could understand the Imperial Investigator’s assertion that Bethany’s tacos were the best in the city.

“Now, we don’t just delay the immortal’s business because it’s funny to fuck with them, but because they operate at scales the mortals can’t even imagine, let alone compete with. Same reason we limit larger corps to one business per planet. If someone really wants to eat their grub, they can travel for it, and that’s the same reason they stick to the teleporter cities.”

Quill was going to ask a question, but Alec headed him off with a wave of a taco. “Now for your little issue. You are right that an Imperial Investigator is in a position to stick their nose into that but you need to be careful. I see a few entry points, but if this is a mission of yours, I won’t mention that. I will give one piece of advice I give all my new investigators. Don’t meet force with force. Always put pressure on another avenue and use that as leverage to get them to do what you want. What leverage that is, I can’t really tell you, but you can’t be stupid to have gotten this far.”

After he mulled that over, Quill thanked Alec, and they chatted about inconsequential topics until their meal was finished. Afterwards, they went their separate ways, with Quill having a full false identity of a semi-junior Imperial Investigator ready for him to slip into.

Donning the mask of one Julius Alto, Quill finished his trip to Joyful Meadows and flew to the third planet. Before he moved to interfere with anything between the two companies, Quill first went and investigated the planets themselves. He wanted to solve the quandary of where an entire gold mine came from on a custom-built planet.

After all, metals were cheap, and few people who ordered planets sprung for extra metals to be added to the makeup when there were abundant resources from rifts and the star system’s asteroid belts. So the fact that a gold vein appeared on the new planet was an interesting wrinkle that Quill wanted to dig into further.

While he didn’t have the spells which would make this convenient, like [Sense Metal] or [Locate Ore], he did have [Earth Manipulation] and [Metal Manipulation], which he could cast with 40,000 MPS, giving him an insane range compared to other Tier 15 mages.

As he flew around the continents, he found no unexpected ore deposits in his quick sweeps, but he wasn’t about to give up that easily. After a quick scan of each continent, he went back to one of the unsettled continents and performed a thorough scan of each and every square foot of the place.

Still, he found absolutely nothing.

Hovering in the sky, he looked up to the moon, and on a hunch, inspected the smaller celestial body.

Still, there were no unexpected metal deposits, leaving him stumped.

Standing on the moon, he watched while the planet slowly spun underneath him.

As he asked himself why there would be a metal deposit on an otherwise ordinary low Tier planet, he came to one answer. Like those that ordered metals in artificially created planets, they wanted them to slowly Tier up through ambient essence until they were higher Tier and therefore valuable. For the relatively low cost low Tier metals, the local nobles could have a near guaranteed return on their investment as the planet Tiered up.

While rifts created an unlimited number of metals, they could sometimes get unlucky, and not have rifts that produced a specific metal at the quantities they needed, and those rifts would get changed every time the planet Tiered up. There was only a fifty percent chance that a rift would stay as it was at its last Tier, after all, and with some bad luck, a planet’s ore production could vanish overnight. If that became the case, the nobles would have to break and reform rifts, which was disruptive and expensive.

Or, they could just bank off the ores they had seeded the planet with and use that to tide them over until they had enough time to break and rebuild said rifts.

Still, Quill wasn’t entirely sure why one would deliberately hide an ore vein.

Was it the company who made the planet that messed up? Quill thought that unlikely, but theoretically possible.

Was it the noble family who asked for it, for whatever reason? Quill figured that was much more likely, but wasn’t sure why they would bother. Low Tier metals were practically worthless on the scale of wealth higher Tiers had. At least, the unprocessed metals were, but processed metals like steel alloys carried at least marginal value.

Seeing a large stretch of ocean pass over him, Quill cocked his head and flew back to the planet and into the ocean.

Once he was deep inside the depths, he activated [Earth Manipulation] and [Metal Manipulation], searching for any feedback of any kind of metals.

And oh, did he get feedback from [Metal Manipulation].

It seemed like the entire bottom of the ocean was stuffed with various metals, just far enough below a layer of dirt and stone to not interfere with the local aquatic life.

Flying around in zigzag patterns, Quill found ore vein after ore vein all the way till he neared a coastline. He suspected the out of place gold mine was from a shift in a tectonic plate or last minute change in the desired coastline but couldn’t prove anything.

He still wasn’t sure why they had deliberately ordered the planet with such massive amounts of hidden metal reserves, but now he had the perfect method to apply leverage on the company. Heading back into the sea, he found a relatively rich vein of aluminum and carved his way through the ground toward the metal.

Even within arm’s reach, he couldn’t see anything unique about the metals and decided to harvest some.

With a flex of [Metal Manipulation] he carved himself a chunk of the Tier 5 aluminum out and froze the moment he saw what he actually pulled out.

It wasn’t aluminum, or rather it was aluminum, infused aluminum which was far more rare and far more expensive.

Even a Tier 5 infused metal was worth its weight in Tier 15 mana stones, no matter the type. That was mostly due to the fact the metal couldn’t be mass produced or pulled from rifts and needed to be harvested from planets that had been left alone in a high mana concentration area for long enough that the metals started to change.

All infused metals were useful, and their applications varied, but mostly revolved around enchanting. An ounce of infused copper or gold could be added to an enchantment that used one of those materials to both strengthen the enchantment and make it more efficient. There was one notable example of a man creating a weapon out of infused steel, which allowed that sword to rival a weapon five Tiers above its own.

Quill had never even seen infused metals, let alone in the massive quantities that this planet had to have, especially if all the ores in the oceans were infused metals encased in their normal variants.

Testing a theory, he checked a few more places and found there were no depleted metals which would have formed if the metals were naturally located there, proving this was some kind of smuggling, money laundering, or tax evasion method by the Nazwari house proving the infused metals were not natural in origin and being deliberately hidden inside their normal variants.

Exiting the ocean, Quill flexed his Concept to repel the water clinging to him and went to go find the company under the Nazwari family.

Flying into the one settled city, Quill walked around inspecting the people and how they fared. For all that he was expecting another copy of Lilly and the incompetence of the Junipers, the Nazwari noble house seemed far more competent.

Even though the city was using mostly the low Tier equivalents, they had all the modern amenities that he had seen on the two higher Tier planets. Things like early warning detection drones flew around the perimeter of the cities, watching for any rift monsters. The entire city edge even had cleverly concealed formations which would create defensive barriers if they were attacked. While those things didn’t prove they were good rulers, it was a good indication and made Quill more confused as to why they were trying to hide such mineral wealth.

Once he had gotten his fill of the city, Quill made his way to the Nazwari family company in charge of the local construction and asked to speak to someone in charge.

The receptionist tried to deflect him, but Quill just grinned and flashed his Imperial Investigator badge. Then suddenly, the manager, Willa Stonewall, had her schedule freed up as if by magic.

Quill used his AI and Imperial Investigator credentials to get some quick information on the woman and liked what he saw. Her younger sister had married the third son of the Nazwari’s current matriarch, making her an in-law to the noble family, which was how she had gotten this otherwise cushy position.

Her bright smile was a little fragile as she asked, “How can I help you, Investigator…?”

Quill returned her smile, letting his mask stretch it out a hair more than normal, giving it a slightly unfriendly feeling. “Julius Alto, Imperial Investigator out of the Illeria system. Badge number I15794BT66. I’m here to have a little chat with you about your company’s interference in a mortal charity’s day to day operations. Do you have a minute or ten to chat?”

Willa’s smile nearly slipped as she led him to her office, but he didn’t miss the receptionist’s frantic tapping at his pad the moment they were around the corner.

Perfect.

That meant someone with actual decision making power would be here as fast as they could travel the intervening distance between planets.

Willa deliberately kept the conversation from going anywhere important, and Quill didn’t push, knowing she wasn’t anyone actually important.

Despite that, he carefully watched her physiological reactions to his questions and determined that she had no idea why he was actually here and was simply afraid that the gravy train would come to a stop with his presence.

It took almost half an hour, but eventually, the third Nazwari son, Dejene, arrived with a bright smile. “Good day Investigator Alto. I’m sorry you needed to come out here. That’s a failing on our family’s part. What can we do to assist you in rectifying the issue?”

Quill returned his smile and handshake. “Really, this isn’t anything important. Frankly, it’s not even an official matter yet. I was just nearby and heard about the issue through the rumor mill, and felt it was worth a stop. Best to head things off before they become official. I’m sure you’d agree.”

Dejene’s smile widened when he heard Quill wasn’t here on official business, as that would be a black mark on his family no matter how the issue was resolved. If this was just an information seeking trip, they could either bribe Quill off the issue or fix the issue before it became an official problem.

Gesturing for them to take a walk, Quill and Dejene walked to the edge of the city where the gold deposit was, and Quill indicated it and explained the issue he and the Bureau of Imperial Investigators had with a mortal charity company being hamstrung by such an incident.

Dejene tried to play it apologetic, like he was sorry it was an issue in the first place but continued on the fact that an unexplained gold deposit had to be carefully handled, which took time.

Quill smiled right back and agreed.

Then, he abruptly changed the topic.

“You know, Dejene, this planet has some beautiful oceans. I grew up on an archipelago planet, and I love deep sea diving. It’s my favorite pastime. I do it whenever I have any time to spare. Have you ever been diving?”

Quill had to hold back a laugh as Dejene tried not to react. Sadly, his heart escaped his control for a moment and started rapidly beating, even as his smile stayed plastered on his face.

“I can’t say I have. I’ve always been more interested in the stars myself.”

Quill continued with the fabricated tale of his adventures of deep sea diving and let the conversation drift back to more neutral territory, until they got back to the city building that housed their local branch.

Once they separated, Quill indicated he would stay around for another week or two and see if he could ‘figure things out’. If he couldn’t solve the issue, he’d be forced to open an investigation. Which was exactly the threat they both knew it to be.

Quill knew the issue would be corrected for Michel’s charity within a few hours, but he would stick around, just to let the threat linger a little.

While he was interested in why the Nazwari’s were trying to hide that much infused metal, he also didn’t care that they were. It was probably to evade some tax laws, but he simply didn’t care. Tax evasion, or what he now suspected was inheritance tax bypassing, was a natural product of having taxes, and he couldn’t fix that, even by reporting them. Besides, if he reported them now, the tax hit would be comparatively tiny compared to when the planet was a few Tiers higher.

With that thought causing a grin to stretch across his face, Quill decided to go rent a boat and see if he could figure out how to sail. From the way Aiden talked about it, it seemed like a great pastime.
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Liz turned her head to look at the curled-up cat in the seat behind her and took the silent invitation for what it was.

Reaching deep inside herself, she found her bloodline and pulled.

With what felt like a silent pop, Liz went through the unusual sensation of being inverted until she was suddenly two feet tall and very on fire. She had enough practice with the change at this point to reign in her flames with [Fire Manipulation] immediately, preventing any more scorch marks from joining the collection on her seat.

Liz spread her wings and flapped, hopping up to her seatback and using it as a perch to look down at her manager. Luna returned her stare with a blink, slitted eyes meeting the predatory gaze of a phoenix.

“A bloodline is just as much a part of you as your hand or foot and needs to be exercised accordingly. Fire is a part of your blood, so push out and feel your connection to it, flex it like you would anything else.”

As Luna ran through her little mantra, Liz tried to settle herself mentally and physically.

She needed to relax; that much was apparent even to her but knowing it and doing it were two different things. The entire issue had come up in a rift a few months back, when she surprised both herself and Luna. After she transformed into her phoenix form, she found her flame powers to be somewhat…lacking. She was wholly unable to reach the level of power she expected. She had still managed to kill the enormous Redwood Anaconda, but it had revealed a glaring weakness.

Her flames were weaker than her upper limit should be.

A weakness she needed to correct immediately.

That had prompted Luna to start training her on the issue during their transit between worlds.

She even did so in beast form after they found that Liz’s bloodline resonated with the older cat’s. Whether that was just due to their close proximity after training together for years, or just because she trusted Luna, neither of them were sure, but it helped Liz settle down and connect with her own bloodline.

Luna’s presence also helped prevent her from burning a hole in the ship that was keeping her safe from the corrosive energies of chaotic space, which would be a stupid way to die.

Liz slowly raised the power of her flames until she felt them reaching their limit.

As they continued to practice for a few more hours, Liz felt her control over her bloodline and its fire powers settle down an inch or so more. As they approached their destination, she hopped back into her seat and pecked at the controls to guide their reentry into realspace. She could have transformed back, or just used her AI to bypass the issue altogether, but she wanted to get some level of practice doing mundane tasks as a bird. If she ended up stuck as a phoenix for a while, like when she would need to molt after resurrecting, she didn’t want to learn everything from scratch at the last minute.

Liz did turn back into her human body to guide the ship down to land, dressing herself and donning both sets of masks as well as her Torch armor, only possible in the tight quarters of her ship thanks to the spatial rings on her fingers.

That was still irritating almost a year after getting her beast form.

The strongest storage rings, those made by Talented crafters, could hold other storage rings within them. Weaker storage rings, like those holding houses, could do so thanks to the enchantments on the houses themselves. However, they cut off the contents from being accessible without first dropping an entire building, and then rummaging through the closet. But most of the time, spatial rings took up space equivalent to their storage capacity when stored within a separate storage device, so a ring that held twenty cubic feet could never be stored within a ring that could only hold five cubic feet of space.

Normally, that wasn’t a problem, but spatial items that were capable of adapting between bloodline forms were annoyingly expensive and were invariably smaller in size than their normal counterparts. So even if she did get one, she couldn’t actually keep her main ring inside of it. Most beasts didn’t even bother getting one, and instead attached their rings to a collar or other accessory.

That was something she couldn’t really do as a two-foot-tall bird. She was tall for small birds, but small for her bloodline, and beyond that, birds weren’t well equipped to wear something like a collar or the like, at least not without it getting in the way of flying.

She had tried and ended up using a small circlet around one of her legs. But while that worked itself, it was less than ideal, as it made for an easy to target item on her body since she needed to throw it up mid transformation and then catch the ring in her claw. It was a slow process at best, and one that just begged for someone to steal the ring and disarm her of any potions, talismans, armor, weapons, or even clothes.

That in and of itself would have been okay if she didn’t already have a specially made ring sitting in her wedding presents from her sister, Alice, that she couldn’t use. That ring would perfectly transfer from her fingers in human form to a tiny, unobtrusive bracelet on her ankle when she was in bird form, and back again.

The issue was that even with its limited storage size, it was valued in the Tier 23 range, forcing her to wait until she was at least Tier 19 or so to be able to buy it back.

Until then, she just had to suffer.

At least she had a stopgap in the form of a pair of [Gossamer Outfit] skills from Erin and Leah. It was a common enough skill that could summon illusory ‘armor’ in the form of clothes, albeit exceptionally fragile ones. They had substance, but even the slightest damage would dispel the illusion. Given the modification manuals they had provided with the skill shard, she knew exactly what they each expected her to use them for. Leah’s was a fairly straightforward catalog of good outfits for a range of occasions, notes on how to hide other clothes with the illusion, and how to make the ‘fabric’ a little more resilient. Erin’s…well, it offered excellent advice on how to make outfits in multiple parts, if nothing else.

For all that Erin liked to act outwardly reserved, at heart she was just as bad or even worse than their parents.

Liz snorted at the thought. Who was she kidding, she was absolutely looking forward to trying out Erin’s modifications and outfits. Not that she planned on ignoring Leah’s handbook, and there was something to be said for combining both sets of modifications. She’d also see if anything interesting came of converting the spare shard to blood. It would likely just end up as another form of [Blood Armor], inferior to her [Blood Crystal Armor], but there was always a chance it would end up as something interesting.

She only had her landing port for a few minutes, so Torch hopped out of her ship and pulled it back into its ring, clearing the way for the next arrival or departure. Luna was sitting nearby, licking a paw, and Torch knew from experience that only she was currently capable of perceiving the manager. Her AI connected to the local PlanetNet and began pulling in a steady stream of information to help her get her bearings.

This was a relatively newly settled world, but that only meant it was a few thousand years old. Being a Tier 4 system further relegated it to the equivalent of backwater planet status. It was the sort of planet where only low Tiers settled, as it was needed to bridge the gap to higher Tier worlds. Or, that was the case until a passing Tier 45 entered the system and investigated the entire place with their spiritual perception.

Generally, uninhabitable planets were of little interest unless they were high Tier, where they would be terraformed and moved into more reasonable orbits, and planets past the local asteroid belts were usually gas giants or something so small as to also be useless. That same concept held true in this system, but the passing Tier 45 had noticed something.

One of the moons circling the small gas giant wasn’t a moon, but rather a spatially expanded vault hidden away and filled with a number of Tier 20 goods.

Being a Tier 45, he couldn’t care less about such goods, and simply reported it on the PlanetNet, where it made a splash. Vaults like this popped up every now and then, when someone had created a secure storage area for all their worldly goods, then died without telling anyone its location. It had taken some time, but some investigative work had found the creator of the vault, who didn’t have any living next of kin, ultimately transferring it into the possession of the local duke.

Looking to give one his nieces a chance to prove her mettle, the duke had invoked an old Imperial law, opening the contents of the vault to anyone Tier 20 and below strong enough to claim them, while concurrently and temporarily suspending the normal prohibitions against murder and robbery, along with most other Imperial laws. Even punching down Tiers was allowed to a limited extent while inside the vault, but the higher Tier was expected to let anyone weaker than them live rather than kill wantonly.

The announcement had caused a stir in the local sector, with a slew of far flung noble families sending eligible representatives to either claim a portion of the valuables, or in the hopes of killing someone from a rival faction. All while disregarding the traveling Tier 15s who, while not numerous in a region without a Tier 15 system, flocked to the site of the news in recent months and wanted their own piece of the pie.

Liz wouldn’t have cared for the treasures at stake, but Torch was just a few planets away when the news had broken and was looking to make a name for herself. Luna had approved, and now she was here.

A hidden, high Tier vault disguised as a moon in a low Tier area seemed like something out of a movie, and Torch wanted to get in on that action. Luna had made her draft the plan of action and do most of the recon herself, but when her efforts passed muster, they headed over.

With a flick of her wrist, she withdrew her flying spear, and after double-checking that her heading was right, set off into space. Unlike Quill, Torch’s ship didn’t have especially powerful realspace engines, so it was both faster and cheaper on her mana to utilize the smaller and more maneuverable personal flying device. She could even use her Concept to reinforce the spear, and it only needed a tiny drop of blood to refresh the attunement to herself from when she had used it last.

It still took two days for her to reach the gas giant and its attendant moon. Flying was genuinely fun, even as a human, and while the lack of atmosphere and gravity meant she could fly blindingly fast across the solar system, space was still massive. In the end, she was still a baby immortal, and simply was not capable of just crossing a star system in the blink of an eye.

Mindful of how she presented herself, as she neared the moon, she substituted her flying spear with her combat spear and summoned a mass of flames around her, making her appear as though she were a flaming comet flying toward the awaiting crowd. Her splashy appearance garnered a number of looks ranging from hostile to inquisitive, and a few even seemed to recognize her. The rest were just assessing her, from her heavy armor to the flames spilling out from every joint.

Without gravity, they were a little more spherical than usual, and while Torch could have fixed that, it was just a little more vain than she wanted to present.

Still, no one approached her or tried to talk to her, and Torch preferred it that way. None of these people were her friends, after all, and they were about to fight over treasures. Death was a very real possibility for some of these people.

Luna padded around the crowd, visible only to her, while undoubtedly drafting a critique about how they were floating, but she said nothing and Torch returned the favor. Instead, she kept working on some minor body and skill modifications during the week-long wait. Eventually, the duke’s Tier 25 representative stood up from his meditation and flew closer to the moon.

With a wave of his hand, the rock and dirt disguising the entrance blasted off into space, revealing a massive vault door covered in runes. While Quill would no doubt be fascinated by the endless enchantments present in the metal, Torch only recognized a few pieces to an anti-notice enchantment that had been disrupted when the stone covering it had been removed. She also noticed that he threw out a truly massive plate that stuck to the ‘bottom’ of the planet like a magnet.

The Tier 25 sent a message once the door was located. “All of you agreed to the rules of this expedition, so don’t complain if someone inside shakes you down. Once you exit the door, you are considered to be out of the exploration, and normal Empire laws apply. That includes tax laws on your earnings. Rest assured that the reach of the Emperor is long, and he will collect his due.” The man looked at Torch and added, “Well, other than you, Torch. You or your liaison will need to report what you pulled out, along with its value, so the parties involved can be compensated.”

Torch mentally narrowed her eyes at the man but didn’t let her mask or body language show she was irritated. She damn well knew The Path tax code better than he did. She was even sure he knew that, but had chosen to speak out anyway, which could only mean one thing.

He wanted everyone to know that she was the real Torch, and not some impostor, before they went into the vault. The only question was if he was doing that out of a misguided attempt at trying to protect her, by publicizing her background, or trying to paint a target on her back with that same information.

Without turning, she focused on where Luna sat licking her paw, invisible to all others. Torch had to wonder if Luna had put the man up to that in an attempt to increase her competition, but frankly, she wasn’t sure. Her experience with the older cat said it was entirely possible, but that same experience also told her that Luna would have told her that was the plan, which made the entire situation all the murkier.

From the gazes locked onto her, Torch knew she was in for a fight. The Tier 20s wouldn’t be entering for a while, which was for the best, as while she was confident she could escape from Tier 19s, and at least drive off Tier 18s, fighting four up at her Tier was hard enough, even when she wasn’t Torch.

When the door swung open, Torch and the other Tier 15s darted inside first, with Torch just a body length behind the first delver.

Landing inside, she realized there was a noticeable artificial gravity, but suspected that was a function of the plate the Tier 25 had put on the planet more than anything else. Adjusting to that, she gracefully landed in the branching corridor that led in five different directions.

She chose the second from the left and charged down it with her new shield held out to intercept anything that came from the front. The growth item was amazing and had proven itself worth every priceless treasure they’d sold to afford it.

Torch wasn’t entirely certain how The Path administration had figured out what materials would be needed to upgrade her growth items through Tier 20, but they had come through and provided them all to her as part of her Tier 15 rewards. Her spirit could only healthily handle the strain of her shield and staff at Tier 17, but the power boost they provided was undeniable.

The first room she came across was filled with potions and vials that Torch didn’t have time to identify, but that didn’t stop her from grabbing the lot with fire-wrapped [Air Manipulation], reaching out with so many tendrils and yanking them all directly into a spatial bag. Bags were less convenient, between the size, fragility, and lack of instant access to their contents, but they could hold far more stuff, and she needed all the room she could get. She just needed to make sure it didn’t break in a fight.

Fights that were sure to come.

A man in heavy armor had followed her down the same hall, and instead of splitting off to a separate part of the room and grabbing his own loot, the man decided to lunge at her back, sword leading the charge.

Torch spun, taking a defensive stance and intercepting the glowing sword with her shield.

Her attacker probably expected the skill that she suspected was a modified [Mana Charge] to explode and send her stumbling back, but the magic and momentum alike sank into her shield. The only evidence they had ever existed was the buffs that the absorbed skill provided her.

The man tried to pull back, but wouldn’t have been fast enough, even without his strike making Torch faster. As it was, he was utterly helpless as Torch speared his hip, piercing straight through the joint and drawing a drop of blood.

The small attack almost didn’t seem to register as he reset his footing and tried to cut a backhanded strike at her spear, but before his sword completed his strike, the spells she had cast had taken effect.

[Embolism] was one of her favorite spells from her Path rewards. After rapidly infusing air into blood, she could then detonate it at will. Through her boon and one of her Concept effects, she was able to slip the miniature bomb past her opponent’s spiritual defenses and into his bloodstream without him even noticing.

Ideally, she would wait for the pocket of air to make its way through to their heart, but while this guy seemed greedy, he didn’t seem that malicious, and she detonated the air almost immediately, blowing up his upper leg and hip area instead of his chest or head.

Even as the man fell screaming, she cast [Fever Dream], an illusion curse-type skill that made people disorientated and manic for up to an hour, if they couldn’t break free themselves. She had been trying to modify or supplement the spell with her skill-less magic, to no avail, but even on its own, the Tier 20 skill packed a punch to those already dazed and confused like her attacker.

She hadn’t paused in looting the room either but judged the few vials remaining as not worth the effort needed to grab them, and ran to the next section.

The nearest two doors were already open and had people inside, so she ignored them and ran to the fourth door in the hall, skittering to a stop upon seeing the massive overgrown herb garden that was sitting there, utterly untouched.

Weeds had taken over a lot of the area, but Torch ignored that and pulled out her garden orb growth item, pulling the entire field into it before rushing out the door and trying to find another area free of others. That was growing harder, as a Tier 20 blurred past her into the depths of the vault, where presumably the best items were kept, which handily informed her that everyone was now in the vault.

Not wanting to get caught up in too much fighting, Torch ran past another three rooms to find a room full of sets of armor in an older style, all being picked over by two Tier 16s. Entering, she tried to head for a far corner and not get in their way, but the duo immediately pounced at her, prompting Torch to retaliate with a wave of flames.

That forced one of them back, but the second fighter barreled right through the magical flames with a bubble of water protecting them.

Torch didn’t mind getting into a melee, and cast another one of her new spells, [Adrenaline Rush]. Using her control over her blood, she directed most of the power of the skill to her back, waist, legs, and right arm, which she used to drive her spear through the water fighter’s chest.

She deliberately aimed low so she didn’t hit his heart, but even as his eyes went wide, she kicked him off her spear and shot a glare at his companion, who stopped fighting to tend to their friend.

Grabbing the rest of the loot from that room, Torch quickly entered the next, only to be greeted by a team of two, who on seeing her, stopped looting and immediately ran deeper into the vault. While they had looted most of the goods in this room already, she happily grabbed the rest of the items and shoved them into her bag before rushing down the hall, deeper into the depths.

In the next two rooms she tried to enter, she was met with stiff resistance from the occupying teams. Seeing that, she quickly cut her losses to avoid getting into a long, drawn out fight for such little loot when it was easily avoidable.

She was clearing a room of portable formations when a group of five entered and tried to pin her down, aiming to take her already stuffed spatial bags full of loot.

Torch found the Tier 16s displeasing and expressed her discontent by resisting with prejudice.

Instead of them leaving with her accumulated loot, she ended up walking away with most of their bags of plundered items, which she consolidated into one bag. Sadly, one of the group had managed to get away, but Torch didn’t really mind not getting the entirety of their spoils.

There were still plenty of chances for more, after all.

Seeing that the next room she wanted to enter was a warzone, as two teams fought over what felt like a Tier 15 growth item chalice, Torch kept moving, not caring too much about a single item. At her next stop, she found a gallery full of paintings which had so far been untouched.

Torch debated passing the room of paintings but dedicated herself to grabbing them anyway. While art wasn’t as useful as combat or crafting-related items, Torch knew it could be even more valuable at the same Tier and decided to risk it.

Unlike potions or armor, she couldn’t just use [Air Manipulation] to grab everything, and had to manually grab each one, which cost her precious minutes.

Once the room was empty, she ran deeper in and past a dozen or so open and empty rooms, before getting pushed back out of a room with two teams working together inside. Heading into the adjacent room, she found a team of Tier 17s she recognized from outside who had shot her hostile glares, looting what seemed to be another room full of formations.

Deciding to liberate them of their gains, Torch rushed into the room with a spear and shield at the ready. Most of the other rooms seemed occupied, and she felt confident she could handle a few Tier 17s, even while fighting alone.

She blocked two [Firebolt]s and an [Ice Lance] with her shield, letting them recharge her personal armor and provide a slight speed boost. She wrapped herself in a fire [Bloodrush], leaving a trail of flames in her wake as she dodged an [Earth Spear] and somersaulted over a [Mana Bolt] to get in close.

Before she even landed, she unleashed fire from her armor and [Bloodrush] alike, weaving the flames to blind and disorient the group as she struck out with her spear and shield.

A mage caught the lip of the shield to his face as he tried to create some distance and get away from her flames. It wouldn’t have even taken him out of the fight if not for the fact he was knocked into the path of a skill aimed at Torch’s head, but he slumped to the floor, spasming. As they had moved to lethal attacks first, Torch responded in kind with an [Adrenaline Rush] and [Lesser Blood Sacrifice]-empowered fire [Blood Charge] as she ducked around the glowing axe flying toward her skull, striking out at its wielder.

As blood flew, Torch had to wrestle back the urge to grab it and finish the fight then and there. Instead, she withdrew a talisman Quill had made for the explicit goal of making a lot of fire. It was only tier 14, but that didn’t matter at the moment. The world turned orange, and she moved.

Her next attack was further enhanced with [Heartpiercer] and punched straight through the breastplate of the woman in heavy armor and out the back. The wound provided Torch an excellent opportunity to grab control of the woman’s blood, crushing her brain and killing her instantly.

The final two members of the team apparently decided enough was enough, and moved to turn and run, but Torch was well beyond allowing that.

With a wave of her spear, she solidified the air and then pulled the wall of air back toward herself.

One of the duo was knocked back, as expected, but the other wasn’t quite so lucky.

Focusing on the one almost near the door, Torch cast her final Tier 15 reward that had successfully converted. [Ischemic Harpoon] was what she decided to name her Talent changed version of [Harpoon], a skill which used water to create chains that linked to a spear and allowed for the weapon to stick into its target and be recalled at great lengths with a ton of power.

[Ischemic Harpoon] had all those same benefits, but instead of being fueled with or attracted to water, it was fueled and attracted by blood. She had also extensively practiced wrapping the entire skill with flames so she could use the skill when pretending to be Torch. That also made people assume it was a fire spell, and try to counter it with a water spell, which wouldn’t do much to the blood underneath.

When her spear skewered the man almost by the door, she felt him trying to tear free of the skill, but even with his spirit weakening the spell inside of him, she was stronger thanks to her Internal Concept that was bridging the distance through the chains of blood. Unless he could leave all the blood inside his body behind, there was no way he was escaping.

With a massive wrench, she pulled him back deeper into the room, where she finished him and his final companion off.

It was a pity that [Extract Ore] had broken on convert, as she’d been hopeful it might have been able to rip iron from the blood of targets. Alas, [Inflict Anemia] instead joined the truly enormous pile of skills that were not to be, though it would have made this fight even easier.

Stopping only to loot them, she had to marvel at the weakness of these groups.

Apparently, her method of comparison was a little out of whack after fighting other elites in Minkalla, and then delving up several Tiers for so long. These average Tier 17s hadn’t even put up a good fight, which made her question the earlier hostile gazes and immediate deathly attacks. It seemed crazy for them to be so aggressive if they couldn’t back it up.

Just as she was exiting the now empty room, Torch felt the entire vault rock and knew that signified her cue to exit. There was no reason for her to stick around when the Tier 20s started fighting over the items deeper inside the vault, and she immediately turned tail and ran back out to the space around the gas giant.

The Tier 25 didn’t seem surprised to see her, but she didn’t stick around to get her loot examined, and immediately moved far enough to withdraw her chaotic spaceship and boarded it, initiating the jump to chaotic space.

Once they left the system, three full spatial bags richer, Luna nodded to Liz as she indicated the bags.

“A good haul worthy of the effort you put in. Do you want to keep that loot, exchange it for something off your wedding gifts list, or exchange it for training with a bondsman?”

Liz was about to say she wanted to exchange the variety of stuff for some of the goodies of their wedding gift list, but hearing Luna mention the bondsman, she paused. When the four of them had first exited Minkalla, and Luna had heard about her additional Concept power, she had briefly mentioned getting Liz a lesson with a bondsman. That conversation hadn’t gone anywhere due to the fact that proper bondsmen and their contract powers were both rare and valuable commodities, usually tied to noble families, as she had been in one life, or tied to the Empire.

While not illegal in the Empire, any Talent, Domain, or skill that enforced or supported magically binding agreements were subject to intense scrutiny and supervision. Having lived a life with that power, Liz fully understood why, but that didn’t make it any more convenient for her to hire one to train her before she exited The Path.

“One of them finally had an opening?” Liz perked up. They were understandably intensely busy, and last she’d heard Luna was still trying to find an opening in their schedules sometime before she would be off The Path entirely.

“Indeed. Cabel Waters, Domain Bondsman with an emphasis on long-lasting, mutually beneficial relationships. He’s also taken on students in the past, has a good track record of teaching, and he finally has about six months free in roughly three years. It’s not quite last-minute, and he’ll understand if you can’t make it, but…I don’t know when the next opening would be.”

“Well, then.” Liz tossed the bags of loot she’d just won at her trainer. “Sounds like an easy choice to me.”
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Matt opened the door of their house, allowing Liz to enter, drop two spatial bags packed with stuff on the floor, and dramatically fall into his hug with a sigh.

“Ugh, it’s good to see you again, and even better to be home.” Liz teased, pulling him tighter into her arms.

With a parting kiss, Liz grabbed his hand as she took in the newly-expanded house. “Finally ate some other houses? Wait, don’t tell me... Bigger living room, bigger bedroom… Ooh, is that a soaking tub? I need that so much right now. Catch me up on what else when I’m out.”

Liz darted off to the bathroom, leaving her clothes slowly falling through the air in her wake. Matt laughed, ducking around her shirt to see his wife dive dramatically into the empty tub, feet kicking the air. She started feeling around for a tap, then landed on the right button to instantly conjure scalding water over her. Bubbles followed moments later, and Liz’s red hair was swiftly lost in the mass of soap suds spilling over the edge.

Half an hour later, Liz emerged from the bathroom with a look of utter bliss on her face, dropping onto the couch next to him.

Matt set down the talisman he was working on. Stopping now would ruin it, but that didn’t matter. “Feel better?”

Liz melted onto him, pressing her face into his shoulder. “So, so much better! Oh, you have no idea. Can I just stay here?”

Matt shrugged and started running his fingers through her hair and down her back. “If you want. You’re taller, by the way. Don’t think I didn’t notice. It looks good on you, stately.”

“I’ve been planning it for a while. Most of my life, actually. It’s really nice that we’re bringing in so much money, because I’m going to need so many new clothes.” She turned to look at him with a dangerous level of focus. “You will be there. I don’t have any friends within a few months of travel, and somebody needs to tell me how good I look in a new skirt.” It didn’t take long before she grew restless and pulled herself into a proper sitting position. “Tub’s amazing by the way. So glad you added it. How did that end up working, in the end?”

“About how we expected it to. It can eat materials at or under its current Tier, and it doesn’t have to be a house, but it helps. But we could, for example, change up the cabinets by feeding it the appropriate kind of wood, in sufficient quantities. Speaking of which, I think I want to change the countertops, but that’s another discussion. Houses work best, especially for general improvements. I fed it two houses with massive amounts of mana storage and improved our own by a substantial amount, for only a bit more crystal volume. Then, a third for a bathroom, and a fourth for the living room.”

At Liz’s raised eyebrow, he explained what he had gone through. “So, I learned that the house really doesn’t seem to care about the conditions of the houses it eats, and I can shunt mass off of it if I want, but that takes a while.” Grinning, he continued, “So I went to a recycling yard where they were stripping old houses of anything useful before dumping them in a rift for disposal. There, I was able to find ‘houses’ for really cheap. After buying them, I shoved a nice bathroom set and a nice living room set into one of each and then had the house eat them. When that worked, I did that a few times with the rechargeable mana stones too.”

Liz nodded. “Not bad. What if you fed it a rift mana stone? Or another growth item?”

Matt sighed. “Tried it, but it didn’t work. Or rather, the house ate it, but it didn’t increase the mana stone we already had. It just wanted to add a rift mana stone somewhere, but I managed to just dump the mana into the enchantments to keep it from going to waste. The stovetop growth item was absorbed, but it’s entirely gone, no effect. Maybe if I was bound to it, it could work, but then, there’s no reason to add it to the house, and I can’t bind anything new anyway.”

Liz tsked in sadness as she pulled the house’s storage ring off Matt’s finger to inspect it. “How much room do we have left?”

Matt patted her leg. “About two square inches.”

Liz quickly sat up. “What? That little? This is a Tier 17 ring already, which means we can’t really upgrade the ring again without Tiering up ourselves.”

Matt nodded and shrugged. “Yes, but really, did we need more space? The living room and bedroom are the places we spend the most time. Our crafting rooms are a little cramped, but we don’t really need to expand there. We just need to buy new equipment and swap it out or absorb it.”

Liz flicked his side as she lay back across the couch. “I wish you would have saved some space for my input. I got a bunch of good loot on my missions.”

Matt paused, thought, and nodded. “Yeah, that’s fair. I should have asked you first, it’s your house as much as mine.”

They shared a kiss, then Matt pulled away. “Though, if there’s something you really want, I can always shunt off some of what’s already here. And basic upgrades won’t make it take up more space.”

“We can discuss that later. How were your missions?”

Matt playfully glared at his wife. “Hey, no fair. I was going to ask that!”

Liz just wiggled her eyebrows. “Too slow. You’re first. Serenade me with fanciful tales of adventure and strife.”

He retaliated with a brief bout of tickling which led to a further distraction but then they settled back into cuddle as they recapped their adventures. They’d both had fun, and he was a bit jealous of her chance to delve into a mysterious vault, while she was jealous of the sheer quantity of low-level Republic spies he had caught along the border. Between their missions, they’d earned enough credit for a bunch of things from their wedding present pile.

In this, at least, he had waited for Liz to return before choosing anything.

That brought them around to Liz’s upcoming training with a Bondsman, and Matt had a moment of disorientation when he realized that he’d started thinking about three years in the future as ‘soon’. But that was how things went. She’d have to leave about a year in advance to make it on time, but Matt was glad that they were back together for the moment.

Which naturally brought them back onto the reason why they’d reunited, instead of carrying on with their solo missions.

Aster’s time at Red Feather Academy was approaching the end of the first year, and they wanted to be together to see just how she was doing.

They had even moved into Mara’s kingdom, and were just a dozen jumps away from the system containing The Nest, so they could get her messages as fast as possible.

Matt had wanted to get even closer, but Liz had rightly pointed out that if they got too close, he’d find it hard to resist visiting Aster, which was neither allowed nor good for her growing into her own person.

With that limitation, they sat on an otherwise normal Tier 3 planet, waiting not so patiently.

Matt watched the countdown of the local time for Aster to get access to the EmpireNet and then watched a second countdown on the expected time for messages to arrive.

The twenty minutes felt like an eternity as the messages were transmitted through the Empire’s information networks one teleport at a time. That was the reason they were on this planet. While not the closest system they would have been allowed to enter, it was the closest one that had a series of teleports that would lead back to Red Feather Academy when accounting for the teleportation cycles of each world.

When the first message arrived, Matt smiled, seeing Aster’s foxy grin as she yipped and chatted to the recording device about her first day.

Hearing that she had made not just one friend who she was rooming with, but three, took a weight off Matt’s chest. He happily listened along as Aster described the shenanigans she and her bird friend, Kelly, had gotten up to in the first few days.

The stories quickly branched out to include the other two roommates, Roody, a lion, and Juan, an elephant, in the adventures they got into.

Matt had to resist the urge to facepalm as Aster told him about them getting in trouble when they tried to break into a higher year’s library. They’d all been caught before they got tail, feather, or trunk into the library, and as a punishment, had to clean the dishes for a week. Not for the fact they broke in, so much as they got caught, which made Matt roll his eyes at how similar it was to Luna and her methods.

Still, despite that, she was more excited than anything else. Though that didn’t last too long, as during what seemed like the second week being at the Academy, Aster appeared to have had a rough day and strong bout of homesickness as she sent her daily video. Thankfully, it didn’t last too long, and the shared environments with her roommates and thousands of other bonds going through the same things bolstered her.

Then, the video updates started to change as Aster learned how to morph her body and adjust it into a more human shape.

Aster endlessly complained about the difficulty of the procedure and seemed disappointed that it took her almost a full two weeks to get the technique, compared to some of the other bonds.

It was almost as unsettling as him having to watch her appearance slowly change and become more and more human in slow increments over the course of three months.

Aster would always be adorable, but there were times when her appearance was a little too uncanny for polite company in the process.

When she was done though, Matt knew in the deepest part of himself that they had shared that life as siblings in Minkalla, no matter what Luna or any of the other experts said.

Her body was exactly like it had been when she was born human as his little sister. Sure, this Aster had fox ears and a large bushy tail that she took pride in keeping well ‘floofed’ and fell into the habit of weaving ribbons of colors into. But that didn’t change the fact she had the same cluster of three freckles right next to the ear lobe that she had had in the Folded Reflection life, or that she had the slight bump where she had fallen out of bed and broke her nose as a kid, which had never quite healed right.

She also just looked like his parents, and that caused Matt to tear up as it opened old wounds, but he had long come to terms with his, no their, parents’ deaths.

Once she got her human form, Matt and Liz got to laugh at all the things Aster complained about. Apparently, even at Tier 15, human noses were awful, and now that she had created the baseline human form, she would be upgrading her nose back to fox levels of olfactory senses. Then, not a week later, she complained that half the other bonds couldn’t tell when they hadn’t properly washed, and then lowered her sense of smell into something of a middle ground.

Matt also found it interesting that while Aster made her human form reflect her life in Minkalla, all her roommates spent more time tweaking and changing their bodies. Or at least, that was how it seemed in the short snippets he saw them in, when Aster grabbed one to say hi.

Kelly, the lightning bird, experimented with her hair, or rather feathers, for what seemed like two months before settling on a shorter configuration of feathers, while Roody the lion seemed to be trying to recreate the mane he had as a lion with a beard. But none of that compared to Juan. The elephant seemed to treat his body and skin as a canvas, and experimented with all kinds of colors, patterns, and shapes.

Aster and Kelly complained endlessly about that fact because, in their words, ‘He never matches his colors properly.’ That argument seemed to only end when the two of them had bought him a shirt and pants in every combination of color and shade imaginable, and he and Liz had to admit that Juan did look more put together when his clothes matched his coloration. There were even some really pleasing combinations that Matt and Liz found interesting.

While they wouldn’t transform their entire bodies as Juan did, they had masks that could do nearly the same thing when they were disguising themselves, and they decided to try a few out.

Matt and Liz were still reviewing Aster’s stream of messages from her first year at Red Feather Academy together when Luna came in and informed them it was time to get to work.

Taking a few minutes to send her a video of their reactions to her messages, they spent a minute to shift mental gears from happy siblings to serious soldiers.

Fortunately, they were close enough to Queen Tur’stal’s queendom that their next trip wouldn’t take unduly long.

They were about to participate in an age-old tradition of the Academies. Academy Storming was ostensibly a challenge of prestige and honor of the individual academies in things like martial prowess and could be expanded to other academic strengths. Or, that was how it had started. In today’s day and age, it was most commonly used as a recruiting tool for the Academies in question, and a way to push their pupils into challenging themselves with an external enemy.

Pathers weren’t officially a part of those challenges, but historically, The Path was restricted to noble families who were the main backers of the various Academies. They used their Pather children as strong arms in the battles between Academies, which created a loophole. So while Quill and Torch weren’t members of an Academy, the historical precedent allowed them to participate in the open challenges and receive the same rewards.

Essence stones were part of the general rewards given out to the victors, along with things like priority access to their rifts and possibly skills and unique skill modifications. Those rewards made it so most Pathers at the Tier 15 to 20 range participated in the Academy Storming just as they did with local tournaments.

Frederic and Tur’stal had both wanted them to target a few academies in particular, as they had managed to earn their royal ire, but not to the degree that they would officially step in and punish them. And getting their pride crushed in a very public challenge by a duo of Pathers in public was the remedy that the royals ordered.

Matt didn’t really care, having not had any real interaction with the Academies. But Liz did have that experience, and had even added a few targets to their list, wanting to settle a few old insults and snide remarks directed at her in her youth from members of said Academies. A few of them had tried to goad the young Liz into joining their ranks by insinuating that she couldn’t make it on her own, which was a lesson she wanted to make them eat now that she was on The Path and strong in her own right. To not raise any suspicion for any spies watching, those Academies were sprinkled throughout the itinerary, and some were outright skipped for later.

For one year every decade, the Academies all opened their doors to challenges, and they intended to hit more than a few before taking them for everything they were worth.

The first Academy they went to was the Black Rock Academy in Tur’stal’s kingdom, right next to the border of Mara’s kingdom, but not too close to the Nest that they might get linked to the bond Academy. It was an Academy known for their earth and stone-hardened melee combat styles that served to make them impervious to most elemental or melee attacks.

Quill sauntered out of the portal with his signature swagger as Torch stalked behind him, and they came to a stop in front of the elegant stone wall and the two guards standing watch. After a moment, the guards confirmed their identities and the gates swung open, allowing them to stride inside the opening courtyard.

When students saw them, they immediately jerked in surprise. Some ran off, while others clearly spoke to their AI, while Quill whistled and waved to everyone he saw.

Before they got to the front hall, a group of Tier 15s moved to intercept them, but Torch moved in a single burst of fire and sent them to the ground with bumps and bruises already forming. Now that she was Tier 15 and had awakened her entire bloodline, she had enough control over her flames that she didn’t even singe their clothes.

Quill paused long enough to snark at the fallen students. “Sorry, kids, this isn’t something Tier 15s can get involved in. Leave it to the big boys and girls, and just enjoy your nap.”

He conveniently ignored the fact that they were, in fact, Tier 15s as well, and turned on a heel while tossing out a few [Bandage] talismans.

They weren’t even his own creation, at least not anymore. Instead of spending the mana to upgrade the runic formation to Tier 17, he had used one of the publicly available Tier 17 [Bandage] talisman formations.

After his little show at his Tier 10 tournament, the fad of creating variations of [Bandage] hadn’t faded, but instead turned into a point of pride, with almost every independent enchanter making their own variation and publishing it for free. Some were more or less specialized, but there were a number that were perfectly average and good at everything, which were the ones that Quill took note of for his own uses.

The copious travel time since their wedding had given him plenty of time to study enchanting, as he had little else he could do while cooped up inside his ship, feeding it all the mana he could. He had a passable understanding of Tier 15 runes now, at least the most relevant combat ones, and his newly merged [AI] had been able to find appropriate combinations of Tier 18 runes to update his signature talismans. But he still needed to learn how to enchant them himself before he would be entirely comfortable with using them frequently.

They could delve up three Tiers, but they were so busy with their missions that they only had a few dozen Tier 18 talismans; instead they had a more reasonable number of Tier 17 talismans for use in combat.

That was the curse and benefit of a talisman fighter. They could use higher Tier talismans than themselves, but they’d need either outside help, or to be able to delve up to that Tier and kill monsters to process into parchment. If that delving cost them more than they gained, they were screwed. But for Quill, at least he could delve with his full power set and not use a single talisman when he was gathering materials. Or, at least gathering materials for parchment. The talisman ink he needed to draw the enchantments was becoming increasingly difficult to make due to the more specialized inks needed for each enchantment, but he had been able to buy most of what he needed through the leftovers of his delving resources.

Tier 17 unprocessed metals weren’t worth a ton, but they were still in demand, and even a few tons of them could earn him a decent amount of money to spend on the ingredients he needed for inks.

That reminded him of something, and he made a note to ask Liz if she could use a bit of her growth garden orb to grow some herbs that were commonly used in those inks.

Refocusing on their upcoming fight, Quill laughed as Torch punched her way through two more groups of Tier 15s before a Tier 19 student came out.

“Leave them alone and let them enter the sparring ground.”

Torch nodded in thanks while Quill made a flourish. “How considerate of you, my dear host. I wouldn’t wish for Torch to dirty her fist so soon.”

Quill had to resist a snort as the Tier 19s face twitched at his comment.

Matt smiled. He had almost forgotten how fun it was to be a little bit of an asshole. It would grow old fairly quickly, but for now, he relished it.

Once they entered the hall, they found a number of Tier 16 through 18 students surrounding a large burly woman, Christiana, who was the founder of this Academy.

“So the two newest Pathers come to my humble Academy. I would have thought you two were too busy getting your movie events planned out to come to bother us.”

Internally, Quill growled at the reminder of their duo’s first movie, ‘The Scribbling’ and its awful take on his making the [Bandage] talisman.

“The movies have never been something I’ve concerned myself about. What I am concerned about is the genuinely shameful display your students have put on thus far. Is this truly the state of the Empire’s youth these days? I was hoping for a challenge, but I’ve had more trouble knocking down houses of cards than this lot.”

Christiana grinned right back at him. “How far are you challenging and at what age?”

Quill laughed, “I think we should at least start with your Tier 17s, given the shameful display everyone else has put on thus far, maybe we’ll even push to the Tier 18s. And we’ll take any fighters under a thousand years old at those Tiers, please and thank you.”

That earned him a small nod of what he interpreted as respect from Christiana, as they declared their challenge would only be complete if they beat all the Tier 17s of her Academy.

If the worst happened, and Christiana’s Black Rock Academy lost, they could chalk it up to them simply not being as good as potential Ascenders, as the news had started calling Quill and Torch. If Christiana’s academy won, they could then use that fact as leverage to increase recruitment and bolster their publicity, and the two of them could just say their opponents were strong for their Tier and congratulate the academy.

At the same time, if they won the challenge, Black Rock Academy would owe them essence stones equal to half the number of challengers they defeated at the challenger’s Tier. So in this case, Tier 17 essence stones.

It led to an interesting balancing act of pushing as high as possible, but not failing and then becoming in debt to the Academy as they labored under the same restrictions.

Quill was pretty sure that if they had chosen Tier 15 or Tier 16 fighters, Christiana would have suddenly come up with an excuse to withdraw, but with them wanting to fight up two full Tiers, she was confident enough to agree to the challenge.

The first man came into the fighting platform and turned into an onyx mass of rock and muscle that towered over Torch and Quill.

“Let’s see if you can be the first one to burn through my armor.”

The comments caused cheers from the man’s fellow students, but that didn’t last long.

Torch proved that seemingly impervious rock forms were only seemingly impervious. A blast of heat fueled by a number of concealed runes in her armor and thrown out by Quill engulfed the battlefield before Torch drove her spear through the man’s flank and sent him stumbling back.

To his credit, the man was good to continue the fight despite taking that hit head on, but as he fought in close range with the ball of fire that was Torch, his onyx form started to show signs of stress.

Quill nearly paused halfway through throwing a talisman, wondering how well Torch could handle the man alone. Between her potions, skills, her Concept, and his Concept, she was certainly strong, and could probably win given enough time, but it would be close.

This man wasn’t like the random Tier 17s she had been able to wipe the floor within the vault. He’d been trained in a Tier 20 Academy and had the skills and money to make him a dangerous opponent. Of course, with Quill assisting her, it was only a matter of time before they won, and overwhelming force was what they were here to mete out.

When the man ducked a massive [Mana Spear], Torch’s knee was positioned to catch him in the ribs. When he dodged Torch’s spear thrust, he could only move into the path of Quill’s [Ice Lance] array.

No matter what he did, the two of them were always in sync and had every exit covered. Even then, it still took them almost five full minutes to batter the Tier 17s defenses down to a level that the flames started to melt his onyx armor.

That set the tone for the rest of the battles, as they faced predominantly solo fighters, but there were a few duos and even a few full groups. Those were harder fights, but for those, their opponents had to face a seemingly unlimited number of Tier 17 talismans of every type. Eventually, they too gave up or were outright defeated.

Christiana wasn’t happy after they worked their way through more than a dozen Tier 17s but paid them and sent them off with a quip to never come back. From the way she immediately started explaining to her students how they could have better used the strength differences to their advantage, he knew there was no actual grudge formed between the two groups.

With Black Rock Academy defeated, they moved from one academy to another, garnering a reputation for fighting up two Tiers and never even being touched. A few academies even outright closed their gates in a shameful display when word arrived that they were in the area, but that served to humiliate them even more thoroughly than fighting it out and accepting their loss with grace would have done.

They were taking a break between academies and unwinding together when Luna materialized in their room, wordlessly dropping two folders on the table.

Matt and Liz broke apart, an illusory outfit shimmering into existence around Liz as Matt pulled on a shirt. While they were both aware Luna was always watching, it was rare that she actually interrupted their private time together, which meant it was something urgent. The moment they were presentable, they grabbed the folders and read.

The first thing they noticed was the target. A Tier 19 noble house, House Gerble.

Liz immediately looked up and asked Luna, “A Tier 19 noble house? Can we even handle this? That means, at a minimum, one Tier 19. That’s a hard proposition without Aster, and in our personas.”

Luna pointed down at the paper, and Liz returned to reading, but Matt was far ahead of her, and she moved to the deeper portions of the file where he knew the reports on House Gerble’s combat power, resources, and contingencies would be.

Matt started with the finances.

From doing a mission in the Empire for the last year, he had learned most stories could come down to one of two things. Control and power. Both were only possible through money, and by following the money, you could tease out most hidden schemes. That was why he started with the tax reports, and his hunch was proven correct almost immediately. Most of the reports in the file were tax reports from the Imperial Auditors Bureau, going back a little more than five hundred years, and the accompanying notes and reference numbers where he could get more information if he so desired.

The first reports noted that the Gerble family was selling more essence stones than normal, but also noted that they were paying their taxes on the sold stones, and the rate they were selling them was consistent with the normal patterns of a large noble family generating some more liquid assets. The only reason the agent had noted the oddity was that they were selling low Tier essence stones with only a smattering of higher Tier stones.

That pattern continued in small waves for the next dozen years, with more or fewer essence stones being sold by the Gerble family, and it was mostly ignored by the IAB until someone noticed the median Tier of the essence stones being sold by the family had risen from Tier 2 to 6.

That prompted a further investigation into the issue, but the Gerble noble house had their ducks in a row and were able to show they had opened a now long-dead family member’s storage ring and were liquidating the plethora of essence stones they had found. The given reason for their slow-selling was so they didn’t flood the local market and kept the value of the essence stones high. That explanation had passed muster, and the Empire had left them alone for the next three hundred years, but once more, someone had noticed the average essence stones they sold had risen all the way to Tier 14.

With the issue now escalated to a much higher authority, the IAB secretly reopened the investigation and dug much, much deeper, spending almost a decade building their case, which was noted to be suspected of collusion with a foreign Great Power or the like. After all, they had to be getting the seemingly endless stream of essence stones from somewhere.

It was during that time the investigators noticed that the Gerble family had bought large numbers of essence stones close to five hundred years ago through a number of black markets, but they had been a smattering of all Tiers.

Cross-referencing the information they had with the reported tax records, they discovered if they removed the bought stones, the Gerble noble house had been selling mostly essence stones of a single Tier, raising up one step at a time.

Matt felt his mouth go dry, and he came to the same conclusion that the IAB had come to.

They had someone with a Talent to create essence stones and were keeping them hidden.

That in and of itself wasn’t illegal, but if such a Talent was being used by them officially, they would have simply reported the essence stones were of a Talented nature to explain the sales, but instead, they hid them through a dozen layers of subterfuge.

The last straw was when the IAB found five hundred year old records of a recently awakened Justinian Miller going missing after delving into a local rift alone and unguarded with his newly purchased skills.

A Justinian Miller whose official Talent rating had been Exceptional.

A Justinian Miller who records showed had sold three Tier 1 essence stones to a local broker one week before his disappearance.

A corporation that House Gerble had a majority share in.

Everything pointed to House Gerble having kidnapped someone with a valuable Talent and black bagging them for more than five hundred years.

Matt felt his body heat up even as Liz confirmed that the head of the house was a strong Tier 19 fighter and suggested they might not be able to handle this mission on just the pure difference in combat prowess alone.

He didn’t care if she was a Tier 19 or a Tier 50. He would not let someone rot in the same conditions he had been subjected to in the Folded Reflections.

“Liz, check the tax records.” Looking to Luna, he continued, “Is your conclusion the same as I think it is?”

Luna tossed the cover sheets to the desk, and just as he suspected, the Empire had come to the same conclusion.

House Gerble had kidnapped Justinian Miller and was using his Talent to enrich themselves.

Matt had to rest, letting out a growl even as Liz sucked in a breath.

“When are we leaving?”

Luna raised an eyebrow and caught his eyes. “Do you think you two can handle this mission?”

Matt shook his head. “It isn’t a question of ‘if’, but how quickly.”

Liz poured water on his rising anger and asked. “Why us? This seems both out of our reach and personal.”

Luna just looked to Matt, and he answered for her.

“Luna wants to push us and show how seriously the Empire takes these matters.”

Luna nodded. “Mostly correct. This mission was going to go to the army, but I intercepted it. The Empire and the Emperor’s eyes are on this mission, and nothing is allowed to go wrong, which means there is a risk of us taking it. That said, I believe that you need to see what can happen in real life to those who aren’t strong enough to protect themselves. Beyond that, I think personally freeing someone in your worst-case scenario will give you some closure on the entire issue. After all, if you are strong enough, no one can box you, and you can make sure no one else is caged in the future.”

Pausing, she looked between the two of them. “Do you accept this mission?”

Matt grabbed Liz’s hand even as she opened her mouth. “When do we leave?”

“Now.”


25




Matt was ready to spring to his feet and leave to assault the noble’s estate right now, but Liz’s firm grip on his hand kept him steady as they boarded Luna’s ship. As much as he wanted to rush there immediately, that was impossible, and the frenetic energy that demanded he do something was counterproductive. Liz kept him grounded enough to plan out their next steps beyond saving the target. He wasn’t Duke Waters who could just rush in and crush everything without a plan.

Though Luna was technically a fallback, ensuring that they wouldn’t fail too badly on a mission of this magnitude, the cat was absolutely not above allowing their success or failure to determine who lived and who died. It was unlikely that Justinian would actually die, if he were valuable enough for the Gerble family to keep imprisoned this long Luna probably wouldn’t watch him die, but Matt certainly wouldn’t allow the man’s freedom to be compromised any longer. If they failed utterly, the worst that would happen was that he would need to wait for higher-Tier enforcers to free him.

Matt frowned. Actually, there was a distinct possibility that if they failed this, the nobles would simply kill Justinian to remove the prime witness and evidence against them, and Luna certainly wouldn’t save him just for them. If they didn’t do this perfectly, it really was the man’s life on the line.

Meanwhile, Liz was requesting official dossiers about the Gerble’s assets in far greater detail than the basic mission brief. Luna had clearly prepared for this, as instead of waiting for the full back and forth of authorizations, clearances, and warrants that was usually present in such cases, their AIs were suddenly granted permission to every last record, official speculation, and lightly classified document they asked for. Liz directed them toward his AI, and Matt pushed his willpower and mana alike for categorization and analysis.

Matt wanted to be impressed by just how thoroughly the Empire watched its noble families, as it was far more than they usually got for guilds or corporations, but instead, he was just grateful they could plan with a nearly complete picture in mind.

Fewer variables meant fewer chances for things to go sideways.

And Matt refused to let this mission fail.

He’d been in Justinian’s position, after all. Even if it were just an elaborate illusion courtesy of Minkalla, he had felt the emptiness of being confined to a box, reduced to little more than a machine, then subjected to continuous agony until you capitulated, and how it could render you into an insane and hollow shell of your former self.

It wasn’t a fate he would wish on anyone.

Because they were taking Luna’s ship, Matt was able to divert practically all of his mana to his [AI], simulating everything he could about a possible rescue operation. Unfortunately, there were few useful results from all his computation. While the nobles themselves had been meticulously watched, their estate hadn’t been analyzed in any depth for over seven hundred years, and the next official inspection was nearly two centuries away. Given that they had a new source of income and a large desire for secrecy, the error margins on Matt’s assessment of the estate were wide enough to run a train through.

Sideways.

Compounding the issue, the Gerbles obviously had no reservations about subverting the law, which opened the door to any variety of otherwise illegal or restricted enchantments. As a final issue, Matt had no clue what Justinian might require to produce essence stones. If Justinian could merely guarantee that a rift reward distortion produced essence stones, then the mana requirements to fuel that rift would impact the warding scheme, as hiding a rift was difficult, but not impossible. If his power created essence stones from something like raw mana, his captors would need a way to easily access the prisoner. If he created the stones out of thin air that wasn’t an issue, but he was still presumably mortal and needed food. The possibilities they needed to plan around were, literally, endless.

Instead, he and Liz turned to Linda Gerble, the current matriarch, and tried to figure out how to best counter a Tier 19 with their current abilities.

That in and of itself was a monumental task. Even using their real identities and with Aster’s help, Matt wasn’t sure they could take even an average Tier 19 on in a head-on fight. That difference in cultivation was generally unsurmountable, but they had a few advantages.

Namely the entire Quill identity. As a talisman fighter, his style revolved around planning for and countering his opponents, and with Matt’s ability to supply each rune with a few million mana, they had a chance of making runes strong enough to affect a Tier 19. Talismans and their corresponding runes were ideally used on targets of their own Tier, if not lower. But that wasn’t a hard rule if you were a Talented talisman crafter or had enough mana to make a few thousand talismans to make up the gap in power.

That was their only real chance of fighting a Tier 19 who had earned her fiefdom through combat as a Tier 15, almost five thousand years ago. Matt figured he should be surprised that a noble who had fought their way to power from the common masses was not more empathetic to the average person’s plight and would partake in such nefarious deeds. But he had seen enough of the human heart to know that those who felt they had risen above their station could be even more protective of that position than those born to it. After all, they couldn’t have too many others like themselves around, or else they would no longer be special.

Together, they started parsing through the accumulated analysis of her public fights, registered skills, items, and habits for more than a week. The primary takeaway Matt was able to form was that the woman was intensely interested in secrecy. Not only did she advance to Tier 15 while only publicly purchasing two skills, indicating she earned the rest of her skill set directly from rifts, she also seemingly learned enchanting purely to ensure that she was able to make her own weapons and armor without any record of their capabilities.

When she did fight where other people could see and record her, she was a quintessential melee fighter who relied on a generic sword and shield combo to close in and stick close to her enemies, like a leech. She always requested limited-skill duels whenever she had to fight, and only ever used her publicly purchased [Shadow Armor] and [Mana Slash], in addition to whatever skills she had enchanted into her items. Afterwards, she made a point of never using that item again, and bringing in a new gear set to the next fight.

The most incredible note on Linda Gerble’s file was that, starting at the age of twenty, every single one of her delves took precisely the average clear time for that rift, down to the minute, regardless of any noted difficulties, mana aspect, or quirks in terrain or enemy type. She was obviously waiting at the entrance after having completed the rift quickly, but it meant that there were no visible tendencies, specialties, or weaknesses in her delving style.

Naturally, all this secrecy caused people to get curious, and some information had come to light. A spy had snuck into one of her delves and recorded a scant number of her skills, various people she had fought testified to her abilities and provided recordings, and in all the circumstances where disclosing a Talent was mandatory, she had never registered anything relevant.

Although Linda primarily relied on generic Concept abilities in her fights, as Matt had come to expect from the secretive woman, spending nearly seven billion mana on analyzing her every waking moment finally revealed something unknown even to the Empire’s analysts. “Look at this clip right here. Howard Metma is reinforcing his mana shield with a spell-disrupting Concept, but Linda doesn’t know that. Her sword does more damage than it physically should, which can’t be explained with mana. Cross referencing that with a minor competition when she was Tier 8 which didn’t register any effect that would help her batter down barriers, we can almost conclusively say that she has an armor piercing Concept.”

Matt was feeling almost giddy as he spun in his chair and narrated to Liz. He got up to make himself a hot chocolate as a reward, since it had been three solid days of watching her fights, and finally finding something tactically useful was exhilarating.

“Great work, that’s a fantastic find. If that’s true though we still have nothing on her Talents. The most likely conclusion is that she simply doesn’t have anything relevant, or they’re so minor that she can hide them easily. She hasn’t delved in a century despite having the opportunity, and her latest tax records put her at thirty seven point two percent of the way through Tier 19, verified by an auditor.” Liz stopped watching the looping clip of Linda’s sword and went to reference some of her notes. “Preliminary combat analysis is that she’ll start the fight like in her duels using minimal skills, and only use her more secret skills once she realizes she can’t kill you quickly.” She looked up from her notebook in order to stare Matt in the eyes. “I’d recommend you don’t get hit by her sword. Allegedly, it hurts.”

Matt wasn’t entirely sure he could block a Tier 19’s armor piercing Domain, even with the training Manny had given him in the legacy, but he was glad he had that training either way. Without it, he was confident that he would be cut into ribbons even with [Cracked Phantom Armor]. Though, if he used Matt’s signature skill, they wouldn’t be able to take the noble alive, and that defeated one of the main purposes of this mission.

Out of the two months it took to reach Cysora, they spent almost all of it planning how to counter each and every one of the members of the Gerble noble family itself, along with their security detail, their guards, and even some of the notable local figures who might decide to interfere.

Most of them could be outright ignored, as they were below Tier 14 and would add a negligible combat prowess to the overall defenses, but there were nine people of interest other than the Tier 19 mountain that was Linda Gerble.

The first was the Tier 18 head of security, and Linda’s rumored lover, Seymour York. Despite the known stereotypes of the profession, he was a wind mage of some renown. Matt would have preferred to have Aster with them to counter the man, but that was true with all their opponents. Aster was a vital part of their team, and her loss was felt, even if it was temporary.

Not that he didn’t miss her all the time, but he was at least able to watch her messages to sate his normal longing for his bond. That didn’t really help when they needed to punch someone.

The next person they needed to worry about was Linda’s son, Hardy, a Tier 15 who was by all accounts an unremarkable, layabout, noble heir. At least on the surface, the Empire’s information agents had noticed he was running an underground smuggling operation between the Empire and the Clans, transferring a number of rare resources, mostly skills, between the two Great Powers. That illicit activity added a layer of danger to an otherwise unremarkable figure that they would need to plan and account for. You might be able to start a smuggling ring if you just had a backing, but you didn’t run a successful smuggling ring by being a pushover, lazy second-generation noble.

The next five were the team of Tier 15 delvers that Linda had hired close to two hundred years ago as an auxiliary add-on to her security staff. They generally acted as quick responders to any emergencies instead of standing post or anything so routine. They were a variable that was at least well known, as they had sold their services for close to a thousand years and had been in many a fight that was recorded during that time.

Janet, their leader, was a healer with an ability that let her transfer wounds to her opponents. She was reportedly a good shot-caller and directed her team with the precision of an elite making her a prime target to take out first if necessary.

Their front liner was one of a pair of twins, Marcus, who went for a simple dual shield combo with heavy plate armor to either protect his team from attacks or get in close to enemy melee fighters and overwhelm them in raw strength. His brother Ruthis went the melee damage route, and wielded a mace with immense strength, though his propensity to wear light armor made him an easier target for most.

Their mage, Brianna, focused on mist-based debuffs, giving her a toolkit quite similar to Aster. Disorientation, lockdown, and battlefield control were her areas of expertise, but she still had an array of spells to utilize as either finishers or extra sources of damage.

The last member of the team was the most dangerous, at least to them. Keppra was nominally the team’s archer, but his Talent was to destroy anything made of mana that his arrows hit. While that meant he was limited in his offensive spells, he could destroy a lot of Matt’s talismans if he was given even a second of breathing room in the fight.

The final two people they were worried about were the local magistrate, and a friend of Linda’s. The magistrate was Tier 18, but not a fighter, and had connections to the local dukedom. It could be a problem if he tried to report an attack was happening and left out key bits of information, such as they were Empire agents acting in an official capacity. While they could and would neutralize him at the start of the mission with an Imperial gag order, he still posed a risk to the operation. The friend was reportedly very loyal, and would most certainly try to aid Linda, but they were fairly confident they could either attack when he wasn’t on the planet or stonewall him before he entered the fight. For all that he was purportedly loyal, he had never engaged in any illegal activities and showing him a warrant for the arrest of Linda might prevent his intervention entirely.

In an ideal world, all but Linda would be cowed by the warrant, but Matt and Liz seriously doubted that was possible.

Linda had had five hundred years to prepare for this possibility, and they were sure her hired team of delvers would fight along with herself, her son, and her security agent, even if they had an official warrant. She would claim they were impostors while trying to stall for time to destroy the evidence. Namely, Justinian Miller.

That was a possibility they needed to prevent at all costs. Not because of the case, but because Justinian deserved a better fate than being sacrificed due to their shoddy planning.

Matt wasn’t sure Luna would step in to save the man if they failed. After all, Matt had seen her stand by passively as an assassin killed someone right next to them, then allowed them to escape custody not minutes later.

No, they needed to do this properly.

They couldn’t just knock on the front gate and say they had a warrant to search the estate; they needed to rescue Justinian before doing anything else. So, they’d need to sneak inside, somehow find where he was being kept, and then bypass the plethora of security measures that Justinian’s cell would be kept under.

Looking at the official layout of the estate, they noted down a few of the most likely possibilities of where to hide a cell. Thankfully, the fact they were only selling Tier 14 essence stones strongly implied Justinian was still Tier 14, so they needed to feed him and provide things like fresh air. If he was an immortal, they might have been able to shove him in a coffin and bury him somewhere deep, so long as Linda or her representative could get the essence stones from Justinian. A small [Portal] could easily complete that feat, and while that was a higher Tier skill, her son was a skilled smuggler that could have gotten his hands on it, making their job that much harder.

They could at least narrow down the location of where Justinian’s cell could be located by cross-referencing the areas where spiritual perception wouldn’t be expected to be restricted. The room would be blocked to casual spying, of course, but people would ask questions about a garden shed being shielded from viewing in a way they wouldn’t about bedrooms, bathrooms, and more private areas.

Of course, that was only something of a backup plan. Simple common sense dictated that the Gerble’s most valuable asset would be kept in the most secure location available to them, the vault.

Every noble family had one. Meant to lock away money, any number of valuable resources, keep prying eyes away from sensitive family documents, and for more military-minded nobles, a final stronghold when they were under attack; it was a black hole of spiritual perception. For many reasons, it was illegal to keep living people within a family vault for extended periods of time, but that was mostly unenforceable, given the extreme protections afforded to noble vaults.

That they suspected they knew where he was being held didn’t make their planned rescue any easier, though.

A vault was still a vault, and they weren’t dealing with mind-controlled guards, but rather well-trained ones who would notice almost every possible attempt at breaching the walls of said vault through the outside.

Essentially, they needed to get in through the front door, but that wouldn’t be any easier of a task, thanks to those same security measures.

Knowing there was only so much they could do without seeing the location, they moved on to prepping for the fights.

Matt began with making talismans out of the materials they had on hand, simply to restrain the low Tier guards and such. More importantly, they needed to plan counters around each and every one of their possible threats, and to best do that, they stopped by a Tier 22 planet and delved into a single Tier 19 rift.

Aster’s absence was keenly felt as they delved up four Tiers, but by taking it slowly, they were able to clear out the entrance of the rift and start harvesting the hide of the minotaurs. It was an exhausting month, not only because of the large Tier difference and their lack of a third member of their team, but also because they needed to kill as many of the monsters as possible without damaging their hides excessively.

With their massive size, Matt was able to use some of his crafting skills, primarily [Field Dress] and [Treat Hide], to make large quantities of quality leather, mostly for rapid testing of putting the most powerful runes he could onto the leather. Through some quick and dirty testing, they found that Matt could increase the power he put into a Tier 18 rune, the limit of what his tools could work with, by almost twenty percent just by using the higher Tier base material.

When that was combined with his Folded Reflection power from his life as a solo delver, he could then overcharge the talisman right before using it to increase the base power again by another twenty percent, closing the gap between a Tier 18 talisman and a Tier 19 fighter even more. He actually needed to be careful when doing that, as his now greatly increased mana generation created so much energy that he could easily burn out the runes he inscribed into the parchment.

That led them to stage two of their testing.

While most talisman makers didn’t bother, there were a number of expensive treatments one could do to the parchment before, during, and after it was cured to allow the material to hold more runes or more mana.

With Liz’s help, the two of them recreated some of the more public variations of methods by abusing her portable garden orb and stocks of herbs they had purchased beforehand.

In the end, they went with a simpler method. Instead of just casting [Treat Hide], they soaked the hide in a mildly acidic solution, which when injected with mana, would increase the amount of mana the final product could hold. Once the hide was saturated, they proceeded to treat the hide through normal methods to turn it into parchment, and they rubbed an herb paste on the resulting product. When cured with more mana, it would increase the spiritual capacity of the parchment even more.

Their final change to the normal pattern was to create individual inks for each talisman instead of using one of the more generic ones. They weren’t able to make more efficient versions of the talisman ink, even though they knew they existed, due to their limited time and resources. But all said, the processed talismans were about seventy percent as strong as a normal Tier 19 talisman, making them good enough for tying down one Linda Gerble.

Going through the process, Matt better understood why most talismans crafters never bothered with the extra steps. Each only imparted a minimal increase in effect while more than quadrupling the total cost in material, let alone the millions of mana Matt used to saturate the parchment in each step.

It just wasn’t worth it for most people, most of the time.

While they intended not to have to fight Linda at all, they focused on making talismans and talisman arrays which could slow her down, rather than outright kill her. Not because they didn’t want to kill her, though Matt would rather Justinian be able to see justice served to her in a court of law officially. It was a matter of practicality.

Not only would there be hefty legal complications that arose from killing a noble in their own house, but if they were fighting Linda, they were either escaping with Justinian and would need to protect him, or they were breaking in, and would need to prevent her from activating any kind of methods to kill him. Matt personally doubted that anything would be remotely activated, as it led to too many security concerns, but it was possible enough that they needed talismans to block communication magic in all forms. After they finished clearing the rift for more leather and essence, the two of them returned to Luna’s ship, where they made the final jump to Cysora.

For all that Quill felt like it should be an evil planet, somehow always cast in shadow or having perpetual rainstorms, Cysora was a beautiful and young world, only settled a few thousand years ago. As it was only Tier 4, their Concepts were slightly easier to call upon, but that didn’t matter for their plans.

While Torch and Quill knew their Domains were quite advanced compared to anyone else in their age or Tier group, they weren’t in the business of only fighting people their same Tier and age.

And frankly, they couldn’t afford to be cocky.

Once they were on Cysora properly, the two of them immediately split up while pretending to be normal mortals moving to the planet. They each picked houses close, but not too close to the Gerble estate before settling down to watch everything that happened.

Matt watched as the gates opened and a pair of Tier 10 guards inspected the service truck and noted how thorough of a job they did. They weren’t lazy, which would have made their lives easier, and instead did a thorough sweep with both their own senses and a pair of wands that Matt recognized as more advanced versions of the mana-sensing wands he had seen used at his orphanage and Benny’s.

Using his [AI], Matt found the exact model and tried to see if there were any flaws in its design that they could exploit but found nothing useful.

Matt did take note that the truck wasn’t inspected on its way out, and pinged Liz that he was going to investigate it.

Getting within spiritual range of the truck without being in visual range wasn’t an issue for the Tier 15 Matt, but he still kept a dozen streets between himself and the truck before methodically checking every inch of it over.

There was nothing of note to be found, unsurprisingly. The Gerbles hadn’t made it this long by being sloppy, but that didn’t mean they could just ignore potential sources of information just because they suspected there wouldn’t be any threat.

Returning to his apartment, Matt focused his attention on the perimeter wall of the estate and frowned. As expected, the enchantments on the wall weren’t the same as on their previous inspection, but the secrecy runes were so potent that he could only barely make sense of the underlying functions.

While the wall physically looked the same, Matt was able to see a little more of what was happening at the gate with his mana sight, as well as some other detection wards that had been hidden from his spiritual sense. They were obviously expensively done, draining the local ambient mana to power themselves, and likely using internal reserves of mana as well. But for someone with an essence stone hen in the basement, mana would be of little concern.

With that new development, Matt and Liz took two full days to scout and record the new perimeter formation before having his [AI] come up with the best way of bypassing it.

The answer it came up with was surprising and unhelpful. They simply couldn’t bypass the perimeter wall with their current capabilities. The defenses checked a full mile into the ground, creating a hemisphere around the air space of the estate, and anything that crossed either barrier would alert the watching security teams. Even Liz in bird form wouldn’t be able to get past, without her Tier 15 spirit setting off every alarm from the moment she crossed the border.

They would either need to kick the metaphysical doors down, or slip in through the front gate, which wasn’t nearly as impossible as it seemed.

Frankly, that was the case for most instances of breaking and entering, as the only way to have perfect security was to never let anyone close, but that just wasn’t possible on a multi-mile estate that had dozens of people coming and going on a daily basis.

That was the how and why of their initial plan.

Matt would get a job as one of the local couriers at the shipping company that handled deliveries to the estate, and after working there a few weeks, would position himself to take over for the regular guy who would win a sweepstakes of some kind that would take him off planet for a small while.

They would need to pay for all of that themselves, but a single teleport and an all expenses paid vacation for a mortal didn’t even add up to a rounding error on the value they could earn from selling a single Tier 15 mana stone.

They were still working on how to get Liz inside the gate, but she had a few ideas she was working on, having spent most of their time on the planet locked away in the alchemy lab. Everything hinged on Matt being able to get inside the gate himself, but there were a few different options Liz was working on to get herself in with him, some more palatable than others.

Once she was inside the estate, Liz would try to locate and extract Justinian, while Matt went to make a distraction to draw everyone’s attention. Launching an assault on Hardy’s smuggling drop off point in the outer solar system was sure to cause enough of an alarm to draw out the majority of their combat forces.

That, more than anything, should get at least Hardy and Janet’s team to appear, where he could easily subdue them. Even a dozen Tier 15s posed little threat to Quill and his more limited fighting style, though if the plan went off properly, he wouldn’t even need to fight them.

That would hopefully draw out Linda and, possibly, Seymour.

Matt didn’t entirely like the idea of taking even an asshole like Linda’s son hostage, but he was willing to do it, as it was the best chance they had of getting Justinian out of the place safely, which was all that mattered.

He was also pretty sure that Hardy was fully aware of Justinian’s plight, thanks to a number of gifts the man had given out in the past. Essence stones, as it turned out, worked as wonderful bribes to get people to look the other way when you smuggled goods into the system.

After almost a month on Cysora, and a month longer than Matt had wanted to wait, they presented Luna with their plan, who okayed it with just one change.

She wanted them to call up the military garrison of the neighboring system to ensure that no one tried to interfere. They hadn’t wanted to do anything involving the military, as while local nobles had no official control over the garrisons stationed in their territory, those on duty in a local system often visited the inhabited planet for local leave, and ties could be made there.

Luna pulling the neighboring garrison nicely sidestepped that issue, but needed a level of authority they didn’t have yet. Ideally, they wouldn’t have to use the army until they had iron clad proof, because it would muddy the whole situation. The Empire had very, very old laws about higher Tiers finding evidence on lower Tier nobles, which dated back from the founding of the Empire as a way to curb the Emperor’s official power. While Matt might agree that checks and balances to a sovereign’s power were great in theory, it made any situation where Luna or the army needed to step in very iffy. The charges would probably still stick due to the evidence the Empire had already gathered, but it was best to avoid that altogether, which was why they needed to get Justinian out themselves.

With the green light, Matt started working at his new job, and Liz finished up her refresher course on breaking and entering.

They had a captive to rescue.
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Quill looked around at the empty space and admitted that Hardy’s little smuggling operation was surprisingly well put together. The piece of empty space in front of him seemed perfectly normal, and he would have passed it by without a second thought if he hadn’t personally watched one of Hardy’s assistants—helpers, goons, or whatever he called them—drop a train car-sized asteroid in orbit around the sun near a Lagrange point.

It was far enough away from the inhabited inner system that no one would easily travel to this location, and far enough away from the military outpost in the outer system that its patrols wouldn’t stumble upon it.

Not that Matt trusted the local branch of the military. He had no proof or anything even hinting that anyone on the base was complicit in either the kidnapping of Justinian Miller or the smuggling operation, but he simply couldn’t write off the possibility. People would sell their morals for surprisingly little if they thought they could get away with it, or it had little risk to themselves.

After confirming the drop did have the cloaked asteroid, Matt sent off his infopacket to a mercenary company in the neighboring system, pushing enough mana into his transmitter to handle the transmission distance back to the planet.

While the Empire didn’t have the robust, formalized system of mercenaries that the Corporations had cultivated, there were more than a few teams of delvers who were willing to do extra work on the side to increase their income. One such team had been hired by the neighboring baron with the express purpose of cracking down on smuggling, particularly drug running.

They’d nearly managed to catch Hardy in the act a couple of times before, but he’d burned the relevant caches before anything came of it.

The team had still found evidence of his misdeeds, but not anything close enough to prove he was connected to the smuggling operation. That hardly pleased the Baron, nor the mercenary team, as that was the first imperfection on an otherwise stellar record of service. They had caught most of the smugglers, which proved they were competent. Letting even one of the major players go, even if they weren’t suspected to be in the drug trade, didn’t look good.

Wanting to rectify that blemish, they put out word they would pay generously for anyone who could give them even a hint of actionable evidence on Hardy.

Quill knew the recording of one of Hardy’s known associates bringing a stealth asteroid into a Lagrange point would bring them running.

And that meant he wouldn’t have to fight the Gerble house directly, while still tying up their assets.

Returning to the Cysora, Matt changed into his delivery uniform pants and laid down on the plastic sheeting Liz had put down.

“You ready?”

Sighing, he answered truthfully. “I said I welcome you into my heart, but I never thought it would be so literal one day.”

Liz grinned as she waggled her eyebrows and knife in counterpoint. “Oh, don’t be a big baby. I promise, I won’t wiggle too much.”

Matt stopped his heart and breathing, allowing essence to compensate for each. It would be highly uncomfortable, but for a few hours, he could manage.

With a quick cut, Liz sliced into his chest, just under his bottom rib. His ribs were too strong for her to easily break, so she utilized her blood to reach past them and into his organs. He didn’t resist, which helped things along but it still felt incredibly uncomfortable to feel Liz controlling the blood inside his body.

The organs were still a bit of a mess at the moment, as he was still working on remaking them, but that didn’t matter for this. A bit of impromptu surgery later, Liz was pulling his [Blood Storage]d organs out of his chest and feeding them into a medical stasis chest where she reformed them.

Liberal use of [Bandage] patched up Matt’s insides, keeping the severed tissue alive and in good shape for when his organs were returned. Sure, he could regrow them, but at their Tier, that would mean several weeks of discomfort until his heart was back in place. Far easier to just return them when they were done.

The initial idea had come from Liz wanting to hide in his veins using [Blood Body], but there were a few problems with that. The first was simply volume—Liz’s entire body was larger than Matt’s circulatory system, so she wouldn’t fit. There were ways around that, but they were inaccessible at their present Tier.

The second problem was that all skills would be stripped away in a dispelling pulse as part of standard security checks. Even if they resisted the pulse, which they weren’t sure they could do, it would still set off an alarm as the spell met unexpected resistance where it shouldn’t. And of course, the final problem was that two spiritual signatures in the same body would be detected almost immediately.

Thus, it was a complete non-starter. But, from that they’d eventually come up with something workable.

Kill Liz.

She’d get better.

If they poisoned Liz with a toxin that drastically weakened the spirit, then had her hide in his chest cavity in bird form, they could bypass the skill dispersal. The [Bandage]s on his chest would be dispelled, but Matt could survive that, and Liz could recast it from the inside. Most importantly Liz’s spiritual presence would, with just a bit of work, look like a part of Matt’s and trick the security scanners.

Once inside, she would find a quiet corner of the estate to drink a potion that would offset some of the symptoms and buy her about an extra twelve hours of life, while Matt walked out of the estate with nobody the wiser.

It was the best option, and he could at least say with certainty he wasn’t the worse off of the two of them. He wasn’t the one dying after all.

It was still damn unpleasant having his organs removed.

It was even more unpleasant when Liz transformed first into a bird in a burst of ash, then into an amorphous blob of blood, flowing between his ribs and into his chest. There she returned to bird form and healed his chest from the inside. The flames cascading off her body were a bit warm on his insides, but she wasn’t actively trying to burn him, so they were nothing he couldn’t handle.

He cleared his throat, which felt weird without his lungs, and prompted his [AI] to start mimicking his lungs with [Air Manipulation]. With Liz sitting in his chest, he could smell a touch of cinnamon with every exhalation.

“Testing, one, two, three, five, seven. I hate this. Test, test, test.”

He also had a speaker shoved up his throat that he could activate with his [AI] in case he needed to speak while unable to cast skills. Technically, his [AI] would be dispelled as well if the security did a thorough anti-skill formation, but those were rare, specifically to avoid interfering with [AI] and oaths kept track of through it. Still, he could use the now-merged skill unless specifically countered.

He felt Liz peck at one of his ribs as he twisted to crack his back and grimaced. He could even feel her feathers touching the inside of his chest when she braced herself during his twist.

It was not pleasant.

He would most certainly be having nightmares about this part of the mission, he was sure.

Not letting any discomfort show, Matt went to work like normal and acted surprised when he was told he was filling in for the regular to deliver a package to the Gerble estate. Mark, the normal delivery man, had won a sweepstakes for a trip with his family to a resort planet for two weeks, and would be gone for the rest of the month. Matt would be filling in for the secondary, as the normal second took over the primary responsibilities and he took over theirs thanks to a few well-placed suggestions to the shift manager.

Said shift manager had warned him that this was an important client, and to not fuck anything up, which reminded him of working for Benny all those years ago before he joined The Path . His younger self would never have guessed he’d be walking around with his organs removed and with a bird in their place but it all seemed so normal now.

He was loading a box when he tried to scream as what felt like a red-hot coal landed inside his pelvis, but with no lungs, he was able to pass it off as just a cough.

Torch immediately apologized. “Sorry! You moved unexpectedly and my tail brushed your tailbone. I’m sorry! I’m sorry.”

Thankfully, there were no other hiccups, and they made their rounds without any issues until the last stop of the day, which was the Gerble estate.

Together he and the primary delivery man got out of the van and were scanned while the van itself underwent a thorough inspection.

Quill made small talk with the guards, pretending to be nervous and asking all the inane questions a normal new person would ask, which put them at ease. The skill disruption worked as they’d expected, stripping away his internal [Bandage]s and prompting Liz to reapply them all.

Once they got the all-clear, Quill let out an internal sigh of relief while he felt Torch actually sigh if the puff of hot air that hit his inner chest was any indication.

After driving up to the front of the manor, they unloaded the boxes, and being the last one inside the van, Quill made a small cut below his sternum, allowing Torch to spill out of his torso in blood form, and into the grass. She was barely visible in all honesty, as she used a suite of skills to be as unobtrusive as possible.

Knowing he had done everything he could for her, and that he had his own role to play, Quill returned to the hub and checked out while joking around with the others while they swept the floor free of any debris before going home.

Instead of actually going home, Quill went to the army’s hidden base, where there was a surgery room prepared and waiting for him. Once inside they quickly returned his organs to where they should be.

Feeling his heartbeat through his chest had never felt so good before, but he wasn’t able to enjoy it for long. They got news that the teleporter had just activated and the mercenary team had entered the planet before immediately flying into space.

Knowing he needed to trail them, Quill also took to space and kept a few thousand miles away from the group, and well outside of their spiritual range, but close enough that he could intervene if it was necessary.

Settling in, he waited.

Now it was up to Torch to locate and free Justinian Miller before Linda noticed something was amiss.

He sent a ping that he was in position to the headquarters of the battalion they had brought in from nearby systems and told them that they should be ready to react to Torch’s movements while he waited for the team to capture Hardy.

If everything went to plan, nothing would be complicated and they could end this without a fight.
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Torch felt awful.

The poison they’d chosen was the least painful of all spirit-dampening, moderately fast-acting poisons, but being the least painful was only a small consolation right now. Her blood felt sluggish and slow, her inner flame was down to embers, and she had a headache as bad as any from Concept overuse. If she wasn’t in her [Blood Body], she was sure it would be even worse.

She was far enough underground now, and she pulled herself together, blood flowing through permeable soil until she was all in one piece. Then, she released her [Blood Body]. The Tier 4 soil around her easily gave way as she returned first to bird form, then to human form. Her body felt even worse than she’d expected, but with the secondary potion she drank, the poison wouldn’t kill her for another few days yet. That meant she got to agonize for the next few hours until she completed her mission.

Oh, joy.

It took her some time, as the official plans were indeed woefully outdated, but after finding a servant’s bathroom that didn’t seem used often, Torch burbled out of the sink and then spilled out onto the floor. Once her entire body was out of the sink, she reformed into her real body and locked the door.

Taking a deep breath, she pulled some blood through her skin and drew a number of runes in the air.

While unstructured magic was fiendishly hard, she’d gotten a lot better at what she was calling Blood Seeking over the past two decades. Those improvements were mostly on the reliability and time fronts, as unstructured magic was affected by everything. What time of day it was, what the weather was, what Tier of planet she was on, when she’d last eaten, the cadence her heart was beating at, even how full her mana pool was. She had to make a thousand tiny adjustments on the fly to make the magic do what she wanted it to do, and by now, she could reliably do it in less than a minute and on her first try. She could even cast a few minor skill-less-spells, but they weren’t useful here, which was good, as she wasn’t nearly as proficient with them.

Her blood resonated, and the blood in her surroundings resonated back. The resonance wasn’t strong enough yet for her to use magic through the connection, but that was fine. All Torch cared about at the moment was that she’d just gotten a very firm idea as to where everyone in the compound was, and where they were moving. It could even pierce a number of basic or lower-Tier privacy wards, but it wasn’t foolproof.

She’d tried a few times to get a skill version of Blood Seeking, but to no avail. [Tracking], [Farsight], and [Seek] just broke. [Earthsense] just became [Bloodsense] and let her extend tactile sensation through blood, which wasn’t what she wanted. [Mark] became [Smell Blood], a strict downgrade from the original because it required her to injure someone as she cast it, and if they healed themselves, the magical scent would go away.

So, she made do. As people moved about the estate, Liz relayed the information to her AI to slowly build out a three dimensional map of the compound. After three hours, she had a few points of interest.

The first was where they suspected the vault to be. She couldn’t sense anything inside of it, naturally, but she had felt some level of interference from its wards when people passed nearby, and there were as expected two guards stationed near there at all times. Or rather, she suspected there were two, as there had been what she figured was a shift change, and two connections of blood had entered the vault’s disruptive range while two different ones had left.

The second was Linda’s room. There was someone who hadn’t moved from that general area at all in the same amount of time despite a number of others coming and going. It could possibly be a lover, but it could also be that Linda wanted to keep Justinian close and had boxed him somewhere nearby her person.

The third possible location was an otherwise blank location on her map; she just couldn’t figure out what it was. Her magic told her there were two people there, but literally nothing else, not even foot traffic.

That was odd to say the least.

The only thing Torch could think of was that Justinian was being kept with someone for company. Maybe a fellow captive or planted lover to keep him placated? It was under one of the gardens, which would be an unusual place to keep him, but perhaps that was the idea. She would never think to look there without the resonance of her blood.

Wanting to hit the easiest to check places first, Torch cast [Water Body], as the original skill was less obvious when moving through water pipes, once more and slithered her way through the pipes until she reached the kitchens, and then through a sprinkler and into the garden.

Seeping through the soil, she eventually found a cellar packed with foodstuffs and a pair of workers using the out-of-the-way location to take a nap from a long day’s work. Silently commending them on their ability to vanish for over three hours without being noticed, she left them to their devices and noted that she could alert the staff to their presence if she needed to create a distraction, as neither seemed like they would be awake any time soon.

She resolidified on the far end of the gardens, making herself a tiny cavern to hole up in, and recast her tracking magic, following the routine for another hour to see if anything had changed.

The couple had finally finished their nap, but she could only guess based on the fact that they had been joined by a third and fourth person, having presumably caught them snoozing.

Now, all that was left was for Hardy to be captured by the mercenaries, and Linda to be called out to space. She needed to move three more times between various locations to ensure she stayed well out of range of any of the guards, but in time, Hardy left with a few of his men.

A few hours later, a powerful presence flared to life, then rocketed into the sky.

Knowing Linda was gone, Torch slipped into her bathroom through the shower drain and carefully scanned the area to find a fit-looking man lounging on the bed, eating a snack while watching the screen on the far wall. That at least explained the blood connection that didn’t move all day.

She wasn’t surprised to see Linda had a consort. It was fairly common among rulers, and for an unmarried ruler, she was almost surprised Linda had just the one.

That left just one location left.

The vault.

Knowing she needed to hurry, Liz recast [Water Body] once more to quickly reach the final area that was the suspected vault.

This, unlike the other locations, wasn’t something that she could sneak into, which meant she needed to go in loud.

That would, in turn, bring Linda back quickly, so she needed to only act once the Tier 19 had enough time to reach the outer system. Even then, she would have far less time than she would have liked. Her problem was that areas leading to the vault were completely isolated from the main water systems, and she needed to carefully navigate the intervening space without triggering any alarms, or her entire rescue operation would be spoiled before she even started.

Getting as close as possible, Torch checked the area with her blood magic. There were two guards present, just as she suspected.

The vault was well designed to prevent exactly what she wanted to do. The guards were stationed at the end of a long corridor with no protrusions or the like to break up sightlines or give an enemy a place to hide. Their positions were also fortified with high Tier enchanted glass made up of a plethora of runes she couldn’t see, but were standard for the position and would protect them from most ranged attacks. She was also sure their AIs were connected to the estate’s AI to watch for dips in their mental activities or heartbeats.

While she would be able to take out the Tier 10 guards before they could so much as blink, there would definitely be some kind of alarm that would result from her going in skills blazing. That would start the timer, which she didn’t want. Ideally, the first warning would be the guards collapsing.

That would earn her precious seconds, which might mean the difference between Justinian’s life, death, or successful rescue.

If she’d just been better at her freeform magic, she could do all sorts of things. Immersing the guards in a hallucination of an empty hallway would be a good tactic, but it just wasn’t an option. Looking through her stash of talismans, she mentally cursed. The few ones she had for harmlessly transfixing guards were too strong to use here. Quill was great at making talismans, but that largely resulted in very strong ones, and rendering the Tier 10 guards near-unconscious was nearly as good as killing them as far as setting off an alarm went.

Instead, she decided to go with a riskier potion idea.

There was an even chance this tripped the alarms as well, but Quill and she had concocted this potion to hopefully not trip any of the sensors that the hallway would be fitted with.

According to Quill, most defensive measures looked for things like an increase in humidity to notice phenomena like a gas being blown in to knock out the guards, but that wasn’t even close to foolproof. They had decided to go with a powder to hopefully slip through the detection wards. While it wasn’t a new idea, powders were harder to detect in small quantities, and she was hoping to use that fact to hit the guards with a very fine, high Tier powder.

It was a hallucinogenic that would make them see things that weren’t there, which risked them sounding the alarms, but in a low dose, Torch just hoped to dull their reactions for a few brief seconds. They might be complicit in the capture and holding of Justinian, but that was for the courts to decide, not her.

A small gust from [Air Manipulation] carried a small handful of the powder down the hall. She gave it to the count of five and took off from a standing sprint.

She crossed the thirty yards in less than a second, to find the two guards wobbling on their feet.

Grabbing both of them, Torch threw them behind her and down the hall even as she slapped a circle of talismans on the vault door.

With a small expenditure of mana, she activated the formation and watched as the runes started to glow. This was the make-or-break-it moment. If she couldn’t get inside the vault, she was screwed, they would have to call off their portion of the operation, and Luna and the army would have to step in.

Torch just wondered how Quill was doing.
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Quill looked on at the scene unfolding before him in bewilderment that slowly turned to well controlled rage. The mercenary company had arrived just on schedule, but instead of fighting the Gerbles, they were just standing around joking with each other.

Their righteous anger about being outsmarted seemed to be nothing more than a joke. Or possibly a way to ferret out who was trying to go against the Gerble family, but frankly, he didn’t really care.

He was, however, slightly irritated that he had effectively brought five more combatants into the fight when he didn’t need to. He could have just waited here and captured the noble son himself and saved a little effort.

With a thought and the purely theatrical pushing of a button on his sleeve, Quill activated the first talisman he had placed, and a glowing barrier of mana appeared around the asteroid with the smuggled goods. He had initially set the barrier of talismans up to contain Linda and her armor-piercing Domain, but he had expected to be simply watching as the two sides fought it out.

Knowing there was nothing he could do at this point, Quill sent a message to Linda, showing a brief recording of her son picking up the asteroid and attached a brief message. “If you don’t give me one thousand Tier 19 mana stones in an hour, I’m going to start killing them, but not before sending the information that your son is a smuggler to every noble in the sector.”

He didn’t get a reply, so he pulled out a [Mana Spear] talisman and cast it through the barrier the group was still trying to futilely break through. Dozens of Tier 15s combined didn’t have a chance to break it, let alone a measly eleven of them.

His shot hit two of them, severing limbs and causing their blood to spray in the vacuum. Quill sent along another message to Linda with that particular update. He still didn’t strictly hear back, but he was informed by the army watchers that the Tier 19 had taken off from her estate at top speed.

Quill wished he could message Torch about the situation, but any and all communications going into the estate would be monitored, and he wasn’t sure about her situation and couldn’t risk blowing her cover if she was still in the process of going slow. He trusted her to be able to adapt, and that was all that mattered.

Three more [Mana Spear] talismans and three more messages later, Quill could finally see Linda Gerble.

She was riding a flying sword clearly designed for pure speed, and while her physical presence wasn’t nearly so imposing as his, Quill knew her Tier made her the strongest person here by a substantial margin.

She slowed to a stop right outside what a Tier 15’s normal range would have covered, looking at him in confusion. Presumably, she was trying to figure out what his deal was, a sole Tier 15 standing unflinching and unafraid against someone four Tiers above him.

Or, it could have been the chair. But there was no better way to convey impatience than to be sitting with legs crossed and fingers steepled while sitting on a chair. That there was no ground beneath him was no obstacle to the theatrics.

Despite his carefree demeanor, he was seething under his illusory face. This was a woman who had destroyed the life of an adolescent, taken so much from him, purely for her own greed.

It went against what the Empire stood for, and it went against what he stood for. If he didn’t have the military and Liz helping him with this mission, he would have tried to do it on his own, even if it might have taken far longer and been much riskier and possibly exposed his own unique Talent. [Cracked Mana Spear] hadn’t just languished in his innate spell slot for years after all and he was pretty sure he could kill even a Tier 19 given a few minutes by relying on the skill.

But that didn’t mean the current risk wasn’t substantial. He had fought plenty of Tier 19 monsters, but monsters were, on the whole, predictable. Their power fell within a narrow band based on their Tier and biology. They were dangerous, yes, but they rarely did anything truly surprising. Even the most cunning of rift monsters were far less intelligent than a human and didn’t prepare their abilities for different scenarios. A person, especially one with significant training and wealth, was always far scarier.

Despite that, Quill wasn’t afraid. He couldn’t be afraid when he was this angry. The only things he had on his mind were battle plans, anger, and a dash of theatrics.

Fear had no place in a fight or it would get you killed.

There was still risk though.

Failure here would get him kicked off The Path, devastate his plans for the future, but it would still be worth it. For Justinian, and all the people like him, this fight was worth the risk. It was the job he had signed up for.

If he had to stand before a thousand people like Linda, he would still choose to do it. If it meant that the powerless could live without fear of exploitation, he would stand dauntless against the weight of a world crashing down on him.

He could take it.

If the sky fell he’d do his best to shoulder it. For his friends, for his family, for the people who he’d never meet but would be able to use their gifts without fear.

“Now, aren’t you a greedy bastard. Trying to frame my family and make a power play at the same time? Overconfident, too. Well, you’ll regret that.”

Quill smiled as she tried to take control of the narrative, but clearly had no clue what story was being told.

“Overconfidence is only for people who lose. I’m precisely as confident as I need to be, and not an iota more. If it’s just me, I thought you’d have a sporting chance, which is all I’m willing to give you.”

She rushed forward, and Quill used that moment to trigger his talismans, all his physical buffs, and his [AI] with the rudimentary combat model it had built around Linda. They wouldn’t last forever, of course, but they should last long enough for Torch to rescue Justinian Miller.

Then, and only then could they bring in the army to subdue the situation.

To buy her time, he just needed to fight someone four Tiers higher than himself.

Easy.

Except, not at all.

While he had reviewed all the information about Linda Gerble and prepared counters, her significant effort spent hiding her abilities was paying dividends. She was faster than expected, more efficient with her Concept boosted flight, and her [Shadow Armor] looked far sturdier than in any recording he had access to. That was all before she even truly started fighting, and Quill was sure she had some surprises up her sleeve.

While Linda tried to close the distance, Quill threw out a series of seemingly uncoordinated talismans meant to test her and her skills. [Fireball], [Fire Bolt], [Earth Spear], [Ice Spear], [Bolt], [Wind Blade], and more as he probed her defenses, buying him fractions of moments at a time as she dodged or tanked the hits.

Linda shrugged aside the first barrage with no effort and attempted to do the same with the second barrage. Unfortunately, the second barrage consisted of pseudo Tier 19 talismans, with millions of mana powering them apiece. From all the recordings Quill couldn’t say Linda was arrogant but she was incredibly self-confident, and the first barrage of skills would have shown him as a simple Tier 15 talismans fighter.

That assumption was a mistake.

The first [Ice Lance] knocked her back, the first [Fireball] disoriented her, the second [Earth Spear] nearly knocked her sword out of her hand. The first two [Bolt]s struck her head simultaneously, only to be blocked by a reactive shield that flared from her helmet.

Good. That meant his attacks were lethal, or at least debilitating.

Linda realized that as well, and ignited a silver and gold aura, turning aside the rest of his bombardment. His [AI] raced as it tried to identify the spell but came up with no good matches throwing a massive question mark into their fight. If Quill wasn’t used to fighting up Tiers, her increased speed and defenses would have caught him off guard but he was better than that.

Linda started throwing out [Mana Slash]es at a speed that reminded him of his own fighting. From his mana sight, he could tell that each was impeccably crafted, directed with fantastic mana control, and more than likely enhanced with her Concept. It was really no wonder that she rarely ever needed more than this in her recordings. Not many people would have the experience to dodge or block such an attack.

Only those who spent all their time fighting.

A [Bulwark] appeared in front of Quill’s body just before the incoming wave of attacks landed, and he reinforced it with his Concept as much as he could, throwing out a [Diffusion Shield] in front for good measure. If the latter spell had any effect, he couldn’t tell, as her strikes landed on [Bulwark] undisturbed. Each one felt like a goliath hammering down on his shield, coming close to breaking at a few points, but he held firm unharmed beneath the onslaught thanks to him reinforcing the spell with his Concept.

Quill attempted to [Snare] her, but her Domain flared and broke it like it was made of wet paper before the spell could take hold and really slow her down.

She cast [Blink], which he responded to with [Lock Down]. Linda then tried to cast [Blade Flurry], a spell which shot out a dozen light blades in a fan, but he had been expecting that having watched some of her delving and had a [Dark Wall] talisman ready to intercept the attack.

The fact that she was revealing so much this early was both gratifying and dangerous. She took him as a real threat, yes, but it also meant she was committed to leaving no witnesses.

Noticing that he was well prepared for fighting a melee fighter at range, Linda decided to forgo most of her usual tactics and charged directly at him, wanting to use her Tier 19 strength to batter him down.

It was her best play and one he hoped she wouldn’t use so quickly.

Even as his [AI] started throwing up counter measures he kept retreating and while doing so he threw out two more formations that would hopefully stall her. One was an overcharged [Arcane Powershot] and the second was a combined [Create Water] and [Sheer Cold] charged with over five hundred thousand mana.

The resulting explosion filled the intervening space with ice fragments, but Linda seemed unaffected beyond her slightly wispy [Shadow Armor] which returned to its former stability after only a few seconds. She only paused in her charge to spin and block the [Arcane Powershot] that nearly caught her in the side.

Manually casting [Shatter Shot] at a rapid pace, he aimed to get some shrapnel behind her shield and through the gaps in her armor. Every second spell was enhanced with [Double Tap], which Linda quickly picked up on as she began throwing out small and fast [Mana Slash]es to intercept and prematurely detonate his own projectiles, scoring a few small wounds on Quill’s side. As she neared, the streaks of blood on her armor told him he had scored some hits on her, even as she bashed and smashed any of the stone grenades which got near her. Quill tried to throw up a [Hypersonic Edge] [Wind Cutter] array, but Linda was too close and responded with a [Mana Slash] of her own sent to hit him but also tearing through the array before it could fully unleash its power.

The spell moved so quickly that even despite his dodge and all of his buffs, Quill wasn’t able to completely avoid the crescent of mana and lost the lower portion of his left leg to the strike. [Barbarian’s Hide], even buffed by his Concept and after Manny’s training, did little more than slow the attack down. However, it had mitigated the resulting injury, which he counted as a success. Losing his leg was better than having his entire lower body get blown off.

Pulling out his talisman robe, Quill noticed the moment Linda realized she was dealing with someone prepared for her every move, and not just someone ready to fight a normal melee fighter. If he wasn’t hiding his Quill mask, he was sure she would have already cut her losses and tried to escape to another region of the Empire, where she could take a new name and pretend to be someone else. She just hadn’t realized how deep the conspiracy went, yet which was what they were counting on.

It was something he had already predicted and planned for, which was why they had brought the army in to surround this world. There were already three platoons surrounding the world in chaotic space, and the moment Linda left her estate, they had secured the teleporters to prevent anyone from escaping using that method.

Linda closed the gap, and Quill used two talismans on his cloak to cast [Earth Armor], hoping to block the next blow. Wanting to be extra careful, he also cast [Bulwark] while triggering a false talisman from his cloak.

[Bulwark] shattered under the strike but absorbed enough of her attack to allow for [Earth Armor] to block the rest of the blow, and he slipped out from melee range with only a shallow cut on his hip.

Linda on the other hand was sent careening backward from the momentum of her own strike, and Quill snapped his fingers to activate his prepared talisman field.

The section of space where he had just been transformed into a ball of pale blue light as upward of a million mana detonated in unison.

He still cast a set of [Cracked Mana Trap]s, disguising them as talisman byproducts just in case she came out of that trap in fighting condition.

Linda ran right through them, ignoring the resulting explosions of various mana types to close the distance once more. He wanted to curse the woman but saw she wasn’t nearly as damaged by the double traps as he had hoped.

Quill readied a counter, knowing he wasn’t going to be able to slip through the gaps once more, and the moment she struck out at him with her [Light Blade], he punched forward, activating two talismans to respond with [Piercing Punch]. The attack wasn’t his strongest option, but it was fast enough and carried enough armor penetration that even Linda would at least need to be wary of it.

His own years of experience told him what she was trying to do and his [AI] model backed his assumptions up with the raw data. Her initial blow aimed for his chest, very nearly a feint, just one that would still do damage, but it set her up to decapitate him on the backswing which would catch someone less versed in melee fights unaware. He avoided it with a small sidewards teleport and flying toward her, pushing her to retreat.

He didn’t stop his attack like he was sure she would have predicted and hoped that would be enough to force her to change the trajectory of her attack. If she didn’t dodge he would most certainly hit her head directly, which could very well be lethal without some additional mitigation.

Instead of dodging, Linda just took the attack on her helmeted head and cut through his lower waist in one clean blow. He could feel her Concept as it sheared through his armor, and while not the most sophisticated Domain she had the raw power to compensate. That his magical and physical armor had both been devastated didn’t matter, it was an expected loss.

His [Piercing Punch] had landed, and even through her helmet, carved a furrow through her skin, exposing her skull. But sadly, he wasn’t able to expose her brain to the vacuum of space like he had intended. A sudden drop in pressure like that would render most people unconscious if they weren’t prepared.

Growling, Quill reached out, flared [Mage’s Retreat] and anchored them in space with his Concept as he grabbed her shield and twisted. Bone cracked, and he saw her good eye go wide at his surprising strength. Even with nearly 30,000 mana fueling the spell, it wasn’t enough for him to directly match a Tier 19 warrior in strength. But it was certainly enough to catch her by surprise, for an apparent Tier 15 mage to even be a fraction of his current strength.

She seemed to realize something was wrong right as half a dozen talismans on his cloak flared to life, trapping her in melee range for a [Bolt] array.

He was ready for it, using [Barbarian’s Hide] and [Lightning Manipulation] to blunt the worst of it for himself, but Linda seized as the mana ripped through her armor and into her body.

Quill’s left hand was blown off, which destroyed a few dummy rings and cracked his teleport ring. Unfortunate, as he would be out of teleports for the rest of the fight, but easily recoverable in the near future when he got his hand back.

Linda’s mangled shield arm glowed with magical healing, and Quill retreated to begin casting more spells. He couldn’t get far enough to escape the Tier 19 and endured a few more blows before Linda’s head snapped to the side.

She fled planetward, with Torch clearly having succeeded in the first part of her mission. Of course, Quill couldn’t just let her leave. Some optimizations had gone through with his [AI]s model of Linda and he used that to his advantage as he activated a three talisman force array that was aimed for her neck and would cover her three most likely places to dodge.

The blow would have cut right through her if she didn’t turn and block it with her shield which was good enough.

Another volley of spells forced her back into the fight properly.

He didn’t need to kill her. Just keep her from returning to the planet.

She couldn’t fly away at maximum speed without opening herself up to attack. She couldn’t fight someone who nearly matched her while also trying to flee.

He knew it.

She knew it.

Now backed into a corner, she turned toward him with determination, and murder in her eyes.

Quill was sure he was about to find out what other spells she had been keeping in reserve the hard way.

He just hoped Torch would finish her part quickly.
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Torch counted down the seconds as the vault door, oh so slowly, deformed. Their preferred method of getting into a vault was to blast or melt through a door, but that idea was impossible when they needed to rescue someone who would have no skills to protect themselves from the blast. They didn’t know how close Justinian would be to the vault door, and they couldn’t risk killing him but that cost her time.

So, they needed to rip the door apart in a way with as little damage to the inside as possible, which was where Quill’s talismans came into play. They were designed after [Filter] and [Ore Separator], which could, in their own ways, separate items at a minute level. And nearly all vault doors were metallic mixtures meant to give the door strength and keep spiritual perception out, which meant at least two metals.

The talisman just separated those metals.

In theory, a very easy task.

In practice a very, very hard one.

Most vault makers included specific countermeasures for metal-separation attacks, but the nice thing was that they couldn’t completely block it so long as the door was actually made of metal. It just meant the attack needed to be that much more powerful and mana was never something they lacked.

Seymour, the head of security, rushed at her back with his mace raised high and glowing a sickly green. Torch barely even needed to turn, blocking the attack with her shield and attacking his thigh in turn with her spear.

Her blade didn’t pierce the armor, but the Tier 18 was forced backward, and Torch used that opportunity to activate her strength boosting potions and spells, throwing her spear at him hard enough to tear some of her muscles. He threw his glowing mace with [Crescent Sweep], but Torch flared her shield’s mana shield into a full bubble, blocking Seymour’s attack before he was expecting it and enabling her to land her throw on his chest that dented his armor and pushed him back.

From there, she swept out his legs from underneath him, utilizing her Concept to reinforce the action. Once he was falling, she locked some [Gravity Manacle] talismans onto his limbs, pinning him to the ground.

She only needed to delay him for a few seconds longer, with the hole in the door nearly large enough for her to pass through, and it seemed as though Seymour wouldn’t free himself in time. She did activate a set of fire talismans to flood the hallway with flames helped along with her bloodline to blast back the onrushing guards. At only Tier 15 and 16, she barely even needed to pay them any mind but she didn’t want to kill them if she didn’t have to.

And then, a hole in the vault opened. It was only a finger’s width wide but that was all she needed. Torch instantly turned into water and flooded through the gap, rematerializing on the other side.

Once inside, she ignored all the precious items and instead spread her spiritual perception out, looking for anywhere that might hold a captive and, to her horror, found nothing immediately obvious.

Dragging her focus back on track, Torch analyzed what she felt and noticed one wall was significantly shorter than the other. Seeing that and hoping it was what she thought it was she immediately ran to the wall and drove her spear into it.

Thankfully, the metal was chosen and reinforced to block spiritual perceptions, not for structural strength, so after only a few moments of work, she had created a crack in the wall. Digging her fingers inside, she pulled with a burst of potion-enhanced strength and sighed, seeing a thin, dirty, scared man in one corner of a room too small for him.

She analyzed the room and shook her head even as she kept ripping the wall apart. The section he was locked in was cramped enough to prevent him from laying down properly but beyond the glass partition which made his room so small was a luxurious room that put to shame her room she had growing up.

Not caring about being noticed, she commanded her AI to call in the army, but then noticed that the entire estate was locked down and blocking AI signals both in and out.

Using her spiritual sense to look out to the guards now rushing down the hall, she mentally shrugged.

If that was how they wanted to play it, she would oblige them.

“I’m here to save you, Mr. Miller.”

She saw him sob at the confirmation and unsuccessfully tried to help her widen the hole so he could scrabble out just a little faster. He cut himself a few times, but even as a Tier 14 mage, he wouldn’t be in danger from those wounds, so she ignored them in favor of watching the guards get closer.

“Stay behind me, and I’ll get you out of here.”

He stared at her in bewilderment, and Torch repeated her statement at a speed even a Tier 5 could follow.

This time he responded with fervor. “Okay, okay, okay, okay, okay.”

Hearing that Justinian was babbling, she ignored him and summoned her spear back to her hands and created a dense wall of fire like an umbrella in front of her.

“If anyone survives breaching these flames I will kill them without hesitation. House Gerble has been found to be holding captive a civilian against their will to exploit their Talent. Surrender to Imperial investigators or suffer the consequences of trying to stop me.”

Seymour immediately called out, “She’s lying and planting evidence! Kill her!”

Torch considered that acceptance.

Still boosted by her skills and potions, Torch ran forward and let her flames unkindly scorch Seymour but made sure not to actually kill the wounded man. After that little comment, she was sure he knew what was going on and wanted him to stand trial for his crimes.

It was the average security she’d rather not kill, but from the way they were throwing spells at her, she was rather limited in her options. She wasn’t worried about her safety, but if a stray spell hit Justinian…

She unleashed her full spiritual perception, assessing the area, and promptly flooded the area with fire to obscure her next actions.

There were almost twenty feet of reinforced concrete above her, but she had dealt with worse. Her Tier 3 talent still reduced the cost of her blood skills, even if they ended up controlling stone, and great chunks of stone began crumbling from the ceiling above as she bored a hole large enough for the two of them to fit through.

A tendril of water formed a harness around Justinian, and Liz rode her spear up through the still-widening hole until they burst into the main floor of the estate. As the majority of the structure was only Tier 4, she didn’t even slow down as she crashed through floors and walls on her way to the sky.

Target acquired.

Her message had barely left her AI when a spaceship thudded into existence smashing through the defensive barriers around the estate like they were made of wet tissue paper. The in-atmosphere change from chaotic space into realspace displacing enough air to let her feel it like a punch to the gut, and Tier 15 soldiers swarmed out to secure the estate.

She was about to take Justinian away when Luna appeared next to her. “Well done, but this isn’t over yet. Let’s g⁠—”

Torch was about to say something else when Luna’s eyes narrowed. The next moment, the cat vanished with only an angry hiss marking her passage.
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Quill was missing his entire lower half, the remainder of his left arm along with his growth ring which was floating around somewhere in the debris of their fight, his chest was trailing his cut-up organs, but he had managed to keep away from Linda for the last five minutes, and even inflicted a few more wounds on her. Some were even serious enough to hamper her in the fight, which was how he had been able to keep his cover so long.

Biologically, he was dying, but one of the perks of immortality was that he could replace the need for biology with fury and determination. It worked nearly as well for a short time. Still, he was wondering if he was going to need to use [Cracked Mana Spear] or [Cracked Phantom Armor] to protect his life when warships arrived on the scene, disgorging two dozen Tier 15s and a single Tier 19 soldier.

Torch had succeeded.

Quill began applying [Bandage]s to himself, running [Lesser Regeneration] with most of his mana, when three figures suddenly appeared. The first was an unfamiliar man with one hand locked in place inches from the back of Linda’s head and the other hand already dissolved into purple motes of void mana. The second was Luna, holding back the man from his attack.

The third figure was Frederic, floating next to Luna with a scowl writ large on his face.

It seemed things had become complicated.
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Quill coughed out a mouthful of blood, tracking down another section of internal bleeding and stopping it with a [Bandage]. Calling his injuries wounds was a bit of an understatement, as they were better described as horrific damage. His left hand was gone, floating a few miles away after one of Linda’s attacks. Everything below his waist was also cut off and floating in space as gobbets no larger than a mana stone. He was pretty sure the largest bit remaining had once been a part of one of his boots. Maybe it was his heel and how he had brought Linda to heel or something. It hurt too much to pun well…

If he wasn’t a Tier 15, able to ignore merely debilitating damage with enough concentration and effort, he’d have already died.

As the anger and rage that had been fueling him slowly drained away, Quill blinked his eyes back into focus as he focused on the drama unfolding right in front of him.

Frederic’s spirit bore a distinct resemblance to a volcano about to erupt, and Luna’s incisors had sharpened into full cat fangs peeking through her lips.

Frederic silently snapped, the sound vanishing into the inky blackness of space, and the entire group reappeared in the skies above the Gerble estate. Quill’s barrier around Hardy and his goons were gone, but in exchange, they’d been placed right in front of the soldiers assigned to apprehend them and were led off to a spaceship hovering nearby. His left hand floated in front of him and he stored it away so he could later reattach it.

Below them, the noble estate bore a distinct resemblance to a toppled anthill, with army personnel swarming the place.

A few of those army personnel in healer’s garb rushed over to Quill and immediately moved to start healing him, but he waved them off. He was more interested in the events unfolding in front of him than the healers stitching his wounds closed. After all, he wasn’t getting half his body regrown anywhere but a hospital.

Part of him wished Melinda was nearby, but then he remembered that she had stepped off The Path . There simply was no market price for her healing, and so he could no longer benefit from her healing while he remained on The Path ; even if she was near, he couldn’t get healed by her and stay within the rules.

Torch joined them, bringing with her a scraggly-looking man, and Quill frowned. Justinian Miller, for that was the only person it could be, looked rough. Actually, rough was putting it nicely; he looked like Matt had in the beginning of his Folded Reflection life, when he resisted his captors and was subsequently punished. That had bad implications, with him being a peak Tier 14 and having been held captive for five hundred years.

Frederic glared at the man in Luna’s grip, his words carrying a hint of a growl as he spoke, “I knew House Gerble wasn’t acting alone, but I hadn’t thought it was you, Ilkor.”

Quill’s AI handily provided an EmpireNet bio of Ilkor Hastings, the local duke. He was from an old noble line, an old rival of Frederic’s family from back when that faction of inherited nobility settled the area that now made up Frederic’s kingdom. The major thing Quill noted was that they didn’t have any major scandals, at least before now.

Luna released the man and drifted backward, pulling Linda away from the two nobles. Quill was a bit sad he wasn’t about to see her be crushed in an argument, but he mostly wanted her to stand trial, which she couldn’t do as a mushed corpse.

Illkor blurred, a glowing hand replacing where Luna had taken his old one, speaking without making noise. Then, he reeled back as though struck, glared at Frederic, and spoke at Tier 12 speeds, “I was merely removing scum from the Empire, as are all our duties. If I had known you were there to intercede on our young heroes’ behalf, I wouldn’t have bothered. I’ll pay the fine for excessive force and interfering without argument.”

He nodded to Quill, and Quill needed to resist the urge to give him a rude gesture. It was clearly bullshit, and he was trying to cover the fact he had been trying to kill a key witness in a horrific crime.

The question was, how was Frederic going to handle it? Let him off? Punish him?

Frederic simply responded with a slow shake of his head. “This won’t be that simple, Ilkor. The Emperor himself has a personal interest in seeing this case resolved. After all, Mr. Miller was abducted before he appointed me as overseer of this sector, and that means it was his responsibility. Regardless, if you think I would allow you to be free of this with a simple fine, you don’t understand what my role is. You were attempting to kill a key witness in an Imperial Crime, and if I find out that you were complicit in even the slightest way for Mr. Miller’s captivity, you will face full and complete penalties for all misdeeds.”

Ilkor sneered at Frederic, “So, you get raised to a king, and you throw your own kind away to suckle at the Emperor’s teat? How embarrassing.”

Frederic’s spirit radiated such genuine anger that Quill nearly took a step back, but the sensation passed as the king fixed his eyes on the duke. “Ilkor Hastings. Do you treat the rest of your duties with the same lack of care as your words? Our mandate is to act as stewards and protectors of the common man. We are nobles, and our bearing must reflect that. There is a right and proper way to undertake this action, through contracts and bonds of service. We are not thugs, stealing men away from their homes in the dead of night, we are nobles, we are rulers, and our tools are law and order. Power, tempered with wisdom, not reaching beyond its means to accomplish what it wishes. shepherds of our flock, strengthening them so they empower us just as we cultivate our planets to grow stronger. I will stand against you should you overreach, just as surely as I oppose the Emperor attempting to do the same. That is my job, my duty, Ilkor.”

Frederic turned away but kept speaking. “Ilkor, do not leave this planet until further notice. You are officially a suspect in the case of Mr. Miller, and your actions now have established sufficient cause for a full royal audit. Fleeing will only make things worse for you.”

With that, Frederic turned away from the duke and toward Justinian. The newly-rescued man quivered like a rabbit as he hid behind Torch, but Quill’s partner gently reassured and guided him to face the king better.

“Good day, Mr. Miller. My name is Frederic Macheteuil, and I am, as of a few decades ago, the King of this sector. I am genuinely sorry for all that you have undergone and will do all within my power to ensure you are made whole in the wake of this ordeal. Should you need me for anything or have any concerns, contact me day or night, regardless of your location. I will pay for all interplanetary messaging costs.” Having said that, Frederic proffered the man a pad which Quill was sure had a personal line to the royal. It wasn’t like the former captive would have been given an AI.

Except, Justinian didn’t take it. He didn’t even reach out, but instead just looked between the offered pad and Torch. After a moment, she reached out and grabbed the pad before offering it to Justinian herself. That was enough for the man, who took it from her and clutched it to his chest.

With a shallow bow in goodbye, Frederic floated up into the sky, meeting a massive floating island and estate as it appeared from chaotic space.

Quill had seen such floating estates before, but the last one he had come across was Duke Ignite’s from when they first entered the Vassal kingdom of the Seven Suns. It hadn’t been half as large, and he hadn’t been able to sense the ripple from the estate tearing its way through space to arrive back then.

It felt like a sledgehammer hitting him as his sense of reality warped, and with his pre-existing injuries, Quill wanted to vomit.

Thankfully, the moment quickly passed, and he was better in seconds.

Ilkor was already gone the next time Quill looked his way. Considering the duke was forbidden from leaving the planet, he couldn’t care less where the noble went. Quill was sure there was a trash heap about to be sent into a rift that the man could call home for his stay. The noble was almost certainly in cahoots with Linda and would be going down with her. But from what he had seen, Ilkor wasn’t as strong as Luna, let alone Frederic, which was all that mattered. He wouldn’t be escaping even if he tried.

Quill almost hoped Ilkor would try. Currently, they had nothing substantial enough to charge a duke with, as everything was circumstantial. But defying a direct order from an appointed King was more than enough to be thrown into a prison cell.

He was also glad Frederic seemed honestly angry at the situation. It could all be an act put on for his benefit, but there was a level of sincerity to the man’s words and actions that made him believe it.

Seeing the army personnel who moved in to look over Torch and Justinian, Quill went to do the same, but hesitated in seeing how Justinian could barely control himself from flinching back from everyone but Torch. The man had clearly imprinted on Torch as his savior, and Quill couldn’t blame him in the least. For all Justinian knew, anyone could be complicit in the crimes against him or want to capture him themselves.

Everyone except Torch.

And while even that logic wasn’t entirely sound, as even she could have only saved him to keep him locked up, Quill understood emotions weren’t always logical.

He was just glad to see the man alive and free. Everything else could be slowly fixed, but seeing their rescue effort had succeeded made all the injuries he had sustained more than worth it.

He and Torch exchanged a quick pair of AI messages, and Torch floated the two of them over to him. “Justinian, this is my partner Quill. He was the one who got me inside the estate and then fought Linda so we had time to escape.”

Justinian swallowed, looking at Quill’s mangled body, so he proffered his single remaining hand, which still held his invulnerable left hand, and wiggled the severed limb. “Good to meet you, and don’t worry about this. I’ll be healed in no time. Speaking of which, why don’t we both get checked out?”

“Thank you. I. I. I-I just. I⁠—”

Quill waved him down, making sure to keep the movement slow.

“I’ve had worse, believe me. I just want to make sure you’re okay.” He wanted to say he understood what the man was going through, and had sort of gone through something similar, but that would both give away his identity and Talent. He was going to ask Luna if he could tell Justinian about the part of the Folded Reflection life later, as they could just say he had gotten a different Talent, and that might help the man. But he wasn’t going to do so out in the open.

Still, his reassurance seemed to settle Justinian down, and the three of them flew over to the nearest hospital, which had a few rooms taken over by the army for their use, where they were immediately looked over.

The hospital staff, seeing Justinian was physically fine, wanted to pull Quill into a separate room to start regrowing his body. But with how Justinian was resisting being separated from Quill or Torch, he told them to just start the healing.

That got some grumbles from the healers about the proper procedure, but needs must, and Justinian’s comfort took priority currently.

With Torch sitting in a chair against the wall, Quill had most of his body regrown while a local therapist talked to Justinian. Like before, they had tried to get Justinian to do this alone in a separate room, but he flatly refused to leave, and no one pushed him too hard.

Quill had spent his fair share of time with therapists, and while not one himself, he knew a thing or two about the science. From what he was hearing from Justinian, things had been very, very rough in the last few decades, but they hadn’t always been that bad.

Like in his own false life, Justinian had been given strict deadlines and harsh punishment if he didn’t provide in that time frame. While he didn’t explain how his Talent worked, he mentioned how if he didn’t give them an essence stone quickly enough, they would take away comforts and possibly inflict pain. They hadn’t had to punish him in a long time, as he had long since given up, accepting his fate as a captive and having been given quite a nice room.

That ended when he failed to create his Concept with a Shard of Reality. After his first failure, they hadn’t been too harsh, or so he said. But after the third, where they realized he wasn’t just failing to create his Concept, but actively resisting it so he would remain mortal and could eventually just die, things had taken a turn for the worse.

“They partitioned the room and put me behind a glass wall so I could see the nice bed, but I had to sleep on the concrete floor. So I could see the shower but never had enough water to drink, let alone clean myself with. So I could see the food they put out for me, but I couldn’t eat anything other than tasteless gruel.”

Torch sent Quill a short recording her AI had taken of the cell that Justinian had been in, and it was as he said, if not worse. The small area behind the glass where he was forced to live had been tiny and too small for him to even lay down all the way in and was otherwise utterly bare. Not a toilet, not a sink, no food.

Nothing.

It was torture in the truest sense when compared to the opulence just feet away.

Justinian looked off into the distance as he recounted to the therapist. “It was awful. I knew that if I just gave back up, I could get all of the nice things back, but I didn’t want to. I had already given up once, but I had never been able to escape. I just wanted an escape. So what if I needed to spend a thousand years uncomfortable before I died? There was still an escape at the end of it that they couldn’t heal away. I just wanted out. I wanted out. I wanted out. I wanted out.”

As his repeated words started to blur into a mess, he started to scream and flail about so badly that the therapist authorized a strong sedative skill being used on him, finally putting Justinian to sleep.

Quill looked to Torch, and even through their masks, he could tell she was as shaken as everyone else by the display. He wasn’t surprised at all having lived through something similar, and just hoped they could get the man the help he needed.

Once the healing was completed, he and Liz moved to a nearby room where Luna waited without saying a word. Matt was sure she would have seen and heard everything, and while they might have physically freed Justinian, he was still a deeply broken man whose issues couldn’t be solved with a few months of planning and a few hours of hard work.

There was a very real possibility that Justinian could never really recover from his trauma, and all of them knew it.

After Luna looked over Matt’s newly regrown body, Liz stripped out of her armor and mask, sitting on a portioned-off section of the room. She looked awful, her skin a sickly pale streaked with gray. Her eyes were dull and listless, and her breathing was labored. Her tough front had been exactly that, a front for the watching eyes.

The potion they had used to simulate her death had real side effects that weren’t easily sidestepped and would prove fatal in just a few days. With the medical staff they had, they could probably save her life, but with the damage her spirit was suffering, it would take years for Liz to fully recover. Years they could avoid, thanks to her bloodline.

Liz closed her eyes and killed herself.

From within, her skin glowed, pulsing and flickering. It started at her chest, but in moments spread out to her limbs until her entire body was radiating reddish-gold light. Flames burst from her skin, consuming his wife as she stared straight ahead, mouth locked in a silent scream. Flames and embers burst forth from her skin as she self-immolated, then collapsed into a pile of ashes.

Even knowing that she’d be fine, watching Liz’s spirit shrivel away into nothing was a harrowing experience. Fortunately, less than a second later, the ashes ignited again, with the flames running backward in some places and normally in others. That went on for a long moment before erupting into a pyre of fire that subsided into a much healthier-looking and practically radiant Liz, albeit covered in fading ash.

She immediately broke into a coughing fit, ash spewing from her mouth. Matt handed her a bottle of water, which she downed gratefully.

“That wasn’t as bad as I expected. Sure, dying sucked, but I feel so much better now.” she pulled a few drops of golden blood through her skin. “My Concept feels…wonderful. It’s refilling my mana, strengthening my magic and enhancing my body. And it’s not even stressing my willpower. Wow. I think I need to experiment with this.”

She wrinkled her nose and continued, “My bloodline, on the other hand, feels like someone buried a sponge in a desert, though. I’ll need to molt in the next few days.”

Matt pulled Liz into a hug and sat with her in silence for a long moment, just processing everything.

Things weren’t settled, but they had succeeded.

He wasn’t surprised that she’d need to molt soon. Even Mara could allegedly only be reborn seven times before she’d need to spend some time allowing her bloodline to rest and recharge, though Liz said she was pretty sure that she could do at least eight or nine in a row. After all their rebirths were used up, a phoenix would need to ‘molt’ their entire body by turning portions of it to ash and shedding it over the course of a few weeks to months before they could use the ability again.

How it was different from the rebirth they could use mid-battle was a subject of contention, as the outward process was almost identical, just slower, but all phoenixes said it was different. Sleep and a coma might look outwardly the same, but they were very different things after all, and their molts were how their bloodline recharged itself.

Matt still didn’t understand a lot of how bloodlines worked, but as far as he was concerned, it just meant Liz was out of commission for a little while. Which at least worked out well enough.

While his body was whole again, he was also very much on healing cooldown and wouldn’t be fighting for a while yet. At least his higher Tier had also increased the amount of healing he could take in one go, or else he might be dealing with prosthetics again, which he was glad to avoid.

When he and Liz stood up and got her redressed in her Torch outfit, Luna finally spoke, “Well done. There are—” She cut herself off with a shake of the head. “We’ll talk later. Just…well done. Matt, you can tell Mr. Miller about your life in Minkalla if you wish. Just say you had a Talent for copying skills. It’s close enough to Quill’s Talent that no one will really question it. I and King Frederic will be protecting your conversations. Speaking of which, he’s going to want to talk to you two in the next day or so. Officially, as Ascenders.”

With that, she vanished, leaving the two of them to return to the room they had moved Justinian to. Neither of them felt it was good for him to wake up alone in a room after being locked inside for so long.

To that end, Matt had simply shaped a hole in the hospital wall, letting in both wind and sun, with the light rain being kept at bay with a few hastily scrawled low Tier runes. The door was also removed at Matt’s insistence, and the hospital only balked a little. If Justinian really wanted those things back, they could easily return them, but he was confident that the last thing the former captive wanted to see was a door or lock of any kind.

Privacy would be a distant second thought to someone who had been caged as he had been.

As they expected, Justinian woke up groggy, but quickly pushed himself up off the bed and tried to stumble out of it.

Liz caught him and said, “Easy there, Justinian. It’s not a dream. Look. There is the outside.”

He looked at her Torch mask for a moment as if reassuring himself before he nodded. Despite that, he still crawled out of the bed and moved to the open hole. His hand stretched to where there would be a wall and hovered as if he was afraid to touch it.

“I dreamed of this so many times, but every time I would wake up, and there would be a wall. I know it’s real, but I can’t reach out and test it. What if it’s fake? What if trying to touch it wakes me up, and I’m still locked away.”

As he started shaking, Matt saw as Liz was going to speak but held up a hand. “It’s awful. The fear that you are powerless but useful. Trapped for an intrinsic part of yourself and never even given the ability to free yourself. The captors aren’t stupid; they don’t let you get skills. They won’t let you exercise. They won’t let you take the steps you need to save yourself. It’s not like the movies, where the hero eventually frees himself through ingenuity and smarts. Few people in real life are dumb enough to leave an obvious escape method available. They treat you well once you break and start to cooperate, but that only makes it worse. You feel less than a pet. Less than a tool. Just an obedient slave to be wrung dry of every bit of value you possibly have to offer.”

Justinian’s hand started to shake violently as he slowly turned to Matt with the question written all over his face.

Explaining, Matt gestured to the open wall and to the sky. “Far away from here, there is a place called Minkalla. It’s essentially a hidden realm, filled with trials and tests. One of those tests makes you live out different lives, and you need to wake up. In one of my lives, I had a really good Talent, where I could just wave my hand and make a skill shard appear in it. I grew up poor and sold a few to buy a rift slot. I was about to leave the city when the bus I was on got into a crash. I woke up, and they had implanted a device into my brain that hurt me anytime I tried to resist their orders. It was awful, and I quickly gave in. I wasn’t strong enough to resist the pain. I wasn’t strong enough to break out. I was simply a captive until I woke up.”

Seeing Justinian’s hand still hovering right next to the place where the wall would be, Quill continued, “That life was ultimately a false one that faded away like a dream. I can’t say I’ve been through the same thing you have, but I can say that I get it. At least a little. More than anyone else here.” Nodding to the wall, he didn’t rush Justinian. “Test it when you want to. Not before. I can tell you it’s not a dream a million times, but until you start to believe it, it won’t matter.”

Hand still hovering, Justinian asked, “Would you check?”

Matt shook his head. “If you are asking Quill, the Pather, I’d say yes. If you are asking Quill, the kid locked in a box for doing nothing more than existing, no. He’d rather live in the illusion than wake up.”

Justinian seemed shocked that Matt admitted that, but Matt just walked to the edge of the wall and took a deep breath before slowly letting it out into the silence.

They all stood there for a long while until a knock on the doorframe got their attention.

It was the therapist. “Gdftn.” He paused, noted their confusion, and adjusted down to their Tier 12 processing speed. “I apologize. Good afternoon Mr. Miller. I’m Doctor Hernandez, and I’d like to talk to you a little more.”

Justinian flinched, clearly not using his spiritual perception to watch his back. Having lived in a spiritual perception-proof box, that wasn’t surprising, but his flinching so near an open wall made the therapist flinch as well.

Matt didn’t bother to reach out and steady him. They were only on the third floor, and even if he landed on his head, he wouldn’t get more than a bruise.

Justinian didn’t look at the doctor, but instead looked at Matt, who stood next to him.

“I don’t want to wake up, but I can’t live in a dream.”

His hand moving the final few inches, Justinian crossed the threshold and into the outside.

He stared at his hand, splattered by a few drops of rain.

His laugh wasn’t entirely steady or even particularly sane but seeing him willing to test his prison walls made Matt at least a little confident that he could recover.

Justinian was strong despite everything he had been through.

While Justinian still refused to be alone without Matt and Liz, he seemed to settle down quite a bit after doing his little test. In fact, he actually refused to stay inside the hospital and marched his way outside, just to sit in the drizzle. Being a Tier 14, it wasn’t like a little summer rain would hurt him, but the hospital staff worked with him and actually let him stay outside while administering their tests and treatment.

Justinian, as it turned out, had been an avid outdoorsman in his childhood. He had always loved exploring and reading about delvers’ adventures in unique and exotic rifts. Matt hadn’t read any of the stories Justinian grew up with, being hundreds of years younger than the man, but did recognize a few of them that had been adapted into movies in the intervening time, which shocked Justinian. He, like Matt in the false life, had been given access to small bits and pieces of media and content to keep him sane, but it had all been well curated to ensure he remained docile and not get any ideas about escape. Adventure movies were most certainly not on the approved list, and the three of them spent part of each night under the stars watching a movie or two.

Despite his efforts to re-acclimate himself to society through Quill and Torch, Justinian wasn’t even close to being better in just a few days. He was socially inept at the best of times, having forgotten most of the small things people did in polite society, and while the therapist, Doctor Hernandez, worked with him on that, it was clear he would need a specialist to give him more individual lessons.

One thing the doctors recommended for Justinian to get a sense of freedom was to learn a skill or craft that he would never have been able to do inside the box he had been locked up in. Matt was pretty sure that they expected him to pick something like art, music, or even combat; the hospital staff seemed a little baffled by Justinian’s choice of hiking.

That wasn’t to say he didn’t at least try those things, but none seemed to catch his interest as much as being able to just walk in any direction he chose when he chose.

It was on one of those hikes that Quill finally learned the Talent set that had caused Justinian so much pain. His Tier 1 Talent allowed him to condense nearby essence into essence stones of his Tier. His second was an odd one that extended the range at which he could absorb essence to condense, with the downside of making essence stones used on himself increasingly inefficient.

Detrimental growth Talents were even more rare than detrimental Tier 1 Talents, and it was an interesting inversion of Matt’s own early situation. Where Matt’s first Talent had been awful for him overall, and his second had fixed his problems and set himself up for greatness, Justinian instead received an amazing starting hand, then got a Talent which crippled the speed he could have otherwise progressed at without it.

To hear him tell it, the Gerbles had been furious when they learned that Justinian wouldn’t be able to be boosted up to Tier 14 in short order, and then Tier 24 soon after. Between the low Tier world and the absolute secrecy requirements, getting him to advance had been quite the slow process, involving his captors killing monsters in front of him and having him take the essence through a bracelet.

Not that things were easy now that he found a hobby.

For the first few days, Justinian seemed to be almost perfectly normal, if a little unaware, but once he seemed to really realize that he had been freed from captivity, he started to relapse pretty hard. A few times, he went fully catatonic, and other times, he got violent and tried to break out of whatever area he was in, whether it be the bathroom, a hall, or even the outdoors. Those times were dangerous, as while his captives had made him allocate most of his essence as a mage, Justinian was still a peak Tier 14 mage. Even with dangerously uncompressed essence that put him more on par with a Tier 12 in strength, that was more than enough to be hazardous to the low Tier staff, forcing Matt and Liz to pull them out of harm’s way a number of times.

No one blamed the man, but it was clear that there was a long road to recovery for Justinian.

For those responsible, things were far, far less clear.

Despite Frederic saying things would be solved in a few days, it took over a week just to come back with the initial reports so they could start the court procedures. Even the scum of the Empire was entitled to their own council, and House Gerble’s lawyers were trying to throw every obstacle, real or imagined, at Frederic to slow down proceedings.

The worst part was, it worked.

Matt was no lawyer, but he knew the law to a basic level. Enough to know that while Frederic could enact some rights as a royal and efficiently sidestep the law to punish the Gerbles, due to the damning evidence the two of them had found and provided. Namely, Mr. Miller himself. If he did so, he would be making it seem like the case they had against the Gerble’s wasn’t as solid as the newspapers were claiming, and more importantly, let Ilkor get away with whatever level of involvement he actually had. That meant every i needed to be dotted and every t needed to be crossed before the actual trial began, which involved scrutinizing everyone’s actions and their reasons for said actions.

And doing that to a duke wasn’t easy, slowing things down further.

Quill and Torch, despite being on The Path, were not immune. In fact, they were the main targets of the defense in the early days.

Luna had actually prepared them for times when they would be called to testify, but even the pretrial questioning was enough to make Matt want to kill the slimy lawyer defending Linda. He understood the man was simply doing his job to protect his clients’ interests, but the man seemed to take enjoyment out of questioning him and trying to poke holes in his story.

Thankfully, their case had been well documented by all of Luna, the army, the IAB, and themselves, which immediately shut down most of the avenues of attack the lawyer tried to use.

Matt wasn’t even sure why they bothered with trying to deflect blame, but Frederic explained to them one night over a meal that the man was simply trying to create enough doubt that he could get the death penalty off the table.

Whether it would actually work would only come clear at the trial, unfortunately.
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While Matt and Liz were mostly kept near the hospital as anchors for Justinian, they weren’t able to stay there forever, and they all knew it. Matt could see in Justinian’s eyes how he wanted to beg them to stay, but he never did. Matt wasn’t sure if he just knew it was impossible, or if he feared that asking would shatter the illusion, but they started spending some more time away each day.

The next week was hectic.

While they spent most of their time with Justinian, they were brought up to the floating island to talk to Frederic, who kept up his polite face in front of them even though they knew he was beyond angry at the general circumstances.

He explained what was needed of them, which didn’t go over very well.

“We will need you three to each individually give a testimony in the coming days. That’s all that will be required from you, per your request to not attend the actual trial, but note that this will be exhaustive, with both sides’ attorneys being given a chance to question you.”

Justinian took that news exactly as Matt expected.

In seconds, he started to drift into his own mind, where the horrors still had a hold of him.

“No. No. Nononono.”

As he started to go catatonic, Frederic gestured, and Justinian vanished, returning to the hospital and its attendants.

Rubbing the bridge of his nose, Frederic sighed. “I really hate that. We need the entire story, and it simply forces the victims to relive those horrors once more, but if we wait until they are in a better mental place, it can complicate all attendant investigations and allow accomplices to cover their tracks better.”

Matt looked at Liz, and she shook her head slightly. Taking her lead, he waited until Frederic spoke on his own.

“On to other things. You both are going to be commended for your work here once everything is settled. That means official military rewards and the like. The Emperor was watching this fiasco, and while we haven’t talked, word from the court is that he is quite happy with the conclusion of this mission.”

Hearing that, Matt had to ask, “Can’t he just circumvent this entire trial by winding back the clock and seeing who’s guilty and who isn’t?” Seeing Frederic open his mouth, Matt continued, “I know the Imperial bylaws, but Justinian can’t handle something like this so soon.”

Frederic waved off into the distance. “Beyond the fact not even the Emperor’s word alone is sufficient to convict someone, let alone a noble, his time is valuable, Quill. To make a trip all the way out here and spend the effort to look back five hundred years is more than even I can ask of him, not with war looming on the horizon. What few post-cognition abilities I have access to will be leveraged, but they are far from infallible and are rarely entirely admissible. Mr. Miller’s testimony is crucial for a speedy trial. He stated when he was lucid that he wanted to get this over as quickly as possible, and while we will make all possible allowances for him, we will proceed with his initial request.”

Matt just nodded. He didn’t like it, but he couldn’t force Justinian to change his mind.

Liz asked, “How do you think this is going to play out?”

“I know exactly how this will play out, sadly. I want this over and done with as well, but we must go through the motions. Linda is seemingly going to fall on her sword and plead guilty, while stating that she was one of the only ones who knew the full truth. That will mostly keep her son out of the crossfire. He’s still being charged with smuggling, but the death penalty isn’t on the table for that, which is all she really cares about. The entire family will lose the title and land, but that’s small reparations to pay. The real issue is Ilkor. Linda is insisting that he personally knew everything and was taking a cut to not intervene. He’s stating that he was simply taking bribes to not look too closely at her.”

Frederic sighed, and Matt saw how weary he looked. “Which, sadly, is in character for Ilkor. He’s always been willing to turn a blind eye so long as things aren’t pushing the line too far. If I can find evidence that he was involved, I’m going to hang him out to dry and strip him of his titles and lands, but it seems unlikely.”

They chatted for a little while longer, but in the end, none of them could change the upcoming events.

The questioning was, as stated, thorough and exhausting.

Quill was asked a million questions about the event. From why they didn’t just ask to enter the estate, to why he punched down when attacking the trapped Tier 15s when drawing out Linda.

That one was at least an easy response. Combat proficiency had no bearing upon whether or not a given incident counted as punching down, legally speaking. Quill wasn’t entirely certain how combat prowess could be measured outside of Tiers, and asked just that, but the lawyer just changed the topic instead of answering.

After a while, the lawyer did return to addressing his combat strength, but this time by insinuating that Quill either wasn’t truly a Tier 15 or had the backing of someone high Tier enough to supply his talismans.

Quill had to keep himself from laughing in the man’s face. He was a Pather with a manager, arguably the manager. The idea that he was capable of subverting the rules of The Path directly underneath Luna’s nose went clear past absurd and into utterly laughable. He didn’t even need to say it, as the opposing lawyer beat him to it.

Despite that, he was still questioned relentlessly.

Not all of the pointed questions were from Linda’s lawyers. Some were from Ilkor’s, and others were from the prosecution. The latter were even more exhaustive in their questioning than everyone else, as they were trying to cover all their bases before they let him go, but they were at least gentler in how they framed their questions.

Torch’s own questioning went about the same way, but Justinian’s was much rougher from what Quill could tell as he watched the recordings they were provided.

Despite the lawyers on all sides being far kinder in their questioning, the absence of his therapist and accompanying calm he provided simply was too much. Justinian broke down on multiple occasions, and needed several recesses before they could continue. Sometimes, it was when they were asking him to recount the worst of the times, like when they took away all of the amenities he had earned and tortured him with the sight of his revoked privileges through the confines of a glass cage . He broke another time when he was being questioned about the first few years of his captivity, and yet again when he described a time when they wouldn’t give him mashed potatoes without gravy. Despite behaving for years by that point, refraining from giving them any trouble and them treating him generally well in return, they kept failing on that simple request. Even just the memory enraged him and sent him spiraling.

One of the attorneys on the prosecution side had to be asked to leave after she accidentally let slip that Justinian’s parents had died several hundred years ago, which delayed everything by a full day, as he was immediately teleported to the therapist. Justinian had apparently been told by the Gerble’s that his parents had died, but he was fully aware that they were willing to lie to him in order to punish him.

In general, his education seemed shoddy, not that Matt was too involved in exploring the particulars. Naturally, the Gerbles had never informed him that it was possible for any cultivator to commit suicide by detonating their cores, and that the immortality of a Tier 15 wasn’t mandatory, but despite that, he seemed in no rush to figure out his Concept.

While all the lawyers kept up their flat expressions during the questioning, Matt and Liz hung around just outside to give Justinian some much-needed moral support during his breaks. None of the lawyers seemed pleased with the stories they were hearing, but they maintained a truly impressive level of professionalism throughout it all.

It took almost a week of questioning to get through the five hundred years of captivity, and Justinian was a wreck for another two weeks afterwards. He seemed to have held himself together as best as he could through sheer force of will, but when it was done, he collapsed in on himself. The emotional toll of recounting everything having hit him all at once.

Thankfully the Empire, or rather Frederic, had an expensive therapist available full-time for Justinian, and the fatherly, older-looking man seemed to be a beacon for him.

Matt and Liz stuck around for another week after that, but Justinian was in good hands and had plans to travel throughout the Empire for a couple of years with his therapist. Justinian felt that he needed to get away, and exploration was all he had thought about in his captivity. The therapist agreed it could be good for him and was willing to travel with him as a friendly ear and protector, as Matt suspected. There was no way the man wasn’t at least a Tier 35, no matter how he presented himself as a run of the mill older gentleman.

Both of them gave Justinian a way to contact them and made sure he understood that while they might not be in a position to respond right away, they would get back to him. That seemed to settle him a little, but Matt still worried for the man. He knew he couldn’t babysit him forever, but he really hoped that Justinian would recover fully in due time. He had been through enough.

They, meanwhile, needed to physically recover, and Luna wouldn’t let them just do anything while on a healing cooldown.

“You did well in that mission, especially in how you didn’t break the masks.” Looking at Matt, she nodded. “I half-expected you to do so when Linda went all out. Your planning and preparation weren’t perfect, but you two did well for running the operation essentially solo. Stuffing Liz in your chest was a smart play but not needed if you had better analyzed the wards. There was a gap in the wards on the North-western side that Liz could have slipped through, using the tools you had at hand. Though in fairness, it might have taken an unduly long time to find it. Your use of unstructured blood magic was good, Liz, but you should have moved your position more often. You stayed stationary too long several times and would have struggled to get hidden quickly enough if things had gone a little different. I would have done the mission by…”

Their debriefing lasted almost a full day as they flew in Matt’s chaotic spaceship to an otherwise undisclosed location.

Along the way, Liz molted. She’d assembled a nest made of coals for herself, transformed into her phoenix form, and spread herself over the glowing cinders. She looked rightly miserable, though she reassured Matt that she was fine, coughing up clouds of cinders as her flames slowly died down and her body turned gray.

Liz slept most of the rest of the way to the planet but was mostly awake when they arrived. In her brief moments of wakefulness she was more like a wet and grumpy cat than a bird, which he thought was adorable, but he was smart enough to keep that observation to himself until she was feeling better. He had kept a close eye on her during their trip, fascinated by the molting process. He watched as various parts of her plumage, and then limbs, turned into ash and flaked away, revealing healthy flesh beneath.

When they arrived at the new planet, Matt had expected Luna to send them into low Tier rifts, but instead, they arrived in an uninhabited low Tier system, leaving them confused.

Once they orbited around the planet Luna gestured below them. “This is your project for while you recover.”

Matt looked down at the planet sized brown ball of dirt and shot Luna a raised eyebrow.

“This world is fated to be a new training planet, and it is your duty to perform some of the base terraforming. Once you leave, more people will come in to finish it, but I want you to use this time to practice your large-scale magic. Mass-area manipulation flexes your skills in different ways, and this is one of the few activities outside of combat where you could feasibly utilize all of your mana on a single task. You are to create and establish rifts to match whatever themes you wish, but ideally in a naturalistic-seeming way. You have two years.”

Liz raised a finger in question. “Can we absorb the essence stones we won from the academies?”

At Luna’s agreement, they moved on to what terraforming actually entailed, and how best to tackle the project they were given, which wasn’t as easy as it seemed. Thankfully, Matt wouldn’t be working alone; Luna expected Liz to help and get her own practice with large-scale manipulations, even if she was more limited in mana reserves than Matt.

That forced them to take a crash course on terraforming. While most new worlds were low-Tier planets found drifting through chaotic space, some were made more or less from scratch, especially when there was a specific goal in mind. The general process, from what Matt understood, was:

Step 1: Get a ball of rock by finding a planet in the outer reaches of the system, condensing an asteroid belt, pulling a planet from an appropriate Tier 40 or higher rift, or simply making a planet using the relevant [Create] spells.

Step 2: Jump start the molten core.

Diverting stellar radiation through enchantments was oftentimes done for worlds in systems higher Tier than themselves, but wherever possible, a real molten core was preferred due to the lower ongoing mana costs.

There were even a number of formations that could slowly heat and spin up the core, which Matt found interesting and made a note to look at later for inspiration.

Step 3: Create the essence core.

That was mostly a natural process, but it could be kick-started by seeding the planet with approximately ten trillion mana, typically from a Tier 40 mana stone. Less total mana could be used by either adding essence directly or letting the process take longer, but when most people ordered a planet, they weren’t willing to wait a million years, so more mana was better.

Matt was slightly shocked when he realized that he could personally finish that step as a Tier 15 in a little under eight years, or in a second at Tier 43. That felt astounding, but the essence core for this planet was already forming, so he wouldn’t be needed here.

Steps 4 and 5: Make an atmosphere and oceans.

These were the steps Matt was involved in, as they were some of the most power-hungry outside of the actual core formation itself. Whenever possible, the appropriate material was taken from the nearby solar system and dropped onto the planet, but this one was relatively barren of anything useful. There was the nearby Tier 3 planet that held the tether to the wider Empire, an ice giant in the outer system, but it was outside of Matt’s current skill to harvest from. There would also be some isolated bodies even further out, but the system hadn’t been scouted enough to find any worthwhile ones. He’d be making the water and air himself, which was more than fine with him.

Rifts and enchantments were occasionally used for creating matter, but they had their downsides. Taking matter from rifts simply wasn’t efficient on either time or mana, compared to paying a half-decent mage of the appropriate specialty. Mostly, it was done for small scale operations where a company didn’t want to scout someone competent for a job that might take a year. Enchantments could do the job even less efficiently than a rift, with the upside of being nearly entirely automated. For the quantities of water involved in filling lakes and oceans, people were the clear solution.

At least Matt was starting from a blank slate. Replacing a whole atmosphere would have taken even more work, and adjusting an ocean to the right state would need skills he didn’t have.

Step 6: Seed the planet with life.

Given the effort involved with the whole process, letting bacteria, algae, and other basic forms of life do the work for you was preferred. Once those things had a foothold and had done their work, other life forms were added to the planet in stages, moving up the food chain. In one of the final but optional steps, wood and other relevant mages would come in and shape the ecosystems to the desired form, but it was unlikely that Matt would ever be too involved in that. It was a highly skilled job that didn’t benefit as much from his ability to push huge quantities of material around.

Step 7: Rifts.

Rifts weren’t really their own step, but it was easier to think of them that way. Rather, they tended to form naturally as the essence core formed, or as life took hold across the planet. But the relevant point was selection of rifts for ideal habitability. Under Tier 15, that meant most underwater rifts were destroyed, so when the planet created new rifts to fill that void, some portion would be formed on the surface. They’d just have to rinse and repeat until at least 95% of the rifts were above the waterline.

Matt was almost surprised at how easy the steps made it seem, but Liz dragged him back to reality just by pointing out the handbooks on details for each of those steps and reminded him that the estimated timeline of terraforming a planet from scratch was three thousand years minimum. It could be ten times that before it was properly established and a place that people would want to call home permanently. Exorbitant mana expenditure could speed that up, but even Matt couldn’t afford the cost of time-accelerating the entire planet to allow the natural ecosystems to establish themselves, and didn’t have the multitasking capability to run [Grand Evolution] on the entire world the way Tur’stal was said to do.

Still, the first few stages could be feasibly done in just a few years, and that was why he was here.

There were other challenges, depending on the starting conditions and the end goal. Settling a higher Tier world taken from chaotic space would often require clearing legions of monsters from past rift breaks. Some people wanted ice caps, some people wanted ice caps to be removed, some wanted specific moons or special weather patterns, world-swallowing oceans, deserts that covered everything in sand, one large continent, many small continents, more or fewer islands…the list was endless. But, making a training planet from bare rock was about as simple as it ever got.

Together, they flew down to the planet, and Matt sighed into the void.

Standing on the planet felt very, very strange. He had visited dozens of worlds, but none had been so lifeless. With no blue or green in sight, it felt more like standing on a moon or an asteroid than a planet.

Craning his neck to look at Liz on his shoulder, he asked her through his [AI]. “What do you want to do?”

Liz hopped down, then nearly collapsed on the ground. “I’d really like it if I could just stay in my warm bed for the next few weeks. That sounds nice. Maybe you could make me a cup of hot chocolate? I’ll be your best friend if you do.”

He just looked down at Liz with a bit of pity. “You didn’t pick a line of work you can call in sick for. I do have an idea for someplace warm though. Here, climb back into your backpack.”

Liz just laid on the ground.

Matt shook his head. With exaggerated difficulty, he picked up the bird that he had married and put her into his backpack. He even dumped in a few lit coals for good measure.

It reminded him of Aster so long ago, just warmer.

Matt flew upward, following his [AI]’s instructions to where the orbital supply cache, outfitted for any active terraformers, waited. At three miles across, it held everything a crew would need to transform the barren hunk of rock into somewhere properly livable, including samples of the life the planet would one day hold. More pertinently were the living quarters, with apartments set up for anyone without their own portable house. They weren’t that common outside of professional delvers or other migrants, and while Matt planned on using their own house set up in what was nominally a common area, it was neat if eerie to see the habitation pods sitting there unoccupied.

Liz at least pretended to sleep during his tour of the station, but once his initial curiosity was satisfied and all his flammable goods were offloaded, he dropped back to the surface of the planet.

The rock beneath his feet parted like water at the barest touch of his magic, and Matt dove down, and down, and down. Mile after mile, Matt burrowed through solid rock until it started picking up heat, then past that and to the semi molten, slowly swirling metal making up the core.

He couldn’t help but admire the sight.

To his spiritual sense, it was an enormous wall of incredibly compressed, impossibly hot metal, stretching out for as far as he could see. It took him a minute, but he eventually spotted one of the heating slabs off in the distance.

The slabs were highly effective, if intentionally crude and cheap. Simply put, they were massive amounts of radioactive metals held sub-critical via enchantments, but once activated that inhibition was reversed. The metals would heat up on their own, and in turn heat up the metal they were embedded in. They had been spread out every few miles by a previous work crew, and Matt swam to each in turn. After some tests to ensure everything was working as it should, and swapping out a damaged one with a spare, Matt retreated to the core of the world, where the heat and pressure was at its most intense.

With a nominal flex of willpower, his Concept pushed out against the surrounding rock and stone. While barely Tier 1 at the most, the sheer weight of the planet above him meant he could only sustain about twenty feet of space.

His wife felt cold, and that couldn’t stand.

Also he wanted to see just how hot he could really get when he went all out.

Contracting his bubble slightly, he flattened the bottom, then hit it with [Flamethrower], starting to melt the rock. He kept it up for a few minutes, to really create a magma pool fit to swim in.

Crouching down, he dipped his left hand in the pool, which felt only scalding. Then, feeling slightly foolish, he dipped his non-invulnerable right hand into it, and was relieved it felt the same. With no essence backing their existence, neither the molten stone nor the radioactive core just a few hundred feet away held any danger for them.

Setting Liz down into the magma, he slowly ladled it over her until she was mostly submerged, and then used a trickle of magic to make sure she didn’t float out.

“Oh. Ohhhhhh. Ahhhhh, we need to do this later. It’s like a massage and coffee and a nice bath allllll rolled into one.” Liz snuggled into the magma, tucking her beak under her wing.

Matt pushed himself into the molten rock, twisting his repulsion in an interesting way to actually reach the stone, and found himself agreeing. It reminded him of a really intense hot mud bath.

They stayed there for an hour, just enjoying the novelty of relaxing in a magma pool miles below the surface of a world, while Liz warmed up and he helped melt more of the crust.

Once they were back on the surface, Liz seemed reinvigorated, though not quite ready to return to being a human. Matt took a quick shower, then went back out to start with the rest of the work.

The first order of business was to create the air and water they’d be using for raw materials. They wouldn’t be making the entire atmosphere yet, or possibly at all, but they did need some to get things going.

To start, Matt made himself a small biodome on the surface of the planet. Beyond the additional comfort having a basic atmosphere would provide, it was much easier to create a habitable atmosphere when he had an active example around him, and it would be far easier to reference several of his wedding gifts when not in the vacuum of space. Tur’stal had given him a small bookshelf’s worth of textbooks on terraforming, along with a variety of relevant skills, so before he got past the basics, he wanted to hit the books and ensure he had a solid educational foundation. He cracked open Worldbuilding: An Introduction as he started absorbing a [Create Air] shard, and carefully maneuvered himself to always leave a hand or foot stuck out of his enchanted barrier to start pouring his mana into [Create Water] as he worked through some physical drills. Once outside the biodome, the water immediately exploded into steam and snow, but so long as the water was being made, it didn’t matter much what form it was in.

Luna had advised him on the trip here to clear out some space in his spirit, and a little less then two days later, he had absorbed [Create Air] into his inner spirit around the same time he had finished his first pass of the introductory textbook and moved onto Moving Mountains: Large Scale Earth Magic for the Aspiring Terraformer. The snow had piled up around his circle of protection, and with his air skill now available, he started to make huge volumes of air, blasting the snow away and revealing the still-barren landscape. With a small sigh, he dove into the dense textbook, digesting everything he wanted to know about the composition of planets, and how to bend them to his will.

“Ahem,” Luna said from behind him.

Matt startled a bit, as she was directly out of his sight, staring into the back of his head.

“I believe you’re forgetting something.”

With that reminder, he finally got it. Matt was using all his mana for making air, and his brain for learning, but that was leaving resources untapped. Briefly considering his options, he chose to flex his Concept’s repulsion, working to shape it so that it wasn’t simply omnidirectional. Before Minkalla, it had simply been too taxing on his will to get much real progress, but with the Mind Over Matter reward, it was entirely achievable to practice his repulsion nearly constantly.

“Better, but you’re forgetting one more thing.” Luna crossed her arms and tapped her foot.

A small sigh escaped him as he started modifying his new [Create Air] to better suit his needs and continued moving [Create Water] closer to his core.

“There you go. Now, I’ll be with Liz for a while. She needs some instruction on asteroid composition and how to extract the valuables before sending the remains planetward. Keep doing what you’re doing. Work on your situational awareness though, I was behind you for a full hour before I said something.” With a small pop, his manager disappeared to go terrorize his wife on the mineral composition of interplanetary rocks.

Now that he was maximally using his resources, Matt turned back to his book. Even offloading making air onto his [AI], multitasking like this slowed down his reading. It was faster training overall, certainly, just more mentally taxing.

That was Luna, though. She could smell inefficient training from a million miles away.
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Two months later, a whisper-thin atmosphere was finally beginning to accumulate near Matt’s biosphere, though as it slowly dispersed across the planet it would become even more intangible. He was reaching the limits of what he could feasibly learn from just running [Create Air] at full tilt, and had come across an interesting, enchanting project that was still within the scope of his current job, even if it was slightly unorthodox in this scenario.

There were a decent number of asteroids in the system, probably the remnants of some ancient moon, but very few were of any appreciable size. Liz had been working on some of the bigger ones, mostly in using [Earth Manipulation] to extract specific compounds from the rock for their uses in alchemy, but she had also purified some appreciable amounts of metals. The problem was, she didn’t have a great method of moving masses of metal and rock the size of a small mountain. At least, not quickly.

He’d had his curiosity piqued by the enchanting involved in terraforming mover drones, long distance haulers that used gravity enchantments to move huge quantities of ice, stone, or other materials around a solar system. It was usually for when a moon had to be broken up into raw materials and added to a planet, but they would function perfectly well for him here, as well as give him a new angle to learn on this job. Also, there may have been a slight ulterior motive involved.

The next time Liz, finally back to human form, returned to the planet, he filled her in on his idea, and she agreed. “It seems like you’ll need some additional supplies for this. There are some big rechargeable mana stones in the orbiting supply cache, but most of the rest isn’t on hand. I could grab some from…the Ryaga system, it looks like. Two weeks round trip, and I can even restock our food. Stupid cat, not telling us that we wouldn’t be able to refill our eggs. Or milk. Is there anything else we need?”

“Chocolate.” Matt resisted letting his smile slip out as he said it.

“Hey, you said it, not me. But…I’ll add it to the list. I need to let the asteroids do their thing for a couple weeks anyway. I’ll head out tomorrow, restock our pantry for the next year, and maybe grab you a pastry or two. Ryaga’s supposed to have some good bakeries.”

“Sounds like a plan. While you’re gone I’ll try to twiddle my thumbs slightly less than I usually do, and fruitlessly yearn for you to come back.” He turned to look at Luna, lounging in a sunbeam in her cat form. “Luna will miss you terribly, too. She just doesn’t show it as well.”

While he waited for his supplies, Matt changed up his work by mulching rocks with [Earth Manipulation], flying over swathes of land and turning massive, monotonous plains of rock into valleys and hills, into boulders, sand, and dust. Once the atmosphere was in better shape, the next crew would be seeding bacteria and lichen to get the soil-making process started, and having a bit of variety helped there.

He agreed with the Emperor, it was good, honest work. Best of all, it helped with his mana control.

Luna only moved to stay in her sunbeam and out of the dust clouds that floated around.

When Liz got back, Luna lifted her head to briefly glance at her. As Matt was hugging her, a small, gutted fish floated out of Liz’s bag and toward Luna. A flash of movement was all they got, as their manager ate the fish in a single bite and returned to her nap.

Though inefficient, Matt set his AI to a combination of [Create Air] and [Air Manipulation] to direct a torrent of wind outside of his biosphere as he set up his enchanting bench. The mana loss of running it through his AI was naturally far more than offset by the enchanting gains he’d get from being able to work with his full attention on his project.

After that, he went to work.

Though his grasp of combat-related Tier 15 runes was slowly solidifying, gravity-manipulation runes were not in his limited library. Like all runes of his Tier, calling any enchantment a single rune was a severe oversimplification. It was more a complete language dedicated to a single effect, with its own unique interactions and syntax, interactions, and points of interference. It took him a solid week before he even had a trivial enchantment created after burning through a lot of his raw materials, and that was by all metrics fast. His mana budget, or lack thereof, helped there, but he was still hoping he could have gotten something useful faster.

With a basic understanding of gravity runes achieved, Matt diverted about a thousand mana per second to his AI to translate the schematics and formations he had access to into something workable at his current skill level. It took a few iterations, but after about a month he’d gotten a design that he could make, would serve his objectives, and could be made with his remaining materials.

What he settled on ended up looking something like a beetle, with a glossy black main body the size of a taxi, and with six appendages for detail work and directing the gravity fields for thrust. Not his finest work, and he had messed up his first two attempts so badly that they weren’t salvageable. But after a month’s worth of prototypes, he had a squadron of six drones ready to do his bidding.

He had to complete the assembly in orbit, though. Ironically for a device made to manipulate gravity, making them outside of freefall would cause several of the runes to malfunction and generally make the physical construction of the devices much finickier. It did make installing the power cores a lot easier, at least, as the ten-million mana stones he was utilizing for a battery were stored in the orbital terraforming cache.

As the last of the hauler beetles hummed into action, Matt almost felt a bit melancholic. Gravity magic was fun, and while intensely irritating at first, the interplay between each rune in the entire formation had grown on him over time. He almost wished he could justify another project utilizing them at the moment, but he simply didn’t have any other experiments to tinker with now.

The hauler drones took off to the outer solar system, with most of them heading to the ice giant’s Lagrange points, and Matt watched them go until they faded from sight. His drones would be moving asteroids into orbit around the planet for the next few months, and for the first hour, he was obsessively checking in on them to make sure everything was working as intended. Most of that was thanks to the logic cores he had just copied from the available sources, or he’d have spent decades working out bugs.

Just as he was turning to head back down to the planet, he saw Luna floating alongside him. “Not quite what I expected, though it’s good, worthwhile work. Still a little rough around the edges, but you were improving your technique with each iteration. I’m glad to see you branching out a little into areas where throwing mana at the problem doesn’t give you as large of an edge.”

“I already have a few ideas for how to improve them. I could squeeze another seven percent efficiency out of the propulsion alone.” Matt sighed, checking the readout his [AI] had given him.

“That’s the bane of craftsmen everywhere, Matt. If you get to the end of a big project and find that you’re totally happy with the final product, then you didn’t learn anything along the way and it’s time to move on.”

Turning back to the planet, he pinged his wife and saw that she was carving out paths for rivers. It seemed fun enough, and he needed something to do while asteroids were herded around the solar system. And if he could work on the range of his Concept, all the better.

They took their time with it and had fun carving little valleys and nooks where streams could flow and animals could retreat into. They created caves that would be hidden if the giant lake beds they created worked as intended to form hidden waterfalls. They even created an entire tunnel system under a pre-existing mountain range for the fun of it. It would remain to be seen how much would survive the rest of their terraforming, but it was good practice and good fun if nothing else.

Four months later, Matt was hovering in a gorge he had made, letting a veritable river of water and air stream from his hands.

It was meditation week, and he hadn’t moved a muscle in four days.

Luna had probably known from the start, but there was a resonance between his Concept and the task of letting his endless mana flow into the creation of what would eventually become a life-bearing world. Focusing on that feeling helped with Concept development, and he needed all the development he could get in preparation for his Intent, letting himself sink into daydreams and rabbit holes as his mind meandered.

In the area where he was spewing out air, the air pressure was high enough that the water actually remained liquid until it hit the ground, giving him a nice low rumble to help him focus.

It was infinitely better than pure silence, which always seemed to turn oppressive.

A ping from the satellites interrupted him, but it was worth it. Slowly unwinding from his meditation position, he brought out his flying sword and started heading to where Liz and their house were.

He found her sitting with her eyes closed, concentrating over a cauldron of blood which she would occasionally bring out a dash of some ingredient or other to throw in. Matt decided it wasn’t a big priority to get going right now, so he went to make a pot of tea, then sat in a chair to the side of her crafting room to watch Liz work.

Matt’s knowledge of potions was decent for someone who didn’t specialize in the field, but Liz was actually good at it by all accounts, and it was slightly mesmerizing to watch her work. The blood in the cauldron would boil for a second after she threw in a pinch of aluminum powder, and go briefly clear when she pulled out some leaf from her garden orb and tossed it in. Then she would use [Pressurize] to let some sort of reaction happen under high pressure, all the while she was casting her analysis spells to measure whatever changes she was making. Once the blood had settled down and turned an off-shade of red, she levitated it out of the cauldron and fed it into the bracelet Matt had made to give her easy access to her veins without cutting her skin.

Potions were a core part of Liz’s melee fighting, and it took serious work to not only continue to advance while under Path time constraints, but to do so while utilizing a branch of potioncraft that wasn’t well established with millions of years of information backing it.

After letting her spend a few minutes checking whether her latest experiment had worked, Liz pulled out a notebook, wrote something down, and opened her eyes. The moment she did so, Matt thrust a mug of hot tea into her hands, which she happily accepted, and he finally got to talk about the thing he had come here for.

“Want to go throw rocks at the ground?”

Soon after, they were in orbit, with Matt on his flying sword and Liz sitting side saddle on her flying spear. He’d been back up here a few times since his drones had set out, just to refill them on mana between trips, but now, he actually got to reap the fruits of his labor.

The goal: throw asteroids at the planet to sculpt the landscape and do it without ruining any of their previous work.

Planets were big, and this one hadn’t ever had oceans to sculpt its surface. The interior of the planet was heating back up slowly but as a mostly solid mass, it didn’t even have continental plates. The intended maps for the planet included lots of changes to the landscape, and large areas needed to be carved out for oceans and seas.

Throwing asteroids at the planet could allow them to make huge divots on the surface of the world with very little effort and would be quite a bit more fun compared to doing so manually.

For the next three days, Matt and Liz had a blast flying between the clusters of asteroids that Matt’s drones had deposited in orbit, then slowing them down enough that they would fall and create enormous craters on impact, but not crack the planet. They limited themselves to mile-wide asteroids at a time, as they didn’t want to blast too much of the water and air they had made into space, but it was great fun to watch the huge rocks fall and create lakes of lava and huge clouds of debris.

Most of the time, they made a game of it by trying to aim the asteroids manually, with no AI assistance, and still hit their targets. Matt had an easier time eyeballing the trajectories and actually moving the asteroids, but Liz had better mana control, so in the end, he only barely edged her out on the scoring system they had come up with.

After they ran out of asteroids to use, they just sat there while the planet rotated beneath them, watching the glowing lakes of cooling lava spin past them. The work was far from done, they wouldn’t even see most of it, but they had made their mark on the planet. Matt just imagined what the new inland sea would look like once the craters were filled with water and life.

Matt collected his drones, returned the rechargeable mana stones to the supply cache, then went down to meet Liz at the edge of the nearest lava lake to their house.

Together, they set up a little picnic spot where they could breathe and talk normally and ate a light lunch that they roasted over the edge of the lava patch. Sausages, toasted bread, and a dessert of smores browned to perfection.

For the next week, they went around to the craters, smoothing out patches where they weren’t quite as precise on their impact placement as they had wished, and shaping the ground while it was still hot enough to move easily under their magic.

Once things were mostly settled, as much as they could do in the first ten months, they started working on what Matt had been waiting for.

Aperology.
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Aperology on a planet without an essence core was not as easy as just slapping down a boundary formation and adding mana, but that was why Matt was looking forward to it. Without both ambient mana and essence, things became far more complicated.

Given he had essentially free reign to make whatever rifts he wanted, all at a fairly low Tier, Matt seriously wanted to test a number of theories he’d developed since his time with Erwin. The past decades had resulted in a lot of thoughts piling up, and the only times he’d worked with rifts since then weren’t real Aperology; just following some guides for making the ideal rifts for new delvers.

Not that he planned to avoid making those kinds of rifts, but with his mana generation, he could test all his theories and have time to spare for the basics.

Matt looked up, watching Liz reading a book, and twisted to bite her on the hip. She flinched and thwacked him on the top of his head with said book, but Matt didn’t let go.

“Stop, you beast!”

Matt growled in return, giving Liz a small dog-like shake of the head.

Two thwacks later, Matt licked her, which caused her angry shouts to turn into involuntary giggles.

“Stop! I need to pee!”

Letting her go, Matt laughed as Liz ran to the bathroom and came out of it, pouting and rubbing her hip.

“That hurt.”

Matt smiled. “I can kiss it and make it better?”

His proposition simply earned him another thwack with the book. “Down, boy. Didn’t you want to start making rifts soon?”

Matt theatrically sighed. “Yes, back to the mines. Another hard day’s work is ahead of me. Whatever shall I do?”

Liz poked him as she got dressed, tossing her book on the bed. “Yeah, right. Woe is me, my ass. You begged me to help you with the rifts.”

Matt grinned as he spun to his feet. “I know, I’m excited. Let’s go get started! There’s no time to waste.”

With Liz tagging along, he explained the differences between Aperology on a normal planet with essence and somewhere without. Mostly, he was touching on already well-established theories that weren’t even hidden, due to how obvious they were. And while Matt would love to test those theories and see if they were as sound as they were presented, he only had a year to work with, and knew he could easily spend a decade just recreating the documented tests.

Still, some of them just sounded so interesting.

In a place without essence, you could form a rift using just an essence stone if it was broken in a small enough contained space. The rift would form out of the pure essence and start creating mana instead of the usual other way around.

He had a million and one questions about what kind of rifts would form, and if he could control the process at all as he could when making rifts out of various mana types.

He wasn’t sure it would be possible, but he had bought a literal spatial ring full of Tier 1 essence stones, so he had more than enough to go wild in testing even his most inane theories.

Liz had agreed to assist him with his Aperology, but getting her excited had been an effort in futility; though he was pretty sure that once she saw the results, she would get into it. Their efforts would help generations of future delvers, and if they could make relatively safe rifts, they could change lives.

Throwing down one of the thousands of barrier formations, Matt stepped inside and activated it with a burst of mana. The barrier glowed a light blue at the edges as it filtered out all the ambient mana and essence but was nice and clear for the rest of the formation, showing the improvement of his enchantment skills.

“Okay, so first, I want to test a few very basic rifts. Things Erwin and I already established.” Looking to Liz, he asked. “Kobolds or goblins?”

Liz chewed her lip for a second before saying, “Kobolds. It’s a classic first rift.”

Even as he started pouring in the appropriate mana ratios for a kobold rift into the air, he countered, “Factually untrue. Goblin rifts are superior due to their similarity to humans and propensity to use tools.”

“What? No! That logic would mean an orc rift is the best beginner rift. Kobold rifts are best, as they only really have their claws and teeth to attack with at low tiers. Besides, goblins are so short, the height difference means it’s nothing like fighting a human.”

“Yeah, but kobolds are generally seven percent faster than a goblin of the same Tier due to their essence distributions. Speed is dangerous. Small slower humanoids are clearly safer.”

Matt could feel Liz roll her eyes. “The difference at that Tier is minor at best. And if they really wanted slow creatures, you’d see more slime rifts.”

They shuddered at the mention of one of the most irritating low Tier monsters. Slimes were notoriously hard for non-mages to fight, and rifts containing them had the tendency to be broken immediately when appearing at a low Tier. The only places Matt knew of which had intentional slime rifts were mage training schools, which used them primarily as tools to help teach mana management. There was a movie about an unarmed combat school who used a slime rift to teach their beginner delvers how to imbue their body with mana, but Matt was pretty sure that was pure fiction.

The rift monster was not well received for good reason, which made her counter even dumber.

He was going to retort when the rift snapped into reality in front of them. Monsters were trying to flow out, but Matt waved his hand and cut them to pieces with shadows before they could tell what type of monster they were.

Gesturing at the distortion in space, Matt said, “After you, milady.”

Liz shot him a rude gesture as she entered the rift.

Following on her heels, Matt screeched to a halt, almost hitting Liz.

They were most certainly not in the standard kobold rift he had tried to create.

“How is there lava? I barely used fire mana. There’s no way it just spontaneously managed to perfectly combine with natural earth mana to make lava mana. What the fuck?”

Together they walked into the first room lit by the lava that ran along the walls, and Matt frowned.

A Kobold.

One single, perfectly normal kobold.

Liz pointed at the rabid monster and asked, “Seems perfectly normal to me.”

Liz gestured with a hand and pulled the Tier 1 monster to them. It tried to resist, but without a domain and being more than ten Tiers below her, it was futile. When it reached them, Liz flicked her wrist and pulled apart the unfortunate creature into what was essentially a medical diagram.

They both studied the monsters’ internals, but everything was normal. The only oddity was the lava illuminating the rift.

Liz asked after they inspected another few monsters, “Is lava really that big of a deal? Sure, it’s not what you were aiming for, but it’s making things a little nicer than usual. My kobold rift only had shitty little torches to illuminate the place. I’d have killed for this much light.”

Matt paused as he tested the air temperature and compared it to what it had been when they first entered. Half a degree higher over half an hour.

“Are you asking if I need to thoroughly explore this and see what is going on, or if this is a big deal for potential delvers?”

“Both?”

Matt shrugged. “It seems like a decent rift, all things considered. The lava is heating the place up slightly, but at a degree per hour, there isn’t really much reason for concern there. I just don’t know what I did wrong. This is exciting!”

Liz completely understood as an alchemist and was more than happy to act as his assistant as they killed everything in the rift and started exploring thoroughly.

He had to be careful, as the one time he pushed [Earth Manipulation] a little too hard, he nearly collapsed the rift around them as he ran into its spatial boundary wall. He had forgotten just how small Tier 1 rifts were. The wall was only two feet thick, which was nothing to the current him. He was sure if he pushed a little too hard, he could easily destroy the rift and cause it to collapse, which would be a disaster.

He needed this rift to study.

Was it unique with the lava? Was that a product of the mana types he had used? Was it the planet? He had so many questions and couldn’t let this baby rift die so easily.

For amusement, they opened the rift distortion, and Matt cocked his head at the puff of dust that was produced.

Liz snorted. “Now that was just rude.”

Matt agreed but took the hint and left the rift through the exit.

Moving a few feet away, he set up another formation, but after activating it, he didn’t immediately create a rift. Instead, he let all his senses spread and checked the formation for anything inside that might change the composition of the next rift. Finding nothing that seemed out of place, he tried to find any kind of gap or problem in his formation.

Coming up blank again, he turned back to the first rift but couldn’t find anything out of the ordinary there.

Returning to the second formation, he recreated the same rift once more, only to again find lava inside.

Exiting the rift, he was incredibly confused and tried to recreate a catfish rift he had made by accident. The rift once more had lava at the bottom of the water, causing a number of bubbles and steam to rise up.

Liz laughed, seeing the monsters slowly getting cooked. “You might be out of a job with this rift Matt. It can cook the monsters for everyone, no fighting needed.”

Matt rolled his eyes. “It’s not edible, and you know that! The monsters aren’t cleansed of their guts, and the monsters need to be purified before mortals can eat it.”

After leaving the rift, Matt sat down and thought in the vacuum of the planet for long enough that Liz grew bored and started bouncing rocks off his head.

Matt finally looked down at Liz after what seemed like an eternity.

“Are those the clothes that you were wearing when we were throwing asteroids around?”

At Liz’s nod, he asked her to wait outside while he made the fourth rift, which came out perfectly normal.

Liz cursed at the realization. “I washed these clothes, I swear! Hey, don’t look at me like that.”

Matt was indeed glaring at Liz, albeit in focus rather than annoyance, as he studied the mana flows around her.

“Lift your boot.”

Laughing, he nodded at the offending boot. “There we go! Right there, you’ve still got some contamination from lava mana. That would do it.”

Liz stomped her feet and started twisting. “And you thought I didn’t wash my clothes.”

Matt tried to defend himself, as he had most certainly never said that, but Liz kept going. “Who cleans their boots when they aren’t covered in blood? No one! That’s who.”

Liz made a quick detour back to their house to properly cleanse her boots, then returned as Matt was setting up his next formation.

“It’s fine,” he reassured her. “Honestly, this was a learning experience, but controlling for variables is important. Honestly we should be doing this in clean suits for this very reason.”

Getting back to work, Matt started testing a few of his theories.

Ideally, he’d be able to create rifts without monsters to be used as farm locations, but he knew that was a pipe dream. He still intended to try, though.

Starting with a mixture of all four level one mana types, he checked one of the most elementally balanced rifts he could think of and checked the result. The result was a very normal rift with boars that charged at them almost immediately, pouring out from a very sparse forest that seemed to compose the majority of the rift.

It only took them seconds to clear the entire rift, but Matt didn’t keep this one.

Instead, he slightly altered the ratios.

Less fire, the same amount of earth, slightly more air and water. The resulting rift from that combination contained a morning or evening sun, which wasn’t ideal, but it did have a nice, open grassland with a meandering river running near its furthest edge.

The little snake that was dangling off his leg as it tried to sink its teeth into him was less than ideal. Its venom would kill a Tier 1 in half an hour if his [AI] was correct, which meant the rift was a dud, even for training.

Crushing the monster, Matt exited the rift and tossed the corpse to Liz. “Pretty toxic for a Tier 1. Figured you might be interested.”

“Oh, nice. I’m no Sam, but I can always see if it does anything unique with its venom.”

His next attempt with a similar mixture resulted in a full daylight rift with boars and a stream.

Perfect for farming once the monsters were killed.

Not that anyone would really use it for farming. Low Tier planets, even those in a capital system, rarely lacked space or low Tier, mundane fare. Rifts excelled at making such things, and the capital planets, even with their trillions of citizens, never had a food shortage. Part of that was Empire policy keeping supply prices down, and part of it was the richer citizens avoiding mundane cuisine with no benefit when they could have more exotic food possessing special advantages.

It wasn’t that rifts couldn’t grow those specialized versions of foods, but the conditions needed to grow specialty foods tended to be more specific than the average mid-to-high-Tier Rift maintained between cycles, which made it nearly impossible to mass produce them. Not that it was necessarily a bad thing, as it kept the outlying planets valuable and maintained a near-unique export that the capital systems demanded.

Matt could hardly claim to understand the economy, but it seemed to him that it would be fairly disruptive if those planets lost one of their main exports. The core worlds of the Empire were already overcrowded, and it seemed to him that enabling them to make even more of their own stuff would only exacerbate the problem.

Not that his little rift was some miracle of fertility that could grow exotic crops. No, it was dead average and would only be able to handle two or three rotations of crops before the soil degraded into uselessness. Though, that wasn’t much of an issue with rifts, as they would just recycle everything into essence once the last of the farming bots left.

After noting the latest formula as a possible farm candidate, Matt and Liz checked a dozen or so subsequent formulas for anything unique while trying to create nice and easy rifts for beginner delvers to practice on.

Rifts with finger-sized venomous snakes were not good for fresh Tier 1s. Or really anyone below Tier 8, where they could reliably get magical armors that offered more comprehensive coverage. Rifts with hummingbirds that darted in and out of range while trying to peck out someone’s eyes didn’t fit the bill either. Rifts that had thirty goblins in the second room in half their instances were both odd and immediately destroyed. Rifts with boars that used skills were also rifts not suited for beginners, but Matt didn’t destroy that one.

The roast pork was pretty good, and they liked the added variety to their dinners.

It was low Tier, which meant it didn’t really provide the nutrients their Tier 15 bodies needed, but it was better than feeling hungry and fueling their bodies with essence.

He also wanted to see if he could isolate the variable that gave the Tier 1 monsters access to a skill. If he could do that he felt he might be able to make a breakthrough of some sort.

They were working on creating a few good rifts near a prospective coastline when Luna approached them one day.

“Good morning, children. How is your little break?”

Matt felt the trap in those words and flexed his Concept almost in unison with Liz.

The Luna in front of them shattered into motes of light, revealing the real Luna standing slightly off to the right, arms crossed.

“Good. I was going to make you break illusions for a month if you fell for that.”

Uncrossing her arms, she walked over to the rift he had just created, and with a tap of her foot, dissipated the formation that kept the mana and essence locked inside.

As she did so, the rift flickered as the mana supporting its existence fled and it tried to fill the void. The same thing happened with the essence a moment later, which caused the rift to fall apart like a fading heat haze.

Luna gestured at the now-empty formation and asked, “What did I just do?”

Liz stated the obvious. “Dissipate the rift.”

Luna nodded. “Correct. How would you do the same thing?”

Matt paused as he thought over the idea. “In the first rift, I almost broke through by punching a hole through the spatial barrier.”

“A possible method, but a damn hard one as you Tier up. But very much a viable option.”

Liz offered up her own idea next. “Damage it with our Domains. Not sure I can do that with my Internal Domain, but that’s how I could see a rift being destroyed.”

Matt was about to say run the rift until it ran out of mana, but Luna surprised him.

“That’s not exactly true, Liz. You have the right idea, but only if you are trying to destroy a rift from the outside. If you, with an Internal Concept, enter the rift in question, you can easily break it apart. You are your own realm, and a rift just can’t handle that sort of pressure well from the inside.”

Looking at Matt, he gave his answer about running the rift, to which she nodded.

“Note that as Tier 15s, you can dispel a mid-Tier 7 rift without too many issues, but attempting to break a Tier 8 rift in the same way would be substantially more troublesome. I want you to make a few dozen rifts and practice all those methods. Once you get the hang of that, I can then show you how to identify a rift instance and enter it once it has closed. That’s even harder, and takes a level of control few can master, but with a Tier 1 rift, I think you two can manage it.”

Matt opened his mouth, but Luna spoke over him. “Cloaking yourself from a rift is a generic ability of Intents and will be impossible for you until you have one.”

Matt shrugged as Luna showed them each method of destroying a rift.

Doing so with his Concept, Matt understood what she meant about learning how to destroy a rift before learning how to find a rift instance. The rifts with active instances felt like a pastry with many layers. Thin, parallel, and hard to notice individually at a macro level, but when you crunched through one, it was much easier to distinguish the layers.

To practice, he and Liz switched off being inside a rift. The other tried to enter, but it was slow going, and Luna let them return to the terraforming before too long, with them happily practicing on their own.

Liz ended up figuring it out first, but Matt wasn’t too far behind. And while it still took them an hour or two to be able to identify a particular instance out of the mess that was a rift’s folded layers of reality, they were eventually able to tear a hole into a desired instance.

Though getting the desired result was the tricky part neither of them could actually do quite right.

They could rip a hole in the rift’s fabric, but they couldn’t do so and enter without destroying the entire rift wholesale.

Luna insisted it was possible for them to do, but they believed she was blowing smoke up their asses with something theoretically possible, but not something anyone without an Intent ever managed.

The rift work itself didn’t yield any new results, but Matt wasn’t that upset. He really hadn’t expected to discover anything new, so he instead started trying to create rifts with purely essence stones.

The results were explosive.

A barrier made of mana to keep everything inside was, surprisingly enough, still mana, and gave the essence enough to condense and form a rift, blowing his containment field up and sending him to his butt.

Liz, who was nearby, laughed until she choked on floating dust, but Matt wasn’t even that mad.

This was an interesting problem that he had to solve, and that was half the fun of science.

Making a barrier out of pure essence was possible. Matt knew that, but it wasn’t the answer he sought out. He didn’t make essence by the bucket load, and preferred an answer that could use his mana generation, which is when he came up with the idea of using something similar to his Concept’s repulsion effect.

That was easier said than done, as he couldn’t use mana in making the effect, but rather it had to power the effect. It was the difference between mana being used to make a breeze by pushing it around and using it to force air to move by turning a fan. Mana was moving in the first example but wasn’t necessarily in the second as long as there was no ambient mana.

It took him almost a week, but eventually, he figured out how to make a rudimentary repulsion rune that was powered by mana. The rune didn’t create any barriers or waves, but instead worked through vibrations. He was pretty sure this rune existed, as he had taken the idea from a report he only sort of remembered reading as a Tier 13, but it worked, and that was all that mattered.

With that settled, he created his first rift made purely from essence.

The result was quite possibly the most average rift he had ever seen before.

Twenty-four rooms with perfectly average goblins increased by one per room before being reset every sixth, where the goblins got better armed, until the final room containing a hobgoblin boss.

It was exactly the rift he had delved as a Tier 1 at the PlayPen on Lilly.

That was hard enough to believe that he called for Luna to see if she had any more information on how the PlayPens did Aperology, but she had nothing. Matt debated putting in a request for that information but pushed it off. He was cut off from the EmpireNet, and leaving to enter a planet that was connected would take more time than it was worth, and he felt like he was onto something.

A dozen more essences only rifts, and he found his idea held true.

Rifts made from purely an essence stone and no mana were far more similar than any other rift he had made before.

Not that that meant all the rifts were the same. No, the rifts had a natural variation on the monster type, mana type the monsters preferred, and terrain. But when he eventually created a second goblin rift, it was almost identical to the first one. Twenty-four rooms, resetting numbers every sixth room then a hobgoblin boss.

In the second goblin rift, the goblins were all left-handed, and the rock shivs they used as weapons in the first set of rooms were a few hairs longer but narrower. The angles that the rooms connected at were slightly different as well. The boss’ variations were the same, but the tactics the variations used were slightly different. The first rift’s boss usually preferred to fight solo while the minions just rushed them, but the second boss’ minions kept a formation around it most of the time.

Matt and Liz had no idea what to make of it, but they had a storage ring full of Tier 1 essence stones and intended to find out.

Liz’s PlayPen had had a Kobold rift, and it was a nigh perfect copy of the rift they made on this planet with pure essence stones. It wasn’t exactly the same, but it followed the same outline just as the goblin rift had some slight variation.

In just under a week, they covered most of what would become a sea with rifts and only stopped because they ran out of formation plates.

While there could always be some kind of Talent involved in the process of making rifts for PlayPens, he and Liz doubted it. There was just no way that someone made each rift for a PlayPen when it only cost a low Tier essence stone. That might be expensive for commoners due to their rarity but even a Tier 15 like them could buy them by the storage ring full with a little planning so the Empire most certainly could do the same on a larger scale.

Interestingly enough, not all the essence stone rifts were good for beginners. Some were downright awful, but that extended to all essence rifts of that monster type.

The Tier 1 boar rift had the entrance dump the delvers right between two packs of boars, and fighting either pack drew the attention of the other, making it far too dangerous for fresh Tier 1s. Matt estimated it would take a team of fairly experienced Tier 1s to safely clear that rift if no one had skills.

That rift paled in comparison to the honey badger rift. Those little shits were fearless, aggressive, and came in packs. Tier 1 monsters should not attack Tier 15s who weren’t hiding their power, but they charged at them en masse. That revelation explained why he had never seen a low Tier honey badger rift before, they were most likely immediately destroyed, like undead rifts.

The Tier 1 undead rift was also bad enough that Matt wasn’t surprised that they had never encountered one themselves.

The skeletons inside weren’t bad opponents, as they were fairly slow and clumsy, but with their near immunity to slicing damage and general tankiness, they weren’t easy prey either. What made them truly dangerous were the traps the undead rifts were littered with. Pitfall traps with bone spikes at the bottom that were scattered around the rooms containing skeletons were hardly beginner friendly.

The rabbit rift was one that made for a decent PlayPen rift, and Liz believed she had heard of a PlayPen with them. The rabbits were more aggressive than normal, though not to the level of the honey badgers, but they didn’t have skills. Besides, rabbit teeth weren’t that dangerous. The largest danger in that rift was the pit traps that would dump a delver into an underground warren of rabbits that would try and headbutt the victim to death.

Even a skill-less Tier 1 could fight their way out of that, though they would get covered with mud and poop.

Embarrassing, but not immediately lethal.

Those rifts gave Matt inspiration for his own Tier 1 rifts, and he tried his best to recreate their layouts with just mana.

He didn’t figure out any special mana percentages, but he did learn something interesting. The essence he used from a single essence stone had a slight tendency to create rifts of a certain type. Or rather, his [AI] noticed the pattern, which he would refuse to admit to Luna, but the sample was so small, it was only possible to recognize the pattern in larger samples.

When creating rifts with mana as the base, he didn’t need much essence and didn’t want to waste an entire essence stone. So instead, he just pulled a tiny bit of essence out of it and then directed it into a formation where it acted as the catalyst where the rift would form. A single Tier 1 essence stone had enough essence for him to create a hundred rifts from it, which was when he noticed a full nine percent of the rifts were pigeon rifts.

The next most common monster formed from that essence stone was only five percent, and when they tested that idea further, it seemed to hold true around sixty percent of the time.

Matt and Liz couldn’t identify why some essence stones seemed to favor a specific type of monster. They chalked it up to the essence stone dropping from that rift originally but couldn’t confirm it. They also couldn’t make heads or tails of the rifts that didn’t have any preference beyond chalking it up to chance, a bad ratio of manas used for the monster in question, or local conditions.

Sadly Matt wasn’t able to isolate the variables that made a rift safer, no matter his playing with the mana ratios.

A rift made from pure fire mana should not be a simpler rift than a rift made mainly from air and water mana. The first had nice simple encounters, while the second had mosquitoes the size of hummingbirds that came in the dozens. A fire mage might love that rift, but no Tier 1 melee fighter would ever step foot into that rift if they had a choice.

Though the planet was still barren when they left, Matt felt like he had still accomplished a lot. Nothing groundbreaking, but that had been the break he needed after the Justinian disaster.

That had hit a little too close to home, and even though they had saved him, Matt felt like things wouldn’t be really better until Justinian made a full recovery.

But first, they needed to go to their lessons.

Bondsman training for Liz and telekinesis for beginners for Matt and a few billion others who would be attending Harper’s open lecture.
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With the healing cooldown mostly dissipated, Matt, Liz, and Luna left the system in Matt’s ship. With three full-sized adults, things were a little more cramped than Matt was accustomed to, but it wasn’t actually that bad, even with everyone in human form.

Instead of critiquing their Aperology attempts, Luna only touched on their methods of breaking into rifts and offered a few ways for them to improve. Nothing was groundbreaking or even all that immediately helpful, but Matt chalked it up to Luna not really caring about things they would never really get to use on The Path.

Mostly, she focused on their usage of wide-area magic, namely their manipulation skills. There, she was as helpful as she always was, and Matt was already thinking of the different ways he could implement her tips the next time he got to shove mountains of material around.

Granted, it was unlikely that he’d need to do so anytime soon, but there was always the possibility he’d need to level a mountain in one of their upcoming rifts. Or maybe he would get seriously injured again and need to spend more downtime on some barren rock, trying to make it livable. Terraforming budgets typically got slashed during wartime, and there were few other ways he could discreetly utilize his mana regeneration.

The trip to Harper’s capital didn’t take that long, all told, and from there, Liz bade them farewell as she set off to meet the Bondsman. Neither of them liked how much they had to separate just after they’d gotten married, but Liz needed to learn how to utilize her final Minkalla reward safely.

Besides, Matt, or rather Quill, was in for an interesting few months, so he wouldn’t feel too bad.

Harper had said way back during his Tier 10 tournament that they would find a way to give him some personalized training with telekinesis skills, but he hadn’t expected their method to be so…obvious.

Instead of setting up personalized lessons, which Quill was sure would break five Pather restrictions and quite possibly a dozen others, they had organized a mass lesson that anyone with an interest in force magic could attend, free of charge.

[Mage Hand] was the first spell in the [Telekinesis] skill family, the same way [Side Slide] compared to [Teleport], or [Fireball] to [Meteor Swarm]. While [Telekinesis] was a broad-scale, high-range continuum of applied force in just about any way that the caster could visualize, [Mage Hand] was limited to a single object within a fairly short area, with far lower power and fidelity.

It still had its uses, even outside of simply being an entry-level force skill. When upgraded a few times, it was more mana-efficient than [Telekinesis] was on single objects and could be manipulated either fully autonomously according to basic directions, or act in perfect sync with the caster, effectively giving them a third arm with far more reach than usual.

Granted, not many people did upgrade it, not when [Telekinesis] existed, and [Mage Hand], while useful to those who did specialize in it, was typically cast aside in favor of [Watchmaker’s Fingers], [Hundred Hands], or [Telekinesis] as they became available.

This wasn’t the first workshop that Harper had given, as they’d held one every few centuries since becoming a royal. But every time, the turnout was in the millions, ranging from Tier 3s strutting around in Academy uniforms to Tier 45s whose mere presence nearly took Quill’s breath away as he passed them in the overcrowded spaceport.

Silverheath was oddly normal for a capital planet, at least in Quill’s experience. While East Flower was teeming with plant life entwined with every aspect of life, and the Citadel practically revolved around martial discipline and physical perfection, Harper’s world just looked like any other developed system in the Empire, albeit perhaps a bit more technological than most. Floating bridges and buildings abounded, with massive metal platforms that functioned as barges ferrying people between islands, or even between different levels of the same building.

As he waited in line for his platform to his hotel, Quill took the opportunity that being reconnected to the EmpireNet afforded him to check in on the progress of Justinian’s trial.

Linda had fallen on her sword, of course, but it was looking like Seymour, her head of security, might also be headed for the death penalty. While he and his defense were saying he was just an unwitting participant, there was evidence suggesting that he had been the one to personally abduct Justinian all those years ago. The evidence was an AI recording from a ‘third party postcognitor,’ which Quill assumed was the Emperor. It still needed additional corroboration, but things seemed promising.

Linda’s son hadn’t been able to be linked to any crimes related to Justinian beyond his frivolous spending of essence stones, but even for that, he and his mother simply stated she had given them to him without explaining where she got them.

Quill didn’t believe that for a second, but there wasn’t any evidence proving otherwise, not even from the third party postcognitor. Perhaps it wasn’t the Emperor, then.

On the other hand, Hardy’s public lackadaisical attitude played in his favor in this instance, he had pled guilty to smuggling charges and would spend the next eight hundred years on a penal crew after paying most of his personal net worth in various fines.

Under the mask, Quill scowled. He felt the punishment was too lax, but he didn’t blame Frederic for that. All the reports that had become public during the trial showed that, at least for the most part, Linda really had acted alone when interacting with Justinian.

What made him happiest was the news about Ilkor Hastings. He had been deposed as the duke of House Hastings, stripped of his personal assets, and would be spending a century on a penal crew for dereliction of duty, attacking down, accepting bribes, and trying to cover up his involvement in an Imperial investigation.

Ilkor hadn’t been tied to the actual kidnapping, which fit with Frederic’s prediction, but that was still quite the list of charges leveled at a sitting duke; far too many to allow him to remain a noble.

House Hastings didn’t get off scot-free either. They had to pay astronomical fines out of the coffers of the house, and the new house head, Ilkor’s cousin Irene, had publicly spoken against her cousin’s actions and promised to keep a much tighter watch on her vassals. But there was a coldness to her bearing that Quill didn’t like, especially when paired with one of the few times he was personally mentioned outside of the trial itself.

“I want to thank Quill and Torch specifically for their initiative in this investigation, and their crucial role in bringing the guilty to justice. My family and I wish them all the best in the trials and tribulations they have ahead of them, as theirs is a Path that few are able to see to the end.”

It was innocuous enough…but Quill suspected she was mad that their house had been implicated in Ilkor’s deeds, but he doubted she was mad at Ilkor. From the short time he had spent with Ilkor, Quill was sure the entire family believed everything was owed to them. Her behavior, and statements, indicated that she wasn’t going to let this go so easily.

There was less media attention on the trial than Quill would have liked, but at least they were mostly in support of Justinian. Some seemed to think that the entire trial was a sham and was just the result of some uppity kid trying to get out of a contract they regretted, but they had comparatively little traction.

It did lead him down the rabbit hole of seeing what the public opinion of himself and Torch was, and it was almost depressing just how much more media attention the AI recordings that had been submitted as evidence were getting than the trial itself.

Quill fighting a Tier 19 got most of the airtime, but not all. Torch punching her way through the vault and saving an anonymous-looking Justinian was a featured clip, but his fight was scrutinized within an inch of its life. Quill had expected the step to blank out Justinian would be taken, but making the man look as bland as possible only helped to hide him from those who could do the exact same to him again.

Plenty of stations were calling them the ‘Next Light and Shadow,’ just like they had done with Queen a few months prior, and Bob and Weave a decade before her. Of course, not all voices were positive, though it was almost laughable hearing them talk.

How a Tier 35 expert expected him to ‘not get hit’ by a melee fighter four Tiers higher than himself was beyond his understanding, but it was almost as bad as the station who called his planned counters to Linda’s few well-known abilities ‘genius.’ By then, his platform had arrived, and Quill just washed his hands of the whole farce.

He still felt just a bit unnerved with all the extra attention, and practically pulled his hotel room apart looking for any spy gear. Sure, it was proper protocol for whenever he would be wearing his Mask, but he was just a bit more paranoid than was helpful. It didn’t rule out anything particularly esoteric or high Tier, but there was almost nothing that he could realistically do about that type of surveillance.

Well, he could go to dinner. Harper had mentioned there was an up-and-coming restaurant called Circe’s Ectarin Feast in the Nikita region of Silverheath, and he’d booked his hotel accordingly.

He did accumulate a few reporters on his way there, with varying degrees of professionalism, and by the time he’d reached Circe’s, the tiny restaurant was practically overflowing with columnists following Quill like so many baby birds.

He ignored the chatter of the aspiring interviewers filling most of the building as he placed his order, following Harper’s recommendations for what was particularly good, and finally deigned to acknowledge his flock of chattering ducklings.

“We are in a restaurant, in case you hadn’t managed to notice yet. Typically, when within one, people utilize their mouths to eat, instead of talk. I would advise you to do so, but mind that I will not be paying for you.”

A few of them sheepishly ordered food, but most just ignored his hint and redoubled their questions.

Once the waiter had left, Quill answered the questions of those who had ordered food right up until his own meal came out, whereupon he promptly returned to ignoring them in favor of his dinner.

Through his spiritual senses, he watched as those who ordered food first picked at it and then started digging in more seriously. Harper hadn’t given him any instructions to ensure that Circe’s stayed hidden, so he was perfectly fine giving the Tier 13 restaurant some attention.

One woman even stood up from her seat and went to go interview the waiter and possibly chef, if her entering the back of the restaurant was any indication. He took note of her after that; she was a woman to watch out for if she could realize the bigger prize.

She must have realized that at best she’d be one of a dozen people recounting his answers, or she could pivot entirely and get an exclusive on an up and coming restaurant.

After he answered most of the questions and enjoyed his food, he paid and left to go hit a few of the exclusive Tier 15 bars and lounges, where he mingled and dealt with wannabe sycophants who tried to attach themselves to his service. He also had to fend off dozens of advances from some very attractive people, some of whom merely wanted the notoriety of sleeping with a celebrity and others who insinuated they were looking for something more permanent.

There were also a large number of noble sons and daughters who met up with him, trying to either earn his friendship through forced displays or promises of gifts once he was off The Path . He was fairly surprised at that; after his encounter with the Hastings, he figured the nobles would peg him as someone who hated their ilk, but they happily sent their children to rub shoulders with him.

Thankfully, Quill had timed his arrival such that there were only a few days before Harper’s lessons started, so his forays into Silverheath’s social circles were limited.

Things calmed down there, as Quill joined the Introductory Force Magic section of the seminar, by far the largest group of the entire lesson. It was so popular in fact, it had to be split into multiple distinct groups, each hosted by their own clone of Harper. Quill was in the group containing the other Pathers and Academy members, but he paid them no mind as the royal spoke.

“Telekinesis and its related spells are deeply unintuitive, especially those used to more conventional manipulation skills. Instead of directing the position or even motion of an object, one must control the force applied to said object. It is similar to the way in which air mages move objects other than air, by manipulating the wind upon the object rather than the object itself.

“Most pertinently, this means that when contesting control of a material, one cannot command it to remain motionless; any action taken by an opponent must be manually countered such that the net force remains null. Further complicating this factor is that just as force magic is nigh-invisible to the spiritual senses of observers, so too is it nigh-invisible to the caster as well. Relying purely on the feedback provided by the spell is surpassingly frustrating and difficult, and often results in prospective users relying on brutish applications of the magic. Nevertheless, for those dedicated enough to try, it is well worth the investment. Also those who show the best promise will get a few one on one lessons after this is done.”

A dagger floated out of Harper’s sleeve and then twirled around them. “All of you feel free to try and disrupt this. I am using a freshly absorbed [Mage Hand] and just my years of experience to move this blade around.”

Quill joined in with everyone else, and even with him throwing a full 10,000 MPS into [Air Manipulation], the blade never wavered. Even a few more obvious skills were cast, but the greatest response any of them got was for the dagger to spin and cut one skill in half.

“All right. Next to your seats, you should find a number of balls and fabrics. The fabrics are lighter, but some of you might struggle to pick up something that is so malleable. If you have that issue, try with the lightest of the balls. If anyone has questions, just get my attention, and I’ll try to help.”

Quill picked up the balls, tested their weights before doing the same with the cloth.

Activating [Mage Hand], he focused on the thin linen square.

Nothing happened.

Trying to picture a translucent hand lifting the square of fabric up, nothing happened once again.

Concentrating his focus, he tried to picture the air lifting the cloth, but even that didn’t work.

Eventually, he just commanded the cloth to lift, which finally worked.

Like a leaf in the wind, the cloth jumped and vibrated but slowly lifted off his lap and into the air, where it hovered.

With how it bounced around, calling it hovering might be a generous word, but he had figured it out.

Force magic was truly different from the rest of his skills, and he could see why most didn’t delve into the finer applications of the magical branch.

There seemed to be almost zero crossover from his elemental manipulation skills, and there was only a tangential crossover from his raw mana control skills. The entire line of telekinesis skills seemed to be their own beast.

The rest of the day was spent with the Harper clone moving through their block and offering suggestions and new challenges to work on for those pulling ahead.

What Quill found both interesting and frustrating was how getting good at picking an object up with [Mage Hand] seemed to have zero cross-over with, say, pushing something. The idea of a magical hand just picking things up and moving them around was completely wrong. It was more like a single application of freeform telekinesis.

Still, he learned, and with the ability to throw millions of mana at the problem, he quickly got better. By the end of the third week, he even had a half-decent command of the skill. He wouldn’t be faking any of the elemental manipulation skills anytime soon, but he was pretty sure he could use [Mage Hand] to disrupt his opponents in a fight.

As Quill was heading back to his room after that day’s lessons, he was walking through a crowd of people and felt someone watching him.

They didn’t seem directly hostile, but their gaze lingered a little too long for it to just be a casual investigation of his identity. There was a purpose to their gaze that his spiritual perception noticed, and it set him on edge.

Pathers weren’t invincible, and he had made plenty of enemies in recent days, with the Hastings house being only one of them and the closest in immediate proximity.

After all, if news stations were picking apart what was available of his fight with Linda, the other Great Powers most certainly had also taken notice of him as well.

He made it all the way to the hotel without any incident, but the moment he stepped out of the elevator and entered the hall leading to his room, he felt the air shift as a formation was activated.

He withdrew a talisman and sent a bit of mana into it immediately, but instead of covering him in a layer of wind to act as a shield, the talisman just sputtered uselessly.

Spreading his spiritual sense through the restrictions, Quill found out what was wrong; the formation was an anti-spell formation. Meant to replicate higher Tier skills, the method of attack was fairly simple. It would disrupt any mana formation in the area, making it difficult to control spells and keep them stable. While it was generally a minor obstacle to most mages and would simply reduce how many separate effects they could maintain at once, the effect on talismans was more pronounced, as they wouldn’t have his mana control or Concept behind them.

Melee fighters with mostly internal buffing skills were almost entirely unaffected, which was why he wasn’t at all surprised when the nearest door to him opened, and a masked man charged at him with a short dagger in each hand.

Matt wasn’t a mage, and could easily fight under such restrictions, but he suspected this was as much a test as it was a serious assassination attempt. This hallway had a dozen cameras, and he was sure there were a number of hidden ones as well for the backers of this contract killer to pick up and review later.

Luna or Harper could destroy them if they wanted to remove such devices, but if either was going to act, they would have prevented the attack outright, which told him this assassin was, at least on the surface, playing by the rules.

And he could take a Tier 15 on as Quill, even with a field that restricted his main arsenal. Quill was still a mage, and Luna had ensured that he could fight well under conditions designed to counter him.

Activating [Mage’s Retreat] at a low level, Quill dodged the first series of thrusts and backed to the far wall. He wanted to use that as a barrier to defend his back, but felt there was something wrong with how the attacker wasn’t following through as he should.

With an instinct honed by long hours spent fighting for his life, Quill jumped to the ceiling and pushed off to the side, deeper into the hall, just as the wall behind him exploded. A second man burst through the crumbling wood and plaster and tried to grab where Quill would have been had he put his back to the wall.

Withdrawing a number of throwing knives, Quill threw them out at the floor, wanting to trigger any traps that might be there. Nothing happened, but he still noted the area as a place to avoid.

Two-on-one wasn’t ideal, but he could feel that they were only Tier 15, which gave him a chance to win this fight and keep his cover intact.

Landing, Quill threw off his cloak and twisted on his feet as he said, “Come now, don’t be so rude to the building. Someone will need to fix that wall, you know. If you wished to give me a workout, you should have invited me to the gym.”

The assassins hadn’t even paused as they rushed at him, so Quill summoned a pair of gauntlets to his hands and then theatrically drew a pair of daggers that were patterned to look like bird feathers. The weapons were functional despite their outward appearance, and he flicked one out as he dodged the larger man’s grab, cutting his forearm.

Metal met metal, but he had expected that and kicked out at the man’s thigh with the tip of his boot.

The small blade he had extended from his boot on his twisting punctured the assassin’s thigh, causing him to yelp. Before Quill was able to follow up, the second assailant closed in and tried to stab him with a thrust to the neck and one under the rib.

Quill was immediately put on the defensive as he dodged the first blow and tried to retreat, as the man was clearly empowering himself with something like [Mana Strength]. The assassin also had more experience with the dual dagger fighting style, as he quickly trapped Quill’s off-hand blade and sent it flying with a long cut to his forearm.

Quill kept retreating and smiled as he let his second blade get ripped from his hands.

Jumping back and letting both attackers pass the blades, he activated his gauntlets while spreading his hands wide, letting the black hole gauntlets from Minkalla draw everything toward them.

Even the walls cracked under the power, but most importantly, the assassins were pulled off balance and weren’t able to dodge the daggers that tried to return to Quill’s hands.

The larger man had a hole punched through his chest as the blade ripped through his soft flesh and he fell to the ground, gasping even as his body was pulled toward Quill.

The second dagger-wielding assassin managed to dodge the projectile but suffered a long cut to his arm that had pierced right through his armor.

Quill waggled the blades as he said, “The quill is mightier than the sword, and all of that. However, I believe limiting myself to one or the other at a time is unduly constricting. Now, are we to genuinely settle this, or not?”

The still-standing assassin seethed and attacked in a fury, forcing Quill to dodge a series of thrusts. As he flicked out his blades to block the follow up thrust, he chuckled as the blade had a notable chip in the edge. “Honestly, I can do better than this. Tier 18 materials may be a pain to enchant, but surely you could get some help with that?”

[Mage’s Retreat] flickered back into play, with Quill being careful not to utilize too much mana upon it. That he had the skill and had clearly upgraded it would be slightly odd, but it was used by enough mages who couldn’t afford a teleport that it would still be considered mostly normal for an Ascender candidate.

Using the speed buff from the skill, he closed the gap with the dagger-wielding man. “I prefer to finish a fight before it even starts, it’s true, but perhaps in your next life you won’t make the mistake of thinking I cannot cast spells.”

Using his speed advantage, Quill took a cut to his chest to plunge his dagger into the man’s throat and, with a twist, decapitated the assassin. They only needed one alive to question, after all.

With the death of the first assailant and the second thoroughly incapacitated, the attack was over, and Luna appeared next to Harper, whose faceless mask was staring at the downed man. Guards appeared a moment later through a [Portal] and started securing the scene.

Quill looked to Luna and gestured with his chin to the decapitated man. “Is he a local?”

Harper answered instead of his manager. “Yes, but they’re freelancers. I doubt they even know who hired them, but we can always try to find that out.” The royal looked at him and shook their head. “You should have used [Mage Hand] in the fight. It could have done the same trick as the gauntlets but without giving away the item’s existence.”

Quill shrugged. “I’m not nearly good enough with the skill to use it in a mana disruption field.”

Luna backed up the royal, eyes narrowed. “You won’t get better until you try. This would have been a good scenario to get some real world practice in.”

Harper crouched down to inspect the corpse of the assassin. “I’ve heard you’ve been progressing well, it would have been worth an attempt.” They made a show of looking up and inspecting the walls. “It would have limited collateral damage as well. You gave a young woman a few rooms down a broken wrist.”

Quill took a moment to digest that. “I’m sorry, you ‘heard’ about my progress? Haven’t you been the one instructing us?”

Harper gave a small laugh at that. “Ah, no. In the past I’ve made more of a show of hiding it, but my Talent restricts me to [Telekinesis] alone. The lectures were done by my secretary, Lyre, who fills in for me when I’m unavailable or not equipped for a particular task. She acts as my face to the wider world, and over the years we’ve become…inseparable. I hear you are doing well in the training and we should get our one on one lesson if you continue as you have been.”

As a healer came to inspect the cut on his chest, Quill ripped the shirt wider so they could access the wound. He kept an eye on them in case they were an assassin who had infiltrated the guards but doubted it. Even if Luna and Harper were hiding their existence to everyone like he suspected, attempting a hit with all the guards around was asking to be caught.

The healer tested his blood, which he had stopped circulating in case the blade was poisoned, and then cast some skills on the dagger to find there were no toxins on the blade.

He would purge his blood anyway, as there was little reason for an assassin to not use a poison. It was a great way to ensure that even if you only cut someone, the job still had a reasonable chance to succeed. Most fresh immortals didn’t have nearly the level of control to stop their circulatory system for long periods of time, and would eventually let the technique slip, giving a slow-acting poison a chance to get to the brain.

After the body was cleaned up, the still gurgling man was healed and taken away with a cultivation suppression collar. That settled, he and Luna went back to a new room where she went over what he could have done better in the attack.

Most of the critiques were minor, as he was well versed in what he could and could not show in his Quill mask. Rather, she focused on the three watchers that had been tracking his movements that he hadn’t noticed.

That was a sobering thought, but in the end, the attempt had been doomed to fail the moment the assassins decided to treat him like a hyper-specialized mage.

He realized that was probably the reason so much of his fight against Linda had been made public. He had only shown the abilities of a mage, and that confirmed to everyone watching that that was all he was. And those who had that confirmed acted on that information when trying to murder him.

A mana disruption field was a challenge to a normal mage, but it would be utterly debilitating to a talisman fighter. The current conjecture was that his Talent was to make talismans stronger, and that fed into the ‘proof.’ Even though this fight would show he was more capable, it didn’t give away any significant information about his abilities.

A mage with an upgraded [Mage’s Retreat] wasn’t that surprising, and while his gauntlets were fancy, they were still only Tier 14 items that weren’t even bonded to him, so he would outgrow them soon enough.

All in all, it was successful misdirection for anyone who got to watch the fight.

And, when the security camera footage was quietly released to a Path-focused news station, ‘anyone’ turned into ‘everyone who cared.’

In the end, Quill decided to schedule an interview with the woman who had shifted her focus to Circe’s staff.

She was at least smart enough to know the real scoop, and their interview consisted mostly of them watching the fight while she asked questions. Quill just trash-talked the two assassins and their methods, saying things like, ‘Any talisman fighter countered by not being able to use talismans is a failure,’ or, ‘I fight Tier 18 monsters; Tier 15 humans, no matter how good, are little more than fodder.’

While he played down the attack, it really hadn’t been a serious attempt in his opinion. Really, it was just a probing strike to see how many of his true capabilities they could bait out.

Part of that was why they released the recordings. If they had hidden them, those behind the attack would assume some part of the attack worked and would keep trying. By showing him crushing the two attackers with ease, it would hopefully cut down on how many attacks he’d have to deal with.

The question of who was behind it was the question of the hour, but even Quill had no firm ideas.

The contract had been anonymous, but he believed it was a noble house, either the Hastings themselves, or someone like them. He had infringed on their honor and had been in one public place for close to a month before the hit happened. That was enough time for them to secretly contract someone to kill him.

Still, he wasn’t entirely sure if that was true. The Hastings were the number one suspect and everyone was looking at them; it was such an obvious outcome that he doubted they were stupid enough to take a hit just months after the trial.

Of course, that didn’t limit the nobility who would lash out at him for daring to be an accomplice to shaming a noble. Some of them were petty enough to level at least this much malice or more his way, just for having done so, and then let the Hastings take the fall as the obvious suspect.

Or at least, that was what his cynical side said. There was no actual proof it was them at all. Most Pathers who reached Tier 15, let alone those who made a splash like fighting a Tier 19 and living to tell the tale, got attacked by the other Great Powers, so even Luna couldn’t give him a definitive answer as to who made a poor, probing attempt on his life.

Thankfully, the telekinesis lessons were almost over, and he was soon able to slip away and out of the Quill identity, which clearly had a target painted on its back. Best of all, he was on his way to meet back up with Liz.
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After doing the rounds to show Quill was fine and invincible, Matt quickly left the area, wanting to get as much distance between himself and the heavily populated capital system as possible.

There were just too many people, too many hidden blades, and too many agendas battling for supremacy for him to be able to relax. Especially considering such a recent attack on his life.

Luna seemed all too happy for him to be jumping at shadows, but even the few days spent on the planet after the attack were enough to fray his nerves.

He had been attacked before, but never in such a planned manner. Assassinations were by definition sneak attacks, and the smart ones could and would strike where he least expected it. It meant he always needed to be on high alert, and that was draining.

To counteract that, he spent five months delving a few rift slots he bought out. It would be a nice break until he needed to meet up with Liz, who was almost done with her training.

Happily vegging out on his ship, Matt flew through chaotic space while idly practicing [Mage Hand] by trying to eat using only the skill, when his AI suddenly pinged.

Getting a message in a chaotic space wasn’t common, as someone needed to specially relay information out of the physical world, and that involved quite a lot of effort and time.

After reading it, he realized why he had gotten the ping and why it had been sent to him in a chaotic space.

There was a kid with a Tier 1 detrimental Talent that the planetary AI had picked up and deemed worthy of manual evaluation, and he was supposedly the most conveniently-placed qualified investigator.

He didn’t have to take the job, but he couldn’t pass up the opportunity. If Dena and Eric had said no, he wouldn’t have been able to join The Path and his life would have gone in a very different direction. The Path wasn’t perfect by any means, but even just making it to Tier 5 while on it presented nigh-limitless opportunities, and he didn’t want to prevent or even delay that for anyone.

He accepted and started scanning the information packet he’d received, directing his ship on a slight detour to the planet in question.

His target was one Eleanor Mallick, and even just skimming some videos of her made it obvious what her Talent did. Each time she swung a sword, tried to cut meat with a knife, or even activated a light rune, an illusory twenty-sided die would appear at the start of the action, roll while she was acting, and finally land on a number that strongly influenced the outcome.

He watched as Eleanor struck a training dummy five times in rapid succession, with a die materializing at the hilt with each swing. As each blow connected, the dice struck the dummy just above it. The first hit was a three, and barely left a scratch.

The next two strikes landed on a six and a nine, respectively, with each doing more damage and the nine dealing slightly less damage than what he calculated her true output should be.

The fourth attack landed on a seventeen, and the cut was so deep, it penetrated the training dummy’s protective layer and hit its more resilient core. The strike was hard enough that he placed it toward the upper end of what he’d expect a Tier 1 melee fighter to be able to accomplish, and she hadn’t struck nearly that hard.

The fifth and final attack landed on a one, and her blade not only shattered, but Eleanor slipped and stumbled back as the dummy’s counter landed hard on her hip and seriously bruised her. Matt was slightly taken aback, as the dummy’s counterattack should not have been possible with its built-in restrictions.

Other highlights included a light fixture overloading with a bang as she rolled a 1 for turning it on, and her steak practically cutting itself as soon as she touched it with a knife and the die landed on a 20.

It wasn’t a life-ending Talent, that much was clear, though certainly one prone to collateral damage, and the fact it pervaded basically every aspect of her life meant it would make it hard for her to ever have true stability. And it definitely limited her ability to follow in her clan’s steps as traveling entertainers.

Clans like that were fairly rare, but there were a few thousand still roaming the Empire; they were mostly holdovers of the Shattering, when families took to chaotic space to avoid the dangers and instability of the wars. As things settled down, they were some of the few people with chaotic spaceships and immortals to guide them and became some of the first interplanetary merchants.

As the realm had healed, and other factions began returning to Chaotic Space or set up teleportation networks, they tended to either settle down and become full nobility, become absorbed into the new merchant guilds, or keep wandering as entertainers.

The Mallick clan was one of the latter, and they seemed to hold spreading whimsy as core to their very purpose in life. They still did some trading, but mostly they held grand exhibitions of skill and wonder for the locals of worlds they passed through, favoring low-Tier worlds.

With a quick dive into the EmpireNet, he was able to watch a few recordings of the Mallick clan putting on performances that impressed even him, with their Tier 15s battling it out in a rendition of one of Lila WorldWalker’s more famous battles. With them using illusionary skills or manipulations, the crowds felt like part of the battle as bits of sand and water pelted them and attacks passed overhead.

For low Tier worlds and their populations, it was an unforgettable and once in a lifetime experience.

Happily getting sidetracked to learn more about a part of the Empire he had never run into before, he looked into the roving clans and whistled.

From what he could glean of their tax reports despite charging just a few credits for the mortals they admitted to their shows, the Mallicks were doing quite well for themselves. Some of it was the higher prices they commanded on higher-Tier worlds, especially when they visited the immortal party worlds, some of it was subsidies from the Empire itself for their low-Tier performances, but most of it came from their role as merchants. Apparently their enormous ships and meandering route throughout the entire Empire allowed them to pick up several trading routes that simply weren’t practical for dedicated merchant companies.

If he was being fair, it wasn’t that lucrative of a business model. They managed to keep their costs low in large part because they functioned as a family and could leverage massive amounts of labor out of higher-Tier members that a more profit-oriented organization simply could never engender. It was basically volunteer work for most of them, but they certainly broke even on expenses, and nearly all of their profit, including most of the nominal salary of the clan-members, went back into improving their show in some way.

Eleanor Mallick and her older cousin Ethan were two of the youngest generation of the Mallick clan and had grown up expecting to join the family business. Born to two Tier 6s, she was fairly low on the clan’s hierarchy, but Eleanor had been expected to and, from everything Matt could see, wanted to join the smaller exhibition displays where they could entertain smaller amounts of people in a more close-up manner.

It was a demanding role, requiring exacting effort and countless hours of practice to truly fit into the performance, a well-run machine of utter perfection.

Which meant Eleanor was completely incapable of taking part.

Those plays were choreographed down to the sweat patterns the fighters would leave on the stage, and simply avoiding endangering her and her opponent would be an endeavor unto itself.

Now, that in and of itself wouldn’t earn her a Path candidacy. She had a detrimental Talent, yes, but plenty of people got those and weren’t invited to join The Path . Now that Matt was on the other side of the data packet, he could see just what the recruiters were supposed to look for in these cases.

The most important factor was desire. If the person was very clearly content to remain a Tier 1 for their entire life, living out a mundane existence and perhaps cultivating ambient essence for miscellaneous health benefits, they wouldn’t fit on The Path .

Next was attitude. Plenty of people who awoke detrimental Talents grew bitter or depressed, oftentimes utilizing their poor luck as an excuse to themselves and to others to either lash out or waste away upon the charity others attempted to provide. Those kinds of personalities rarely turned out well, and The Path simply wanted no part of them.

Finally, the person had to have at least a nominal interest in The Path . That requirement overlapped fairly heavily with desire, but it was important that they didn’t simply want to Tier up simply because it was familial expectation, or because they wanted to become an artist or chef.

Eleanor fit all three. She certainly had the right desire and attitude, as she’d spent the months since her Awakening testing out her Talent for ways she might be able to get around it or use it for herself, feeling out what its limits were and thinking about all the ways it might get better with her next Talent. She was weakest on desire to join The Path itself, as she’d only expressed a desire to fix her Talent to try and be a part of the family business, but she hadn’t rejected the idea either.

Amusingly her cousin was fairly interested in The Path, having sent out a few applications to known sponsors, but had been rejected. Given how close the two were, Matt agreed with the AI’s assessment that Eleanor would likely accept a Path offering so long as Ethan was included in the invitation.

While they were technically cousins, they were the only two of the clan born at the same time, and were raised as practically siblings, being born just days apart. Ethan’s parents were Tier 15s, and his mother had paused the pregnancy in the early stages for two months to ensure he wasn’t born alone.

It was fairly normal practice for immortals, for whom even practically simultaneous pregnancies could in fact be decades apart. While a complete cessation of biological functions was inconvenient at the lower Tiers of immortality, most appropriate hospitals had healers trained in ensuring it was as painless as possible. Liz was in the minority, in that Mara hadn’t wanted to delay however many decades or centuries it would be before she had a peer, but Matt couldn’t really blame the phoenix either. When doing so the mother was unable to shapeshift or risk hurting the fetus and as a royal, Mara couldn’t take a few centuries off like that.

The rest of the metrics Eleanor was judged by were less important, but she scored well enough that she rated someone looking in on her.

From all the information, Matt knew he’d most likely accept Eleanor as his first sponsee and would let her form a team with her cousin. While Matt didn’t have access to his information, Ethan didn’t seem like a bad kid, though if his Talent was useful it wasn’t apparent.

The real question would be if Eleanor would leave her clan. While the Mallick clan couldn’t and wouldn’t prevent one of their own from leaving the nomadic lifestyle by Empire law, the clans were known for raising their children to not want to leave the greater collective. Even those who were driven by advancement still tended to visit regularly and donate much of their delving proceeds to the family coffers. Ascensions from within the family were even rarer, with the Mallicks only having a single person recorded as having reached the next realm since their founding.

Still, he would give it a shot.

Eleanor deserved a place where she could advance quickly, if for no other reason than to get to Tier 3, where she could hopefully get some way to hedge the bets of her Talent. He was no Aunt Helen, but that seemed like an obvious next step for the Talent.

While both children would likely be raised in Tier by their clan, their publicly-available itinerary didn’t have them passing through a Tier 6 or higher world, where they’d be able to cheaply reach Tier 3, for another seven years, and they wouldn’t be returning to their Tier 16 home system for another fifty years.

No single clan owned their shared home system, and through a deal with the Empire long ago, there wasn’t even a noble house that had direct control over it. Theirs was one of the very few systems governed without a noble house being involved. Their governing body was a collective counsel that rotated between five of the nomadic clans who were responsible for the planet’s upkeep and oversight. It was all quite fascinating, and Matt fully intended to spend a lot more time reading up on it during the course of his assignment.

After he informed Luna that he was taking a detour and sent a message to Liz that she should meet up with him if her training ended early, or she was welcome to try and get some more time out of her teacher.

Luna actually seemed interested in his little foray, and he wasn’t sure if that was because he was dealing with The Path, and that was something she lived for, or if she was simply testing him and his approach to this situation.

Matt knew he could just walk in and give them a recommendation if he so chose, but he wanted to do more than that. This was The Path and possible Pathers; the situation deserved at least as much attention as Dena and Eric had given him.

With that in mind, he planned to spend at least a month on the planet where the Mallick clan had set down for the foreseeable future.

He wanted to have a good alibi and record in case the clan decided to investigate him, which, from everything he read about the nomadic families, he was sure they would. Once he offered some of their people a ticket to The Path he’d need an alibi so he decided to come in with his Quill identity. That had some risks, but he wouldn’t be going out in public at all in said mask, and would obviously not be using his real face, which minimized the risk to an acceptable level.

That, and Quill would have far more sway than any other false Pather identity he could whip up on the fly. Those false identities might technically provide him with all the authority he’d need and pass casual inspection, but when it came to the resources of what was essentially a noble family with a Tier 24 at the helm, it was better to be safe rather than ruin the children’s chances. Or, in the worst case scenario, need Luna to salvage the situation.

He’d never live that down.

Entering the world’s real space, he switched to atmospheric controls and let himself coast slowly into the inhabited planet’s orbit, making sure to keep away from the five massive ships that the Mallick clan owned and operated. Each ship was nearly as large as the freight carrier he had boarded when he traveled to the Citadel for the Ascension of Yellow.

Checking the ship’s identifications, he noted that three of them were actually shipping containers, but the other two held the thousands of clansmen. Not that they needed two ships for so few people, but he agreed with the additional space that the extra ship provided them.

While he didn’t have access to this specific ship’s exact layouts, the EmpireNet had some schematics of similar vessels available for his perusal. Most had massive open spaces and areas dedicated to recreating things like parks and nature preserves, which prevented the inhabitants from going stir-crazy.

He also took note of the massive mana cannons that lined the ships. They would usually be hidden by the outer hull, but using [Telescope], he was able to see the masked and unmasked people performing maintenance on the cannons.

Noting all the unmasked Tier 15s, he mentally tallied the clan’s strength and judged them to be at least as strong as a powerful Earldom or a weak March, which was impressive for a people without any subjects to earn taxes from.

Then again, perhaps he was thinking about it the wrong way again. Despite what their taxes said, they were a family, not a company, not a noble house. They were self-sustaining, and the mana cost needed to travel through Chaotic Space would be offset by the family’s own mana regeneration topping up their ships as they docked at a planet.

Nearing the atmosphere, Matt exited his ship and pulled it into his spatial ring before letting himself fall to the planet’s surface, using his Concept to cut the air and keep his clothes neat. Catching himself with a flex of his Concept, he registered his false identity of Howard with the local teleportation hub, as there was no spaceport to report to, and he wanted to make sure he was reported.

Technically, that was all that was needed. He could drop his house in a remote corner of the planet and register that as his home base, then fly to and from the capital any time he wanted to visit, or just wander around without sleeping the entire time. But, he was planning on going undercover as a Tier 4, and he did not want to deal with Luna lecturing him about half-assing his cover story. It didn’t matter that he was officially here as Quill, it did matter that he wasn’t acting like a Tier 4 at all times when he was claiming to be Tier 4.

Using his [AI], he searched for any rooms near the outskirts of the city where the Mallick clan had set up but found that everything was bought out. Upping the amount of mana his [AI] had access to, he started searching all of the inns, hotels, and rental properties’ systems, looking for free rooms, but found very little.

Half the planet had come to the capital city for the Mallick clan’s performances, and they had booked up everything in the entire metropolis except one luxury suite that didn’t work for his plan, let alone a hotel near the area of the performances. It also wasn’t like he could just put down his house and pretend to be anything but an immortal with it.

Finding nothing, he instead looked to the condos and housing market. Finding a few things for sale there, he immediately directed his [AI] to find him a couple who wanted to live in the city but were currently staying in a hotel. Even in a Tier 5 world, there was always a plethora of people who wanted to live in the capital, and the variety of public profiles gave his [AI] more than enough information to locate a thousand couples who met his criteria.

Skimming through the information his AI had found, he stopped on a couple who had good jobs in one of the smaller cities that could be done remotely, so moving wouldn’t hurt their financial situation. He was swayed toward picking the couple because they were looking to adopt but were lamenting to friends and family that they were currently unable to buy a house. They wanted to provide the child with the kind of lifestyle that they didn’t have growing up.

Also, they had a prime hotel room right next to the outskirts of the city.

Letting his mask morph into a more average appearance, Matt moved to Mark and Felix’s apartment. It was perfect.

Slightly older and on the lower side of prosperous, but decently taken care of, it reminded him of Benny’s, and he felt that it was the best place to talk to Eleanor and Ethan from. He was pulling from his experience as a kid, his spy training, and his instincts, but he felt it was best to appear as an average person to get the most honest impression of the kids he could.

Matt needed to see the true version of Eleanor and Ethan. If the cousin was going to be sponsored onto The Path by him, he wasn’t going to get any easier treatment than the one with a detrimental Talent.

Except when he went to go through with his plan the planetary AI immediately shot him down for interfering with the mortal populations. He tried to reason with the AI but he was flatly rejected every time. He wasn’t allowed to build a house outside the city and give it to them. He couldn’t buy a house in a new development and give it to them. He couldn’t sponsor the building of a house in a new area and give them a massive discount. He couldn’t fund a contractor to build an entire suburb and offer discounted prices to the two of them. He couldn’t even fund a contractor to build an entire suburb and not give discounted prices without going through a whole book of paperwork with the local baron.

By the time he reached his wit’s end, he desperately wanted to punch someone.

Helping people shouldn’t have so much red tape but such was the consequence of blocking immortals from interfering with the mortals in bad ways.

In the meantime, he’d need some temporary accommodations. That it would be the royal suite at the best hotel was, genuinely, just a coincidence.

Despite being a Tier 15 and spending time in luxurious accommodations, Matt had no issues with shitty hotels with small rooms and leaky toilets. He didn’t even need to use the toilets after all.

After checking in with a flustered group of staff who struggled to be polite and accommodating to someone who told them to leave him alone, Matt watched the city from the top floor tub with a glass of expensive brandy. It was a wedding present from someone he didn’t care to remember. One of the nobles, he was pretty sure, but there had been so many.

Liz hadn’t liked the taste, but he found it delicious and ordered a case of it.

Just because he could deal with the shitty things in life didn’t mean he couldn’t enjoy the nicer things.

Using [Mage Hand], he carefully lifted the glass and toasted the air.

Luna appeared next to him and snatched the bottle off the table before pouring herself a glass and vanishing after returning the toast.

He took a small half-hour nap, as he wasn’t truly tired but it helped clear his frustration. After he woke up he spent most of the night researching the city, the local nobles, and more importantly, the local PlayPen.

Just as the sun was peeking over the horizon, he exited the hotel and went to a number of thrift shops and second-hand stores, buying low Tier and slightly worn clothes. Anyone with eyes could see that his current clothes were well made, which meant expensive, and that wasn’t the impression he wanted to give to the kids. Not that he deliberately bought expensive clothes, but as a rule, by the time you were Tier 15 it was usually easier to get handcrafted, custom-made clothes than anything pre-made, and oftentimes cheaper as well. It just resulted in a sense of perfection that was hard to be rid of, but that was what he needed.

Once that was done, he started the annoying process of absorbing his spatial rings into his forearm where he could still use them, but they wouldn’t draw any attention to themselves.

With that finished, he took to the air and flew to the nearest coast and sea, where he paused to look at the teardrop-shaped island that would house the PlayPen. It gave him pause, as he hadn’t been back to one since he visited Lilly before his own Tier 10 tournament.

It was so similar, but oh so different.

The kids he could see partying on the beach nearest the hotels he knew the young Pathers would be housed in seemed like actual children instead of the young adults he knew they officially were. The buildings were identical to the administration and training buildings he had spent so much time in, down to the small opening in the trees that he knew signified the road leading to the few dozen rifts in the center of the island.

Sighing, he flew forward just to be stopped by a presence that rushed at him from the island.

They were Tier 20, but very obviously had recently regrown their left arm judging by the healing mana awkwardly hanging off it.

If he was correct, this would be the head of the PlayPen, as that position was always staffed by a Tier 20, so he stopped and waited for the man to introduce himself.

The first words out of the man’s mouth weren’t so polite. “Who the fuck are you?”

The frankness stole a laugh out of Matt. “Quill. And who the fuck are you?”

The man’s eyes widened before narrowing into slits, and Matt didn’t miss the shifting of his hand as he prepared to summon a weapon and attack.

“Now, that’s a bold claim I don’t believe for a second. One last chance. Who are you? Trespassing into a PlayPen as an immortal is an imperial crime and will land you on a work detail for a decade, assuming you can even pay the fine.”

Matt smiled as he heard that. The man had a backbone despite his injury and wasn’t backing down. He liked that.

Sending the man a ping with his [AI] that confirmed everything he said and his reason for being there, he watched as the man relaxed.

“Fuck, man. You almost gave me a heart attack approaching so fast. Damnit, if you had told me you were coming, I would have told you to bring bagels from the capital.”

Matt laughed outright at that. “What, no bluster now?”

The man blew air out of his lips. “If I was in top shape, I’d smack you around nice enough, but I’m not even on my last leg. I got no legs left, and I’m just a nugget floating around to look pretty.”

Putting that to a lie, the man waved. “Come on. Name’s Tally. What name are you using at the moment?”

“Howard. Guessing the arm is new?”

Tally nodded. “Yeah, the arm was just regrown, and it wasn’t a perfect job.”

Getting closer, Matt scanned the man with his spiritual sense and Domain and raised an eyebrow. His Domain was like a piece of glass, once shattered, now put back together. “What, did you fail to make your Intent?”

Normally, he wouldn’t ask something so rude to a stranger, but Tally seemed like the type not to care.

“Yeah. Blew myself up in the process as well. I was sure I had everything right, but my Image was wrong, and my Domain nearly shattered. Waitlist for the right spiritual healer to put me back together was a couple fucking thousand years, but I got on the priority list if I took this job as Path staff and even then it’s still more than a century before my first visit. Bunch of bull shit but what else can you do?”

Matt nodded. “That’s unfortunate.”

Tally sighed with real feeling behind it this time. “Yeah, but whatever. I was already off The Path, so it really wasn’t that bad. Made it to Tier 16 a few centuries ago. Fucking slog that was. Not as easy as you make it look. I got a shit load of money on you making it to at least Tier 20, by the way, so I’d owe you a drink if you at least make it that far. Thanks in advance.”

Matt half-expected to hear some rancor in Tally’s voice about his failure, but the man seemed unbothered by falling off.

“Everyone’s Path is a challenge, and the only real end of it is death. But I’ll take you up on that drink.”

Tally toasted an invisible glass as they neared the island.

“So you coming to check the state of the island before you send the girl here?”

“Probably her cousin as well. They seem to be a package deal,” Matt answered as he spread his spiritual sense over the housing, noting that they were in good condition with no obvious defects.

“Feel free to check. The woman I took over for wasn’t lax in her work, and my Tier 15 second isn’t a moron. That said, the island isn’t running as smoothly as I’d like. We have a lack of qualified trainers and don’t have any mace, axe, greatsword, halberd, grappling, or archery trainers beyond standard compound bows. Don’t even ask me about mages. We’ve got a Tier 6 pyromancer and that’s it. My second is doing damn near everything else despite only being a blade mage.”

Matt winced. That was a fairly large area to not have covered, but it wasn’t exactly Tally’s fault. It just meant people with those specialties weren’t taking positions as trainers currently in the area. Still, it wasn’t a great look for the PlayPen as a whole.

Tally nodded, seeing the wince. “Fucking trash. I don’t know what PlayPen you came up with, but my PlayPen had at least one type of melee fighter and a decent coverage of elemental mages.”

Matt agreed without giving too much away. “While I can’t say I know the whole roster of trainers, we had classes available for damn near any kind of fighting I could want.”

It was half true, anyway. They only had two ‘mage’ courses, and classes for weapons were more by class than specific weapon types. It was close enough, though.

Tally shrugged as they toured the crafter’s area. “It’s not too bad. I can fill in for a number of those melee expertise, but I’m a spear fighter by trade. Speaking of spears, where is Torch? I’d love to get in a few rounds with her.”

Matt smiled. “Busy with some training of her own, but she might very well be meeting up with me here, depending on how long my observation lasts. I’m not going to rush into recommending someone after all.”

Tally nodded. “Good. Letting in trash will weaken The Path as a whole if they don’t die outright. Dying isn’t the worst, but dying unnecessarily is just…unnecessary.”

Matt raised an eyebrow at that weird phrasing but agreed with the sentiment.

As they passed by the store, Matt chuckled as he saw a young woman holding two pairs of mage gloves and looking between them like they had personally wronged her.

Tally filled him in with a roll of his eyes. “Abigail, an innate lightning mage who keeps burning her hands due to shitty control and not having the time to train the skill to appear farther away from her hands. We’ve been telling her to buy a damn pair of gloves for weeks now. She’s been waffling between the two for days. Fucking kids, I swear they’re brain-dead, but I know I was even worse, so I can’t really be mad. She’s spending more time and money on healing than the gloves would have cost her if she bought them when she arrived. Idiot. Maybe you can give her some advice as a mage, cause she’s ignoring all of us. Thinks we don’t know our asses from our elbows since we aren’t mages ourselves.”

Matt snorted as he landed and walked into the store, waving away the helper who moved to assist him.

As he entered the aisle, the girl moved forward to make room for him to pass, but he stopped near her and looked at the mage’s gloves.

Some were better than others, and some had specific elements they were good against. That was where the price came into consideration, and Abigail was trying to decide between a set that was built to resist lighting but was unarmored and expensive, or a much better pair of gloves that were strong enough to resist her lightning while also being armored.

The price was ten thousand credits versus twelve thousand, which wasn’t even a rounding error to his current wealth, but he still remembered being a Tier 1 and worrying about every credit.

It might seem like a hard choice to Abigail, but she, as a low Tier mage, would get more value out of the armored gloves in case one of the Tier 1 imps got too close to her.

Standing there in silence, he picked through a few of the gloves before landing on the armored ones Abigail was holding. Bouncing the gloves like he was debating purchasing them as well, he turned to her and asked. “Which are you thinking of?”

Abigail saw right through him and rolled her eyes. “I’m not dumb. You and everyone else want me to buy the more expensive ones, but I can’t afford it. I’m trying to save up for a set of armor before I leave here. I can’t afford to spend even a credit more than necessary. I also need to buy rechargeable mana stones, which aren’t cheap. By the way, I don’t need your help. I stand alone on my Path!”

The last bit was said with conviction, and when combined with how she turned to show him her back, Matt couldn’t help but laugh.

“And I thought I would be dealing with only one stubborn child here. Kid, you’re being moronic.”

That caught the girl off guard, and her back stiffened. Before she could say anything, he refuted her point. “The Path of Ascension ultimately demands you stand on your own in a fight, but that’s it. Before the fight even begins, I work with a team who makes sure I know what I’m doing. I’m the furthest thing from alone. Learning from others, taking advice, and adding lessons to our own repertoire is what furthers our Paths. The only time we’re truly alone is when we’re in a rift. Why would you choose to reinvent the wheel when there are others to pull from? That’s just dumb.” Giving the girl a moment to process that, he morphed his mask into his Quill mask and added, “Also, indecision is the worst trait for a fighter.”

Seeing her muscles tense, he waited until she was mostly turned around and got just a bit of the view of his mask. Just when her eyes started to dilate and widen as she registered who she was talking to, he cranked his perception and abilities up to his Tier 15 levels and left the store.

It would look like he had teleported to Abigail, but that was what he wanted.

Rejoining Tally, they watched as the girl looked around, and seeing he was gone, finally went back to looking at the gloves. Matt was afraid she was going to go back to her indecision, but after closing her eyes, she put the cheaper gloves away and marched up to the checkout.

Tally snarked as they watched, “I said the same fucking thing. I guess I’m not famous enough.”

Matt laughed. “That girl just needed to hear it from a mage. Being a famous one just helped.”

Drifting off, he decided he wanted to spend a little more time before starting his mission on the PlayPen. It felt like coming to a second home, and he didn’t want to leave so soon. The mission with Eleanor and Ethan needed to wait until he got the apartment anyway, so he had a few days.

Also, Tally was an interesting character.

Turning to Tally, he asked what he was sure would be a dumb question. “Do you drink brandy? I got a good bottle I just cracked open.”

Tally rolled his eyes. “Is the Emperor fucking a Tier 50?” Hearing his own words, he corrected himself. “Well, no, he isn’t, probably. Is the Emperor a fucking Tier 50? Mixed up some letters there. Words. Whatever they are. Man, just pull out the brandy.”

Hearing that rambling display, Matt laughed.

This could be fun. His new friend cursed a lot but seemed like a good guy. Best of all, Matt could pick his mind about the creation of his Intent. Sometimes a failure was better to learn from than a success.

Besides, he had a week to kill before he set his plan into motion.


32




Liz arrived just three days into his little vacation with Tally, which Matt found endlessly entertaining as Tally immediately challenged her to a duel and was promptly slapped around.

Tally was quite good with his spear, having made it to Tier 16 on The Path with it, but Liz was simply on another level with the weapon. Most of their initial bouts ended within four exchanges, and it wasn’t until Tally was allowed to increase his cultivation to Tier 17 and use his core skills that he won once against Liz.

When they brought all their spells into the mix, Tally started off strong and won three matches in a row, but within an hour, Liz was countering every trick he had. Blasts of sand melted on contact with her flames, illusions were ignored, and Liz punched through Tally’s [Bulwark] with her corrosive tipped spear. Tally had wisely refrained from using any fire spells, but when he did finally decide to try a [Fire Lance], it traveled all of ten feet before it reversed course, reformed into a pillow, and started smacking the man upside the head.

After a week of messing around with Tally and giving a few lessons to some of the younger Pathers, Matt and Liz had to get back to their actual job and see if Eleanor Mallick was worthy of joining The Path of Ascension. If nothing else, their time at the local PlayPen showed him that the staff who worked there were both committed to their jobs and tried their best with the kids.

He also got a few glimpses into how the PlayPens worked.

Most of the day-to-day staff was hired from the local populace, but things like the healers and trainers were all contracted to the PlayPen for half-decade-long tenures at a minimum. Some, like Tally, were just there for priority healing, while others were after the rare treasures or general generous compensation which the Empire provided for those willing to train the young.

It reminded Matt of his own time at a PlayPen, which was why he tried to pass on some of the easier lessons to the mages. He was careful not to pull a Luna and expect the kids to do the impossible, but he still pushed them. Abigail the lightning mage was a bit of a surprise, as she came to every one of his classes. As far as he could tell, she hadn’t spoken a word to anyone about his showing her his Quill mask, which was a mark in her favor. With that in mind, he tried to give her some extra tips and points that were valuable to a solo mage and were usually only learned through blood and tears.

Most of it was stuff she didn’t want to hear but needed to learn. Getting her to agree to take classes on how to fight in melee range was like pulling teeth from a hungry crocodile. He eventually convinced her by explaining to her that learning how to fight as a melee fighter would help her predict the flow of a fight better. It ran contrary to common opinion, which had mages simply filling their role and only learning the flow of battle from that position, but that kind of hands-off approach was incompatible with The Path . It was what set the novices apart from the truly successful, and shoving a spearhead on the end of a staff was one step of many involved in staying safe in rifts.

Others just needed some tips on the best way to handle specific encounters that they would deal with in rifts, which forced him to enter the local rifts and scout them out. He wanted to fill them up after surveying them, but he restrained himself from acting on the impulse. That was far too risky and would draw too much attention to himself. Instead, he just donated a handful of the lower Tier mana stones he had rattling around in his storage rings, with a glare at the planetary AI, daring it to intervene.

Tally thanked him, expressing how he wished he could help out. But, for as long as he was on the post he couldn’t even leave the island, let alone delve.

Matt was fairly surprised that he was literally unable to leave, but he supposed it did explain a few questions he’d had about the rift breaks on his homeworld. The entire PlayPen arrangement was built upon the foundation that only the PlayPen was ceded to the Empire as a whole, and the nobles who had first established the agreement had been very adamant that they weren’t accepting a spy into their own midst.

Legally speaking, the Tier 20 stationed there wasn’t so much as allowed to look outside of their island, or hear what was going on, as though the entire rest of the planet was private property. Whether or not they actually saw or heard what was going on was irrelevant, they had to pretend that they saw nothing, heard nothing. So much as acknowledging anything happening outside of the island was strictly illegal, no matter what. Someone could be murdered half an inch past the island’s border, and Tally would be forced to ignore it. If he did anything, even tell a Pather inside to go take care of it, that could be taken as an action violating the Emperor’s treaty and possibly lead to the unraveling of The Path of Ascension’s first steps. Intervening to stop a rift break or passing along a hint about the abysmal state of a planet’s nobility would be taken as a direct violation by the nobles, and would decidedly not go well.

Even the Tier 15 second in commands in the PlayPens were strictly limited, only allowed to leave the island to receive new Pathers and with proper notice given to the ruling nobles that they would be leaving the island. Similar practices were in place for all external staff, though usually with a day of ‘shore leave’ each month.

In retrospect, it neatly explained why his first day as a Pather had been occupied by Griff dragging him along to shop for his then-newborn. It was him and…someone else.

Thinking back, Matt tried to remember who he had come with but came up blank. He remembered the young man had dark hair, but he couldn’t put a name to the fuzzy face. He couldn’t even rely on his [AI]’s memory, as he didn’t even have the pseudo skill at the time.

Making a note to look into it later, he entered the suite he had rented and changed into the second-hand clothes he bought. He’d even had to adjust his mask’s body to keep the boots from pinching. If he wasn’t careful, he’d break through them and cause a scene.

Liz, however, had found clothes that fit her masked persona perfectly, and he was a little jealous.

Walking through a few puddles, he made sure to get some dirt on himself and joined the long lines to enter the fairgrounds.

It was kinda fun to listen to people chat and just people-watch. Their problems and joys seemed too mundane, but he found that beautiful. In front of him, a couple’s largest problem was which direction they wanted to circle the fairgrounds. There was a single mother behind him with two kids who was nervously checking her bank account on her pad, clearly wondering how she would cover the bills this month while forcing a smile for her kids’ barely restrained joy at the fair in front of them. A man who was already munching on a pretzel had gotten some condiments on his shirt and was trying to hide the mark as a cute Tier 5 Mallick clan member offered snacks to those in line.

If Matt wanted to be unkind, he could say it was all pointless, but he knew this struggle and knew that it was everything for those involved. His being a high Tier might put him above most of those problems, but it didn’t make those problems less significant.

He could solve most of their worries with a thought but chose not to. It wouldn’t even cost him a rounding error of his net worth to pay the mother’s rent, or more than a thought to clean the stain off the man’s shirt with a burst of [Wash]. He could tell the couple they should definitely go counterclockwise as there were fewer people in that direction.

But he didn’t.

It wasn’t his place.

And, no matter how annoyed he was at the planetary AI for ruining his plans…he agreed.

Solving people’s problems for them, at best, babied them unfairly and created a dependency that would be hard to break. At worst, trying to solve people’s lives for them was dehumanizing and led to all manner of atrocities.

Immortals needed to stay in their lane.

He cursed himself as he paid for his ticket, struggling to let the single mother struggle more than necessary when she was clearly trying her best to do right by her children. He was also unwilling to single her out, and so paid for the next fifty people’s tickets. That was small enough, and affordable enough by even mortal standards, that the AI allowed it with only a relatively small fee.

As Matt argued with the planet’s omnipresent guardian, the teller tried to make a fuss about it and let everyone know, but Matt told her to just comp those behind him who needed it and keep it quiet.

She gave him an odd look but smiled and marked the back of his and Liz’s hands with a small smiley face, letting them know it was a VIP pass they could use to skip the lines of any rides or attractions they wanted.

To keep in character, he and Liz thanked the girl and then slipped through the barrier and kept up their act as happy mortals to escape the scrutiny of the Tier 15 acting as a guard. And acting was the proper word. The mortals who passed by the clown doing a tumbling act as entertainment would never think he was strong enough to crush them all with a thought.

Matt ogled the display and pretended he couldn’t see the hyper-fast movements being made between each roll across the stage and couldn’t sense the spiritual probe testing his veil and mask making him seem like any other Tier 4.

After a few moments, when the tumbler turned their focus back toward the rest of the crowd, Matt knew they were in the clear, but they kept watching as if they were impressed. It wasn’t even that hard, practically everything absolutely radiated care and attention. The stalls were carved from exotic woods and were sometimes painted with vivid colors, other times inlaid with shining metals and glowing rocks, with even the magic around the stalls flowing in pleasing and impressive ways. It didn’t seem to matter that none of the guests would be able to see mana, or that they’d never be able to see the intricate carvings hidden behind curtains or on the other side of the counter. It didn’t matter that even Matt strained to see some of the hidden details within some of the paintings with his full perception, that even a Tier 15 couldn’t spot all the carefully-painted expressions on the animals feasting beneath a tree, let alone the mortals wandering around awestruck. The details were there anyway, and it was all the greater for it.

Even the tumbler, who Matt had assumed was performing Tier 15-level movements as a way to try and catch them out as secretly being immortal, actually appeared to be undertaking a wholly separate performance while entertaining the mortals, pushing himself to undertake feats even Matt didn’t know if he could replicate.

Only once the routine started to repeat did they move on with the rest of the crowd and start bouncing around to find their target. Or rather, targets, as Liz found Eleanor and Ethan working together at a game where the contestants needed to knock down weighted cups with sandbags.

The two of them seemed oh so young to Matt, but he respected how they effortlessly worked the crowd together and egged people on to give it one more try, creating hype and excitement for both the watchers and players.

Flashing his little stamp, Matt earned himself a raised eyebrow from Ethan, but the boy never stopped his stream of words.

“And here we have a Mr. VIP! What’s your Tier, Mr. VIP? We wouldn’t want to make this too easy for you, you see?!”

Ethan paused just long enough for the crowd to laugh before spinning an oversized dial, designed to control how heavy the cups and beanbag were, and ‘accidentally’ set it to Tier 1,000.

Eleanor threw her hands up in exaggerated exasperation and threw a feather at her cousin. Matt noted a tiny illusionary dice appeared at the end of the feather, rolling down the quill’s gentle curve until it and the tip of the feather pinged into the floor with a fifteen, still leaving no mark.

Eleanor and Ethan ignored the Talent even as she yelled at him. “No! Stop spinning the dial that hard. Nobody is a Tier 1,000, nobody’s even Tier 100!”

The crowd laughed at Ethan’s sheepish expression, so Matt answered them. “Tier 4 melee fighter.”

As the crowd oohed, Matt hefted the sandbag and pretended to gauge its weight while Liz backed off a little.

Ethan pretended not to be impressed as Eleanor fell over herself in ‘awe.’ “Guess Mr. VIP is stronger than I thought! But we’ll get him before too much longer. We do go all the way to Tier 1,000 after all.”

Laughing maniacally, he struck a pose as Eleanor picked up his line. “I believe in you, Mr. VIP! You just need to believe in yourself. You do well enough, maybe Ms. VIP will believe in you later, eh?”

A few yips, and one whistle from the crowd made Matt laugh as he decided to play along.

Tossing the bag around a few times, Matt pretended to wind up like he was about to throw a heavy ball. He carefully lobbed the bag, aiming for and hitting just above the middle of the pyramid of cups.

While he knocked over the top two rows, the crowd behind him ahead, and Eleanor made a fart sound. Ethan said, “First throw only took out the easiest cups. Guess the grandest prizes aren’t to be, Mr. VIP. But maybe you can still get something a bit less impressive?”

Eleanor worked the crowd and waved for them to cheer. “Come on, let’s give him some help! We don’t want to disappoint Ms. VIP, after all. Maybe a loud enough yell will scare the cups into falling over?”

It was then that Matt realized a good half of the crowd were young kids, many of whom were around awakening age and staring at the young cousins.

With a hidden smile, he realized the Mallick clan was quite exotic for the locals, and they were crushing hard. This planet was fairly standard, with khaki skin and dark hair, whereas the Mallicks were almost pure white, with dark purple hair streaked with silver, and graceful swirls along their skin reminiscent of stars and galaxies.

Matt was used to the background appearance of capital systems, or even just immortals in general, and the Mallick clansmen just weren’t that unique by those standards. It did explain some portion of the crowds, though.

His next throw only knocked three of the four remaining cups off, and Ethan play mocked him by covering up the middle row of prizes, leaving only the smallest ones.

“Aw, Mr. VIP, guess you just can’t beat it, and now you’re down to…just the smallest treats.”

Ethan’s hesitance was barely noticeable at normal speeds, but Matt’s higher-Tier perceptions let him witness a momentary back-and-forth interaction between the two cousins told entirely through body language. It mostly amounted to just an exasperated “Really?” from Eleanor, and resigned agreement from Ethan.

“Yeah, I had such high hopes for you, Mr. VIP, but now it’s just sad. And I’m sure Ms. VIP is too, isn’t she?” Eleanor prompted, and Liz turned away from Matt, to the crowd’s laughter.

Eleanor closed her fingers to show he was that close to making it, and one of the young men in the crowd yelled. “It’s not the size of the prize, it’s how you use it!”

Eleanor and Ethan both laughed with the crowd, and Eleanor waggled her eyebrows. “I’m sure you know best.”

The young man suddenly seemed to lose all ability to talk, much to the delight of his friends as they started ribbing him.

Thankfully Matt didn’t have to resist laughing and used that as an excuse to miss his final throw.

Eleanor, knowing how to play the crowd, picked up the sandbag and tossed it back to Matt. “Mr. VIP, you can get a second shot. Unlike some people.”

The young man in question had regained his composure slightly, but his face was still quite red as he squeaked out, “A second shot is a second shot, which is all that matters.”

By now, even some of the adults were laughing, and Matt decided to play with the situation a little.

Matt landed his throw and claimed the physically smallest of the first row of prizes, a small, wrapped caramel. He walked over to the embarrassed young man and passed along the candy, “I think you’re going to need that second shot more than I will.”

The crowd roared with approval, and the young man was pushed to the front by his friends for his own attempt, made somewhat more difficult by the fact he refused to look at either Ethan or Eleanor.

Leaving the area, Matt and Liz kept their attention on the duo as they worked the crowd and kept them entertained as they pretended to play a number of games and ride the rides.

It was genuinely fun, and impressive to see the sheer amount of attention given to absolutely everything. Even the prizes. Most of the minor rewards were various candies or exotic fruits themed in some way corresponding to the game they could be won at, with medium rewards as stuffed plushies or carved knickknacks, and the grandest prizes as often as not having some minor enchantment upon them to make the wooden eagles circle above the tabletop and follow bits of food held out in front of it, or the lockboxes only open at the touch of a specific person, or enable the tops to spin on the wall or the ceiling. There was nothing truly major there, but it was all whimsical and just fun.

Matt did wish that Aster was along to share the experience, and missing her dampened everything slightly, but he and Liz turned it into something of a date so it was far from a strictly work-related evening.

But most importantly, he didn’t see anything from Eleanor or Ethan that would suggest they wouldn’t be good Pathers.

That didn’t mean they were going to approach them immediately. He had worked at Benny’s and knew that all the waitstaff were as sweet as sugar when the customers were around but could have a million and one different personalities when away from them.

Fortunately, he and Liz had an observational warrant for the pair, and more than enough range on their spiritual sense to keep an eye on their candidates for the rest of the evening, even all the way back from the royal suite if they were so inclined.

The fireworks and mock battle of Duke Waters fighting against the Unyielding Anvil were a little over the top, with some flourishes he knew wouldn’t have happened in a real fight. But the crowd ate it up, and even Matt could admit it was well done.

He of course didn’t miss Eleanor and Ethan’s responses to the show, as they lay on top of their booth staring up at the sky.

Ethan’s desire was patently obvious as he imagined himself as Duke Waters, even twitching in time with some of the Ascender’s attacks, but Eleanor’s desire was a bit harder to put into words. Wistful was perhaps the most accurate, with a mixture of sadness and hope as she played with a pebble in her pocket.

Leaving with everyone else, he and Liz returned to his royal suite, where he watched something local on the screen while watching the duo clean up their stall and then pick up the few pieces of trash that were left on the ground nearby.

He only half paid attention as one of the Tier 15s talked to everyone about the evening’s activities, but did note that he called the youngest pair of Mallicks out for their good job, which seemed to please the kids.

Mortals could often be overlooked, but it seemed to him the clan had a handle on that. Then again, they did have a few thousand mortals in their ranks, so they had a lot of practice so it wasn’t that much of a surprise.

The next few days, Matt and Liz wandered the city during the day and watched as the duo did the same for the first few hours of the afternoon before the fair would start back up.

He watched as they interacted with normal people, wait staff, and higher Tiers alike. For the most part, he liked what he saw.

They were polite to everyone, and Eleanor even had the amusing habit of thanking the automated taxis for driving them around. Someone who was nice at work when they had to be, but then an asshole to others when they could let loose wasn’t someone he would sponsor. Sure, that was a behavior that they could grow out of, but considering they worked in customer-facing jobs already, if they treated others as they hated to be treated, he wouldn’t waste his time with them.

No, that was all fine. What he and Liz didn’t like was how they treated the obvious immortals. They were a touch too skittish around them, which made Matt wonder if they had a bad experience with someone, or if, contrary to what he saw last night, the immortals of the clan were abusive.

It wasn’t anywhere close to a dealbreaker, more just a point of interest than anything truly bad, but they still kept a closer eye upon the rest of the clan as they continued their observation.

Matt had the most experience here, as Liz had been recruited the normal way, so he intended to recreate a scenario similar to what Dena and Eric set up with him. While he had thought their plan with him was a simple ‘customers who need a sparring partner’ interaction, he now knew better. Here, he wanted to do something similar, as he could see the multitude of information such interactions gave.

A great idea in theory, but a lot harder in practice.

He was pretty sure that the kids and even the lower Tiers of the clan were unaware, but there was a Tier 18 Mallick watching everyone who went into the city at all times. So, he couldn’t just bump into the kids without causing a stir and making things even harder than necessary.

He also wanted to spend a good amount of time with the pair, and Liz circumvented his complicated plans with a much easier one.

Eleanor and Ethan both stopped by a number of fighting halls and clearly wanted to practice, but Eleanor’s Talent made that almost impossible. One out of ten rolls had the possibility of breaking either her weapon or the training dummy, and no one would be happy with their equipment being damaged like that.

Sighing that he didn’t want to do it this way, but saw no other option, Matt flexed his Domain in a very obvious way, then took to the air alongside Liz to meet with the Tier 18 watcher.

The woman tried to pressure them to leave her alone, but despite her higher Tier, he could feel that she wasn’t a fighter. At least, not in the same way that he was. She had clearly delved and knew how to fight, but she didn’t live battle and bloodshed, which made her display a little hollow.

When she saw their credentials as Quill and Torch, the woman froze and called for backup. He could already feel the Tier 20s moving to close in on their location, but he didn’t make any aggressive moves.

“We’re not here for trouble.”

“Then why are the two of you here?”

Matt looked up to the side at the first arrival, a grandfatherly-looking man with gray hair but a strong physique befitting his status as an immortal. “Call me Howard and her Willow for now. We are here so you can facilitate our mission.”

The older man’s eyes narrowed, and he nodded slightly. “My name is Everett Mallick, and we will serve the Empire as is our duty and to the best of our abilities.”

Matt smiled, as they clearly thought they were here to ruin another noble’s day, and he found the idea amusing. It was tempting to let Everett sweat a little under the misunderstanding, but he shook his head as Liz spoke.

“No, we are here as recruiters.”

That was clearly the wrong thing to say, as all seven of the Mallicks immortals stiffened as though Liz had struck them with lightning.

That was less than ideal, and Matt readied himself for pushback as he felt Liz do the same next to him.

Everett was choosing his words carefully, but Matt didn’t let his expression change. “None of our children are worthy of such attention. Please leave.”

Matt sighed, “No. The Path of Ascension is for any willing to struggle against impossible odds, those who seek to fight fate. And in that, you do possess someone worthy of our notice.”

Everett locked eyes with him, narrowing his gaze and controlling his voice as he spoke, “Eleanor.”

Matt inclined his head, “It is the right of all adults, even when newly awakened, to make their own choices apart from the pressure of higher tiers. If Eleanor wishes to reject my offer, that is her decision, but it is her decision to make, not yours.”

The woman shook her head before Everett could. “No, it’s too dangerous. Her Talent will fix itself at Tier 3, we’re certain of it. There’s no need to throw her into that butcher’s house. If you’re concerned about how long it will take, we can even do so now.”

A couple who arrived late, who Matt identified as Ethan’s parents, also shook their heads. “Ethan will not be joining The Path either. He’s young and wants adventure, but he doesn’t understand the dangers therein.”

Matt looked between the assembled crowd. They weren’t wrong, The Path was dangerous. It wasn’t an accident that nearly everyone who joined didn’t have normal backers of their own, from lower-Tier worlds and lower-Tier families, and wanted a chance at greatness. He had been one of those reckless fools, after all. The people like Liz, who joined it because they had something to prove, were in the minority.

After all, there was realistically nothing that The Path could offer Ethan and Eleanor. Their families, while mid-Tiered at most, were capable of providing rift slots, gear, even skills in abundance. They would be gaining little and risking much by joining The Path .

“You are not incorrect,” Matt agreed, and everyone around him relaxed. Everett was preparing to send him away, when he continued, “But it remains not your choice to make. I am fully aware of what The Path of Ascension means. It is dangerous, yes, but for someone like Eleanor? It could mean the world. The opportunity to stand with the entire realm arrayed against you, with nothing but your wits and your skills. To prove that she is more than simply a poor reading upon a Talent assessment, that being a danger to her and others does not mean she is incapable, does not mean she is lesser, does not mean she cannot help herself.”

That earned a flinch from some of the assembled group, and Liz spoke next. “This is simply a courtesy for you, that we are going to approach Ethan and Eleanor. We will offer them the chance to train, the chance to learn as we assess them. Should we deem them as likely to succeed, we will offer them a place upon The Path of Ascension, and that is something you cannot prevent. Even if you decide to leave the planet altogether, we will follow and we will offer. It is not your place to prevent their decision. This is simply a courtesy, informing you of our intentions. We would appreciate it if you did not seek to obstruct us, and that you would wait to try and persuade the two of them until after we have made our offer.”

Ethan’s parents’ fists were clenched, but they said nothing as Everett tried one last time. “We can take care of them. We —”

“You can. And you are free to persuade them of that, as well. Persuade them that they never need to struggle, never need to strive and prove themselves outside of the clan. You could succeed, you can even try to scare them off. But do not make the decision for them. Perhaps all that shall come of this meeting is some training and testing of your children’s abilities. But, perhaps not. We will not force them to join The Path, just as surely as you are not to force them to stay.”

It continued past that, but nothing more of substance was said until Liz and Matt managed to accept a begrudging agreement that Eleanor and Ethan would be trained for a little, and that they shouldn’t seek to dissuade them from The Path before it was offered as a choice.

It was trivial to set up an encounter with Eleanor and Ethan, and Matt felt nostalgic for his sparring with Dena as the kids entered the training hall Matt was based out of. An Illusory short sword in his left hand, he walked out of a training room like he was tired and acted surprised to see the two.

“Hey kids. Long time no see. What are you doing here?”

Ethan recognized him first and laughed. “Oh, Mr. VIP! Hey, it’s a small city. We’re just here to look around. It’s fun to see people fight, and we want to get better. Where is Mrs. VIP?”

Matt played it dumb. “Willow’s still inside. But training? All those fights at the stage, don’t they have training, why do you come out here?”

Eleanor casually shrugged, “Eh, my Talent is a bit dangerous, and really hard on our training equipment, so it’s better to come out here for now until they get the chance to set something up. It doesn’t really matter,” she lied.

Matt nodded, “Makes sense. Danger isn’t great, but you can’t avoid it forever. But hard on training equipment, what happens?”

Eleanor perked up like a flower given water, her smile revealing a recently-healed tooth. “Yes! That’s what I say. But my Talent. If I’m unlucky, I’ll just shatter any weapon I try to train with.”

Matt nodded and used [Cast Illusion] to create another short sword. It was partially transparent and obviously not real, and he saw the kid’s eyes go wide as they realized what he was implying.

“If you can get your clan’s permission, I might be able to help with that. I can always dissipate the sword if needed, even though I’m not sure it would actually be able to hurt you.”

Eleanor shook her head. “There’s no way they’ll agree. Thank —”

Ethan wasn’t taking no for an answer and cut his cousin off. “I’m calling Eve and seeing if she’ll go for it. She’s on duty, and she likes us.”

Matt smiled as Eve pretended to waffle and then called him on the false identification number he provided them. They pretended to chat while she threatened him with every kind of torture if the kids were hurt.

He didn’t mind. He was glad the kids had such a support system. Even if they didn’t join The Path, he was sure they would be in good hands.

He was fairly certain they’d do well on The Path . The drive to accomplish the impossible was a major part of it, and while statistically they wouldn’t make it to Tier 10, if they could manage it and were able to get themselves a good manager? Well, he’d love to see what they could do when pushed to their limits.

He waved them into a training room, joining Liz just as she finished smacking a training dummy around with a staff. With a wave of his hand, he conjured a pair of illusory swords and told them to attack the dummy themselves.

Eleanor was a little too free with her Talent as she happily explained everything about it with only a little prompting, but he could tell she was trying to show off.

He was happy about that. Her Talent wasn’t stopping her.

It was just as bad as the recording suggested, though.

After a few blows, Eleanor’s attack landed on a one, and Matt felt an outside force trying to dissipate his spell. It was woefully too weak for that, and he expected the Talent to fade when he didn’t allow it to take effect on his spell. Instead, it seemed to slide off the spell like water, and a second later the girl’s right calf muscle twisted painfully.

Eleanor fell to the ground with a yelp, and Matt whistled internally as Liz helped to fix the sprain. It was nothing that a light touch of [Directed Heal] couldn’t fix with practically no healing cooldown to speak of, as they wouldn’t let the girl suffer for their curiosity, but it certainly represented one of the first times he’d actively seen a Talent try to hurt its owner.

“See. My Talent is dangerous. I want to delve and get stronger, but I know that I’ll just get myself killed.”

Matt nodded as he tapped his fingers. “Honestly, I think you would make a better mage.”

Liz offered her own suggestion from the floor next to Eleanor. “Or a ranged fighter.”

He fished around in his bag until his fingers closed on a wand. It was something he’d enchanted that morning, certainly nothing too impressive, “Try this. It’s just a weak mana bolt, mainly used for target practice. It won’t hurt anything.”

Eleanor eagerly grabbed the wand as she scrabbled to her feet and cast an attack at the dummy, while Ethan stepped back from her. Matt smirked at him as he covered his eyes with a hand and peeked through the cracks of his fingers. “Items tend to blow up around her.”

Eleanor sent the second bolt at his foot, forcing him to jump and dodge with a curse. “Watch it there, El!”

Matt smiled and threw up a recording of the bolt Liz had taken with her AI on the screen that the training room provided. The wand had rolled its own die as the enchantment cast the spell, but the projectile itself also rolled a die, manifested over top of the bolt, as it flew toward its target.

“I think that is your opportunity, Eleanor. Ranged attacks don’t shatter like a weapon might. And you can always plan ahead.” Looking at Ethan, he continued, “Get help from your cousin. We should definitely check ranged weapons like bow and arrows, but that said, magic seems to be safer. I very much doubt that your spirit will explode like an item will if you get a bad roll. Some Talents are dangerous, but I can’t imagine yours would make your spirit actually explode.”

Ethan nodded eagerly. “That makes sense. And I want to be a blade mage so I can protect her if she’s behind me. Magic and steel. It’s the perfect combination, and I’m all about combining things. Or rather, I will be.”

Matt raised his eyebrow, and Ethan explained a little too freely. “My Talent isn’t harmful, but there’s just only so much I can do when merging items together when I’m limited to Tier 1 stuff…”

Eleanor waggled the wand before handing it back to him. “Thanks for the test, but I’d rather not use any of your items. They might explode if I keep using it. I’d rather stick to the illusions. Speaking of which, aren’t they a high Tier spell?”

Matt took the wand and threw it into his gym bag. “I got a good Talent.”

The kids bitched a little about that, but Matt just let it slide. Not that he minded, and he was happy they were comfortable enough to snark to a “Tier 4” like him to his face.

It meant they had a backbone.

Or, they were just used to relying on their clan, but it was the same thing in his eyes.

Liz clapped as she started their next test. “We can’t really give you a spell, but we can test ranged weapons.” Already prepared for this, Matt summoned a bow and arrow. “Try the bow Howard made.”

Ethan snorted and murmured under his breath just loud enough for them to hear with a cheeky grin, “Mr. VIP is a better name.”

Eleanor, on the other hand, gleefully grabbed the bow and bundle of arrows Matt had created.

“Just shoot until you roll a one so we can test what happens to the bow. I’m hoping that just the arrow breaks.” he explained.

Eleanor happily plunked arrows at the far wall and Liz snorted as she poked his side. “She’s a better shot than you were.”

“Look, there was absolutely a Desert Viper there. Just because you couldn’t sense it when it was burrowing, and only saw the Barn Owl, doesn’t mean that I missed.”

Sadly, when one of Eleanor’s attacks rolled a one, the arrow itself shattered into splinters and the bow cracked as well. It was only Matt’s control that kept the spell intact.

Eleanor looked dejected but Liz ruffled her hair. “Chin up. Your family is a big traveling circus. Do you know how to throw knives?”

Ethan nodded to them. “We got some lessons when we were eight, but we aren’t really good at it.”

Matt made them both a dozen false throwing blades, and the two cousins had to see who could hit more of the moving targets that Liz had the room create.

This time when Eleanor’s attack rolled a one, they all cheered. The blade had twisted in air to land on its side and shattered, but there was no backlash on Eleanor.

“Oh this is amazing! Thanks Mr. VIP! Thanks Willow!”

Matt threw up his hands at his name replacement, but was happy the kids were that comfortable with Liz and himself to tease them.

“Yeah, yeah, yeah. Now, we learned something here. Throwing knives aren’t exactly the best weapons, but they’re cheap enough that you should be able to afford losing a lot of them in every rift. I’d recommend taking some forging classes, if you’re only paying for the raw materials then that’s even more profit per delve, though it’s a large time sink. Being a mage might be the best in the long term, but thrown weapons should work well enough to get you to your second Talent at least, and there’s a good chance that will help out. The real issue is the strength required to use throwing knives effectively.”

Ethan nodded as he rubbed his chin, trying to think of an answer as Eleanor rocked on her heels.

After a minute of silence, when it was clear the kids had no ideas, Liz spoke up. “What about an atlatl?”

Ethan mouthed the word while Matt could almost see the question marks appearing over Eleanor’s head. The kids were so used to emoting for their jobs, it was beyond easy to read their expressions.

Summoning a large stick with a notch cut out of it, Matt spun it to show the kids. “A super simple stick of wood cut so it can hold a javelin or large arrow. Unlike a bow that needs preparation to make and is expensive, an atlatl can be made in a few minutes. If it breaks, who cares?”

Eleanor took a few tries to get used to the extra lever she needed to throw with, but she eventually got a hang of it, and even when she rolled a one, the atlatl didn’t immediately break. It cracked, yes, but it was just a chunk of wood that worked perfectly fine until she rolled another one and it broke.

But like Matt said, an atlatl was dead simple to make and she could easily carry a dozen into a rift with her along with the javelins it threw.

With a light at the end of her Talent’s dark tunnel, the cousins were on cloud nine by the time they had to leave to go to work. Liz made an offer to train them for the next few weeks, which they gladly took them up on after seeing how helpful the two of them were.

Over those few weeks of interactions, he was sure the kids would take their offer to join The Path, so he made the offer a little earlier than he otherwise would have, with a little more than a week left before he had to leave. After all, they weren’t trying to ambush them or their parents, and they couldn’t decide on their own like he had been able to.

Liz was a good insight there, as she had sat down with her parents and discussed joining The Path with them so many years ago, where Matt had just had to pack and catch a train. Together, they met up with Eleanor and her parents and explained The Path to them. They didn’t diminish its dangers or rewards and could see the eagerness in Eleanor’s eyes and the fear in her parents’.

They tried to temper both sides of the family but knew that was impossible.

Mara and Leon fully admitted they always worried for their children, even Sam and Leah, who were both old and established, and nothing would change that.

As they said, it was what parents did.

He and Liz were even introduced to the clan meeting, where the higher-ups offered to give the kids all the assistance they could want after they arrived at the next planet on their trip, where they could buy the kids a few rift slots. It was a tempting offer, as it broke the normal tradition of waiting for the clan to return to their training system, but it didn’t tempt the kids. All of them could see the duo didn’t want to wait.

The two of them personally took the duo to the dock where Tally’s second-in-command met them.

He had wanted to give Eleanor a skill, but when he checked with the Pather AI weight system, he was rejected and found the conditions which justified giving a new Pather a skill. They didn’t apply to Eleanor, even if it would have made her safer.

With nothing else he could do, he waved them off with the duo’s parents and a few clan elders.

It was an emotional goodbye, and he hadn’t even spent a full month with the kids.

He wanted to do more, but knew there was nothing else he could do.

Despite their intention to leave the kids after dropping them off, they ended up watching their first week at the PlayPen and made sure they settled in properly, but then they really did need to leave.

Eleanor and Ethan had stepped on their Path to Ascension, and he and Liz needed to continue theirs.
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Once they were back in chaotic space, Matt and Liz took great relief in finally removing their masks and chatting about Eleanor’s Talent. While both of them had mixed feelings about their own Talents, they were quite content not having to deal with the endless dice rolls themselves. Her Tier 3 might make things better, and definitely could improve things massively for the girl, but it was likely to always be a little annoying.

“You know, maybe she could fix most of it with an AI,” Liz suggested. “Like, that light rune she blew out? If she were using an AI to interact with it instead of actually activating the light herself, sure her AI might need to be rebooted, but the light shouldn’t explode or anything.”

Matt was less certain. “I mean it’s possible, sure. But it could count as two separate activations, like when she was using a wand. Dice roll for the wand casting the spell, dice roll for the attack. How sure are you that she wouldn’t get separate rolls for both her AI and the light?”

Luna nodded, having joined them at some point. “It is an interesting situation, and I look forward to seeing the interaction. It is not the most unique Talent I’ve seen, but it’s quite an interesting mixture of specificity and broad-scale impact. I know several of my coworkers would be quite interested in working with her, should she reach Tier 10 upon The Path.”

Liz raised an eyebrow at their manager as she continued, “All managers have their specialties, and there are a handful whose focus is in fortune. Depending upon the nature of her Tier 3, they may work on attempting to shrink the range of her Talent or move it in a less harmful direction. After all, with the impact of her Talent scaling directly upon the power of the basic action, she could quite possibly kill herself after rolling a one on a particularly strong attack.

“Now, your training. I saw Kurt’s report, of course, but that’s not the same as hearing it from you. You have a good grasp on your ability now?”

Liz nodded and slipped out of Matt’s arms to face both of them. “Yep. He helped me get a good grasp on how it works, and had some really useful skills and abilities for some safe testing… And I’m very glad I waited.”

Matt felt Liz’s Concept flex and try to latch on to him. Not resisting, he felt like Liz was speaking inside his head as she continued speaking.

“I offer a deal. A temporary binding of two into one, lasting one hour. I trade my Domain for yours. Do you accept?”

Matt mentally reached out with his own Domain to connect with Liz’s. Through the connection, he also felt a warm energy flowing to his body, like hotter blood was mixing with his cool blood. The feeling settled after a few minutes but it was incredibly uncomfortable while it lasted.

Matt reached out to feel the new power that sat next to his Domain like an addition to a house. Where his Concept had a feeling of endlessness, this addition felt far bloodier.

Poking a hole in his forearm he let some blood seep out, and with a thought, activated that new addition to his power, causing Liz to flinch slightly.

“Oh that feels odd. Are you trying to harden the blood? I can feel it. It’s hard to put it into words but it’s kinda sloppy. Is this how you normally use your Concept?”

Matt shook his head. “I was just testing what the new addition to my Domain did.”

Liz nodded. “Well long story short, my oath ability is more limited than it was in the Folded Reflection life, but possibly more useful if we use it right. I can allow us to trade our Domains, or specific effects, and in my training. I’ve gotten kinda good at using other’s Domains. In normal times, or rather with normal people who didn’t go through Folded Reflection or expand their Concept through training, you only get the base effects of the Concept. Stronger blood for me; giving mana and repulsion for you.”

Matt felt his repulsion weaken slightly as Liz started to push everything away from her. He tried to do the same but felt that he’d need to relinquish the bond if he wanted to do so.

“But I can’t use it when you are using it?”

Liz shook her head. “Not that we were able to figure out.”

Both of them looked to Luna, hearing that, and the older woman pursed her lips, clearly deep in thought. “I very much doubt that you will be able to change that, but nothing is impossible. What we need to do now is to start training you two with the other’s abilities. Liz, you need to see if you can turn Matt’s mana granting into a self-directed buff when you use it, you also need to get used to using his armor enhancements. We’ll start with those two for now. Mana draining might be useful for you, but that’s going to be a hard skill to learn, given how difficult a time Matt has had using it for more than area denial.”

“What about my AI empowerment? That could be useful.” His question didn’t earn him the glare he was expecting, and Luna turned to Liz.

“Can you even tap into that power?”

Liz closed her eyes for a minute before her head started to glow, but it lasted only a second.

“Is it that expensive for you Matt? How do you even power that thing? I’d be drained in a minute, two max. I know there’s an extra willpower cost with this sharing, but this is ridiculous.”

Matt shrugged with one shoulder. “It was really draining for me too, at the start. It takes some practice.”

Liz shot him a dirty look that he returned with a blown kiss. That earned him a grin, but Luna turned to him and said, “Matt, I don’t expect you to be able to use many of Liz’s abilities to all that much effect, not with the inefficiency of the oath. We can test out what’s good for you, and what works better on you than on her. Especially for your alter egos, trading specific abilities could prove useful.”

With new abilities, Luna spent over a month beating various uses of the new techniques into them, and while they weren’t ready to use those shared abilities in a fight, they were getting a base level of understanding with them.

That said, they were eager to test themselves and went looking for rifts with established reputations for being hard. They even found one nearby that was listed on some EmpireNet top one thousand list. It was a notorious Tier 17 rift that was known for being brutal and dangerous, which was exactly what they wanted.

A goblin rift.

Given enough essence, anything would become a threat, and goblins were one of the most extreme examples of exactly that.

While incredibly weak between Tiers 1 and 5 and excellent for training, at Tier 6 and beyond, the goblins saw a sharp uptick in intelligence, cunning, and deadliness. The little menaces developed a vicious kind of teamwork and coordination, setting ambushes and traps, utilizing suicide attacks and poisons to slowly whittle away at attackers, and pitting their high numbers against the delver’s individual strength.

That said, not all rifts were created equal, and the rift they had picked out was one known for killing dozens of teams that tried to conquer it every decade. It didn’t even offer anything special in terms of rewards for those that succeeded, except for some herbs that were a bit rare locally. Most people who tried it just did it for the prestige of having done it.

A group which now included Torch and Quill.

Luna approved of their decision, so they bought an upcoming slot before spending the next two years doing missions.

Rift slots on higher Tier worlds still had a fifteen-minute cycle time, but they simply didn’t have the mana to allow people to delve so often. Matt could, of course, fix that with his Talent or even just pay the mana stone fee to insert a delve, but that would draw more attention than they wanted to themselves. Besides, they weren’t in any rush.

Thankfully, the missions Luna sent them on weren’t that hard, and best of all, they were able to do them together. It was a nice change of pace after being separated for so long, and it acted as a small continuation of their honeymoon.

During that time, Matt and Liz kept track of Eleanor and Ethan’s progress at the PlayPen.

The two of them struggled with the Tier 1 imp rift but, just before their first year was up, they made it to Tier 2. He was grateful that they played it smart and was pleased to see Eleanor’s continued usage of improvised throwing weapons, usually the atlatl. They reportedly made a cutting tool which could turn a piece of cheap construction lumber into an atlatl in a minute, and bought arrows from the local store instead of making them themselves. Arrows broke often enough already that Eleanor’s talent didn’t add too much to their expenses, so Matt approved.

They took some scrapes and bruises, even losing an arm in a delve gone wrong due to a badly timed low roll, but they survived by working together and dove right back into the rift once they were cleared. Best of all, they were on track to reach Tier 3 just before the curve, and Matt and Liz were both proud of the hard work that must have taken.

After checking the timing, they decided to recreate the scene that Dena and Eric had when they messaged him after breaking through to Tier 5, where they would explain about Concepts and hopefully set them up to not need to use a bottled Concept by Tier 10.

They also sent a small message that gave Eleanor a heads-up about getting the AI pseudo-skill before they left the PlayPen and lost the discount. Not everyone bought it, as they would rather have better armor or a spatial bag, but they didn’t want the girl to have to rely on Ethan to open doors and use magical items for longer than necessary.

Matt was irked by the warning that their AIs sent them when they recorded the first message to be sent to them at Tier 3. Yes, he understood that too much interference would be a detriment to the kids, but a simple congratulations and small recommendation shouldn’t have counted.

Still, it did, and he was sure they’d get yelled at when they sent a video showing them having killed a ton of goblins as well. They would back off on the messages afterwards though. The early portion of the path was meant to test their resolve and resilience, and too much guidance could negate a lot of those early issues, which would dilute the test.

Matt better understood Griff and his irritation at The Path itself now. Some early guidance could prevent a lot of deaths, but the Empire had a lot of competing priorities, with funding chief among them. The timeline for The Path was dictated by international treaties, and the numbers of teachers required to get teenagers through the early stages safely simply weren’t available without significantly more money. A difficult beginning also helped to find the true diamonds in the rough, like Light and Shadow.

He knew Emmanuel cared about each and every citizen in the Empire and wouldn’t have kept things the way they were unless it was the lesser of many evils. After all, if the Empire wasn’t making powerhouses, they would have been attacked even earlier to slow their growth.

Mara and Leon had both stated a number of times that Light and Shadow reaching Tier 25 was just a convenient excuse, and Matt didn’t doubt them.

He just wished everyone could get along. A childish wish, but one that could make everything so much easier. Sadly as Luna had said oh so long ago, people were just too greedy for that to ever really work. Even just a few people being assholes to get ahead would cause such a utopia to fail, as everyone else started to scrabble to avoid being at the bottom.

He also better understood Leon and Mara’s reticence to let Liz join The Path, as Eleanor and Ethan weren’t even his kids, but he worried for them.

Instead of wallowing in his mind, he and Liz did something a lot more fun.

Murder.

When they entered the goblin rift, the first thing they noticed was that they were in a cave system.

Not unexpected, but with how large Tier 17 rifts were, Matt doubted this was all this rift had to offer.

They could have bought the rift guides, and even taken a couple lessons on the rift’s variations to get themselves as prepared as possible, but that would defeat the point. Future enemies wouldn’t come with convenient guides on how to beat them with minimum effort and risk. This was supposed to be a fun challenge, not something they could do in their sleep.

Letting his senses spread out, Matt slashed out with his sword and felt his blade hit a shadow that was just a little too solid. Sparks flew from the connection of blades, but before the goblin could return to the protection of the darkness, Liz’s spear took it in the side. With a twist, she bisected the monster and readied her weapons.

Matt watched the mana flows as they eddied back and forth, looking for another attack. When a portion of shadow mana started to creep toward them, he lunged forward and skewered the closest goblin, using [Dispelling Edge] to cut through the elemental body and letting the essence flow into [Lesser Sacrifice] instead of his core, where it boosted his physical stats by a good margin.

That seemed to be the signal, as the rest of the goblins rushed them.

Liz lowered her stance a little and used her shield to block her side while thrusting out with her spear, using a few [Heart Piercing Stab]s to lengthen her weapon, but was quickly forced to take a few steps around the rift distortion as she was pushed back.

Matt twisted as he slashed out but failed to immediately kill one of the goblins that bounded forward at him. It clutched a dagger that glowed painfully brightly with enchantments and skills and stabbed at his calf. His armor stopped the brunt of the blow, with the second layer exploding away from where the dagger touched it. But even with his reinforcement, the goblin managed to nick his skin with the very tip of the dagger.

A twist and a stomp crushed the monster’s head, even as he flared [Lesser Regeneration] to counter the burning feeling he felt traveling up his leg.

Suicide rushers, just the kind of thing that could spell the end of an unwary group. A real person would never use their whole mana pool for a single attack, nobody made it to the high Tiers with that kind of survival instinct, but some of the smarter monster species had them.

Liz, who had finished her fighting retreat, helped him finish off the final two goblins and stood with him as he started to investigate the monsters. She poked one of the goblins that was mostly intact with her spear, as she said, “An ambush right at the entrance is quite pleasant.”

Matt agreed with a grunt, even as he bent over and started inspecting the body of the goblin to find its blade. They needed to find out exactly what poison they had on them, as that might mean an immediate retreat.

He found the dagger quickly, and after a little testing, they found it had both an obvious, burning poison, in addition to a much more subtle paralytic. A less observant person would neutralize the painful poison, and then hours later find themselves halfway through a rift with muscles that suddenly stopped working. Matt had to stop for a minute to purge his current blood and fill up from their backup supply and have Liz triple check with her healing spells that he was fine.

It was a lovely start to a delve.

With that taken care of, he started inspecting the body of the monster and compared it to the goblins he knew from the low Tier rifts.

It was still a small humanoid, but the knobby elbows and knees were gone from the goblins that he had dealt with in the Tier 1 rift. They were also well-muscled with almost no body fat. Rifts didn’t necessarily need to follow biological trends, but having that little fat would kill a mundane human, and rifts rarely went that far.

All of that was dwarfed by the discoveries he found when he stripped the goblin of its armor.

The first was that the armor had a layer of aluminum inside with a ton of runes engraved on it. That was paired with tattoo-like runes slithering across the goblin’s skin. He could feel them trying to reach out and connect with the runes on the armor the moment he separated the two.

“Liz, look at this. The goblins’ bodies are covered with runic tattoos, but they’re way more flexible than the tattoos I’ve seen. They slither and try to connect to the armor.”

Liz shook her head. “I can’t see it. My mana sight isn’t as good as yours.”

Matt took a recording of what he was sensing and sent it to Liz. “Okay, that is interesting. Let’s bag a few of the goblins for testing later. I have a few ideas which might help my blood alchemy. One of my Minkalla lives used runes in a similar way to this.”

After testing whether storing the goblins in a spatial item would ruin the runes or not, the two of them headed deeper into the caves while fighting off ambush teams made of at least a dozen goblins.

This time they were more careful and kept to the edges of the ambush, but even that didn’t stop Liz taking an arrow to the thigh as the goblin that shot her melted into the darkness with [Shadow Body].

Matt cast [Bolt] the moment two of the goblins tried to dart at him from the shadows, which locked them up long enough for his blade to cut through their bodies. Now that he knew what to look for, he even saw the rune tattoos trying to pull the bodies together, but a thought and repulsion field quickly solved that by crushing their heads.

He was in a readied position, prepared to dodge an arrow when he blinked at the retreating form of the team’s archer.

Highlighting it for Liz, her spear raced forward and skewered the monster, but he was surprised that any rift monster had tried to retreat.

“Good catch. I don’t think letting the monster get away would have ended well for us.” Liz looked at the monster still impaled on her spear before checking the arrows. “These also have the same paralytic.”

Matt nodded. “That’s good to know. Let’s make sure none of them get away from now on.”

As Liz bent down to whisk the goblin away into spatial storage, Matt saw the magic tattoos slither dangerously and convulse with mana. Reacting quickly, he threw his mana into his armor and activated the rarely used swapping ability of their teleportation rings.

A fraction of a second later, the goblin exploded into gore and shrapnel, knocking him back but ultimately causing him no harm, with Liz safely outside of the blast radius.

Matt picked himself up slowly, wondering what they had thrown themselves into with this rift. “Post death bombers. The first goblins die and show you that the armor is valuable, the next group explode when you try to grab the corpses. I kinda like it.”

They fought their way through another five squads in the tunnels without too much issue after that, but the darkness and tight corridors made each fight risky when dealing with monsters who could dissolve into the shadows around them.

The obvious answer was to use spells to light the place up, but neither of them suggested it. They half-expected light activated traps in the tunnel, or something equally ridiculous, but the stealth advantage alone paid some dividends.

Matt was getting a good workout with his blade, which he hadn’t been able to do in a while due to being Quill most of the time. There was just something therapeutic about cutting down monsters with his blade that a spell didn’t quite offer.

Before too long, they came up on a giant cavern covered in luminescent blue moss that gave just enough light for the two of them to see with their normal vision.

Liz whistled through their chat. “That is a big ass spider.”

Matt nodded. “Big ass crystal spider. I’d bet every mana stone I have it’s near immune to magic.”

“I’m not taking that bet. I don’t have a record of it, but it’s close to crystal elementals and they’re highly resistant to raw magic. How do we want to hit this group? I’m seeing ten platoons of soldiers, a mixed composition of shield bearers, pikemen, and archers. We shouldn’t discount the possibility of scouts hidden in the surrounding area too.”

Matt highlighted five other goblins. “That’s not all. Look here, there are shamans. They’re going to be an issue. Think you can assassinate them?”

Liz spun her spear as she thought. “One most certainly, but all five? Not a chance. They are too far from each other.”

Matt pondered as he let his [AI] chew through the possibilities but disregarded most of its more radical options. “I think it’s best if we start with artillery and sniping, try to take out the shamans, and hopefully cripple some platoons before they move in too close. After that, I’ll tie them down while you mop up stragglers, then we can turn and burn.”

With the idea set up, Matt used [Earth Manipulation] to create some obstructions in front of the cave entrance, while Liz took out the talisman-javelins Matt had made for her and started calculating angles.

Once they were in position and ready to start the fight, Matt started charging mana into [Arcane Powershot]. The spell quickly turned from a thin bow that was only two feet long into a massive, six foot tall bow that grew thicker before all the excess energy went into the arrow. Matt collapsed the wall right before letting his arrow fly, and Liz launched her [Skewer] shot with a crack of thunder. His magic arrow curved to follow the shaman that tried to dodge out the way, and successfully blew its armored torso away from the rest of its limbs and head. Liz’s javelin couldn’t curve quite so quickly, not at this relatively short ten mile range, but she was close enough for it to count. The javelin struck the ground a few feet away from the shaman like an orbital strike, obliterating the goblin and seriously wounding a few members of the nearby platoon in a burst of fire.

He started flaring his mana granting immediately, as Liz had used over a quarter of her mana pool on that one spell, and they both started preparing another strike. As they anticipated, a scout appeared from the shadows near them, but Liz had her [Lesser Blood Clone] intercept it before it could interrupt them. Matt hit the third shaman, this time with an added [Piercing Shot] to break through the ball of shadow it had thrown up to block him, and Liz cored a platoon like an apple with her javelin, just before they could raise their shields against it.

Dispatching the scout with a casual rip of her spear, Liz paired up with her clone, a flock of newly summoned [Blood Sprites], and blood lampreys created by [Summon Blood Monster]. Together, they surged in the direction of the crippled platoon, occasionally diverting to execute a nearby scout that broke stealth. Matt continued peppering the shamans and foot soldiers with [Arcane Powershot] and the occasional [Bolt], but they were prepared for him now and he only did minimal damage.

Seeing their comrade die despite its protection, the remaining two shamans retreated to the giant spider, and with beams of shadow, pulled themselves into the monster where they were encased by its crystal form.

Shooting forward on [Cracked Air Slide], he unleashed a torrent of energy through [Cracked Mana Spear] at the nearest wall of shields. The beam was as thick as his arm now and broke through goblin shields with a deeply satisfying thrum of raw power. Once the shields fell, a hail of [Bolt]s and [Shatter Shot]s tore through the goblins behind, scattering them, and he finished the group off with [Flamethrower].

In the distance, he saw Liz fighting in the thick of the platoon she had crippled, her spear darting like a snake to spill blood and further empower her. He had a chance to watch her as he hunkered behind a wall of earth, waiting for the arrow storm around him to end. Seconds later, Liz had dispatched the majority of the melee fighters and was now hunting down the archers that tried to run, with [Blood Chakram]s and various other flavors of blood explosions taking them out piecemeal.

Once the arrows had abated, Matt shot forward again and unleashed another [Cracked Mana Spear], but this time he was disappointed. The platoons were enshrouded in a dark mist that sought to unweave his spell, and their shields overflowed with shadow to distribute the damage across the whole shield wall. Between the two effects, he wasn’t accomplishing much with his spell, and it wasn’t worth the spiritual strain.

Knowing mage time was over, Matt ran forward with a grin on his face, even as he was being rushed by hundreds of monsters.

This was where he felt most alive.

As the center of the fight, drawing everyone’s attention.

Forcing everything to revolve around him.

That allowed Liz to flit around the edges and take out the stragglers who had broken formation, or the stray archers who tried to pepper him with arrows.

Dodging a spear thrust, Matt caught a sword blade wreathed in flames with his left hand, pulling on it and forcing the wielder off his feet. He used that opening to spin and cleave three of the monsters in half, then darted into the opening he had made as a shaman hidden among the archers created a beam of darkness and carved a line through the floor where he had been.

Not wanting to take that attack head on, Matt dodged a coordinated attack by three of the goblins who threw themselves on him, but one still managed to grab his left arm and started trying to bite him.

Matt grabbed the goblin by its throat, squeezed hard enough to break its jaw, then threw the monster at the shaman, knocking them both down and giving Matt some room to breathe.

Still, that slight pause caused him to take three attacks on his back, disturbing his next strike. He cut through the three goblins who had struck him, but three dozen more were ready to take their place.

As he finished off the rest of that group, he found himself surrounded by a wall of raised shields glowing with shadow mana.

Bands of shadow tried to grab his legs and slow him down, but Matt flexed his repulsion to keep them off him. The shamans were throwing a lot of mana into the spell and it was chipping away at his Concept.

Matt twisted using his physical strength to crack the ground under him and then dove forward like a thrown spear, letting his left hand collide with the shields that tried to eat away at him.

Gripping the shield, Matt pulled one of the goblins out of line and carved away at the second line of troops with a [Mana Slash].

Entirely sick of being surrounded, Matt cast [Flamethrower] and shot it directly at the closest goblins, who recoiled like they had met their greatest foe. To his surprise, the goblins that caught fire exploded in a burst of shadow particles that attacked the fire, trying to extinguish it.

Dropping the flame spell, Matt cast [Bulwark] behind him to cover his back as he felt another bolt of darkness racing to cut him in half. Not willing to trust just the spell to defend him, he added [Diffusion Shield] as well. That weakened the spell enough that [Bulwark] was able to block the darkness spell as it splashed on his blue shield like water.

[Dispelling Edge] gave his blade a blue glow as he cut deep into the goblin formation and massacred his way through to their backline.

They tried to fix their formation, but Liz had finished with her own task and started hammering the backline of the platoon from the rear with her clone and summons, tearing through archers like she had a grudge. Within moments, she had cleared out the surrounding goblins and exploded the annoying shaman’s head with [Embolism], before draining the fallen of their blood and diverting it to her summons.

With the two of them together, they skirted the crystal spider that was still trying to catch up, darting between platoons and dismantling them with prejudice. Minutes later, they had the clear space to take the spider on, Liz dashing between its legs to unbalance it, and Matt hammering it with earth magic.

The rush of essence they received when they finally downed it made everything worthwhile.

They both had a few wounds they needed to take care of, but after half an hour, they were ready to head back into the tunnels to find another cave.

The test would then be to take their newest foes out faster, with less injuries.

Improve themselves.

And that was the name of the game.

Improvement. Pushing themselves to the limit to find what else they could really do when under pressure.

Make themselves into monsters.

It took them almost a week to clear out the network of tunnels, but they managed it, and their reward was a bag of valuable herbs used for refining the bloodline of Magma Carp, which they threw in their pile of loot to sell.

After their goblin rift, the two of them went back to missions. Some of it was just busy work, like when the two of them filled in for a local official without letting anyone know.

They even got an update from Eleanor and Ethan, whose Tier 3 Talents were better than he and Liz expected. Eleanor got an additional die every other Tier, with the result of her attacks being decided by the highest roll, drastically improving her safety. Ethan, on the other hand, got a better feel for the things his Talent could merge and their outcome. There was a slight increase in his merging chances, and while it was still low, they had earned a good bit of money with his Talent. The profits allowed the kids to buy a [Fireball] for Eleanor, which the girl was loving. She’d only had it blow up in her face once.

Other missions were of more importance, like their latest one where they needed to punish those who believed themselves above the law. But as the decade of their separation with Aster neared its end, the two of them moved to their rendezvous point a little early, filled with excitement to finally get the team back together.

Matt couldn’t wait, and periodically entered chaotic space to check how weak the connection with Aster was. He was gratified every time that it was just that little bit closer.

He and Liz were sitting at a tea shop that catered to immortals and long waits when he felt her arrive.

Aster was finally back with them.

Their family was whole once more.
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Allie whistled a slightly forced, if jaunty tune as she and Zack sat in a cafe, waiting for their appointment. For such an important moment, they could have arrived early instead of biding their time, but neither of them actually wanted to do that.

There was a special flavor in the anticipation and build-up that they both relished.

Even she, for all her impatience, knew that this would only happen once, and she wanted to savor the moment.

Besides, they’d spent countless hours at cafes just like this one. They were all unique but shared the same quiet atmosphere that she’d grown to love, and this would be the last time she could enjoy that as herself.

A distraction arrived just before she thought to check the time.

Korun, Emma, and Marcus walked up to them in formal clothes.

Allie shook the proffered hands without her usual antics and just waited to hear what the trio would say.

Korun spoke first. “It was good working with you kids. Well...you’re not kids anymore, but to me, you’ll always be the two little shits stealing rift slots. You’ve come a long way.”

Allie grinned and opened her mouth, but Emma cut her off. “I swear by all the royals if you say or do something dumb, Allie, I will beat your ass black and blue. So help me.”

Allie grinned. “Just a little interruption of the proceedings?”

Emma’s glare hardened and Allie raised her hands. “I’m kidding, I’m kidding. I won’t do anything I shouldn’t.”

Marcus just grinned. “Thanks for the promotion, guys.”

Zack snorted and Allie laughed.

Back when they’d first met, Marcus had been pissed that he had been saddled with, in his own words, ‘the troubled kids’, and therefore couldn’t show his prowess properly. Allie had responded by confidently stating he’d be getting a promotion once he was done with them.

Really though, after over a century and a half putting up with her, he deserved it. And a break.

Zack regained his composure and gave a shallow bow from where he was sitting. “Thank you all for your guidance and mentorship. We wouldn’t be who we are today without your assistance.”

Allie said it in a less formal way, “We done did good. See you on the flip side.”

With that, the trio made their goodbyes, setting off to get into position early, and left the two of them to their own devices once again. After three more cups of coffee for her, and one refill of tea for him, Allie decided enough was enough.

She needed to move.

That was the nerves speaking.

Or possibly the coffee.

Checking her [AI] again, she decided it was close enough to their time that it wouldn’t be an issue to arrive. Peeking at Zack’s cup of tea, she noticed he only had a few sips left, but seeing her attention, he drank the rest of it in a single gulp.

He let out a long sigh that she felt in her bones.

“Want to just fuck off? It’s our last shot.”

Zack smiled back. “Never. Not after everything, after all our work, all we’ve fought for and struggled to get? We’ve stared into the abyss, I won’t flinch at this, no matter how final it may be.”

Allie shrugged. “We could die. That’s pretty damn final.”

Zack returned her shrug. “That is always a possibility.” He opened his mouth to continue but shut it with a click.

Taking that for the acceptance to leave, Allie dropped a few mana stones on the table and stood up.

They took a meandering route through the city, gradually heading in the right direction as they steeled their nerves, taking their time to reminisce. Well, it was mostly Allie doing the talking. She just had too many nerves to stay quiet.

Zack shook his head, chuckling as they remembered one particular misadventure, then grew serious, signaling for her to slow down before their walk came to an end. “Allie. Thank you. Through everything, no matter how much I have frustrated you, you’ve always been there for me. That means a lot. But please, shut the fuck up.”

Allie smiled back at him. An honest smile. Not a mocking one. Not a teasing one. Just an honest smile. “You too, big guy. It’s been a heck of a ride, hasn’t it? You and those stupid little glasses, and your books, and…” She took a deep breath and finished, “I wouldn’t choose anyone else.”

Their relationship was complicated. She still wasn’t sure if she’d call them friends, but they were close, closer than most lovers. Certainly closer than she’d ever been with someone. They may not have spent much time together outside of missions, but if Zack told her she needed to drive a spike through her head, she wouldn’t so much as flinch, and he would return the favor.

It wasn’t an exaggeration to say that she trusted him more than she trusted herself, and she knew the reverse was true for him. They were just very different people at the end of the day.

“I’m glad it was you.”

“Me too.”

Despite everything they were about to go through, she knew that he’d have her back. And that was enough.

When they entered their final destination, Allie was disappointed in how simple things were. Oh, things were high Tier, but they weren’t as gaudy as she expected, which was a slight disappointment.

As they walked through miles of halls, she noticed that Zacks’s fingers were twitching, which meant he was trying to plot out the coming conversation.

A sign of nerves.

She smacked his arm and he relaxed a little just as they reached the final door. A door just like any other, but one that hid one of the most influential people in the realm behind it.

Zack raised a fist to knock, but before he could do so, the door opened on its own.

The man inside never even looked up from the document he was writing.

It took Allie aback that he was physically writing. On paper. With a pen.

Together, they entered as he waggled his fingers and the door closed behind them, far more silently than it had opened. “Are you two ready?” Her boss’ boss’ boss’ boss spoke without raising his head from the slow and steady strokes of his pen.

Zack answered before Allie could make a quip, “Yes, sir.”

At least his voice didn’t quaver.

The man hmmed without looking up. “It’s a little late, but I can still get you out of this. Fake your death. Let you two start over.”

Allie snorted this time. “Too late for that. We both know it. The ball is rolling, and there’s no stopping it. Besides, I want to see which houses we bounce into on the way down.”

Finally, the man raised his gaze to meet theirs, and Allie felt a chill run down her spine as her body instinctively reacted to coming face-to-face with a much more dangerous predator. It was exhilarating.

One day, she wanted to be that predator.

He had been somewhat casual before, perhaps his own way of dealing with nerves, but when he next spoke, it was with the full weight of his office. “And it has thus been settled. Zack Varon and Allison Spein. I, Emperor Emmanual Sophron, bid you rise as Ascenders Light and Shadow, to defend the people of this nation from all threats, be they internal or external. From now until eternity, may you serve as a beacon of stability and hope for all who would look to you, and may your enemies tremble in your wake. It is my duty and privilege to bestow upon you the rewards and responsibilities attendant to your new role. May you stand strong beneath their weight.”

Allie crunched her cores down, reaching Tier 25 and finishing The Path of Ascension, and felt an upwelling of energy within her spirit. 

Emperor Emmanuel’s eyes flashed gold as he smiled. “I cannot begin to express my congratulations, though you will soon see that I have tried my best. Within hours, we will start the public ceremony. I hope you have memorized your roles and taken a last chance for a moment of peace.”

His glowing eyes grew hard as he finished. “After that, we have work to do.”

Then they were gone, their outfits being whisked away in favor of their formal Ascender attire, first fitted for them weeks ago but suddenly demanding a thousand and one tweaks the day of. She actually looked good in purple for once, and Zack was in his own yellow variant beside her.
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Emmanuel waved, teleporting the duo out of his office before blinking down at the pair of documents in front of him as he put the final flourishes on them. Two new dukes were being raised today, and their writs of nobility needed to be extra special.

With a thought, he checked in on his seneschal, squaring away the last few details for the ceremony today. All those that had been orbiting his palace for the last few years were rushing into the throne room at the fastest speed they could get away with without looking foolish and causing a scene.

A few were absent, and he would be looking in on their reasons why later, but it was a scant few, and most of them had already pleaded their absence in advance. Still, he had given the order, and their excuses had better be good ones if they wanted to miss this moment.

The moment the word went out, it only took two hours for the imperial throne room to become packed with over a million waiting people in its spatially expanded walls.

Waiting for him.

As he donned his ceremonial outfit, he couldn’t help but wonder once again if he was doing the right thing. After today there was no going back. The bridge would be burnt beyond repair.

He wondered if the Empire could survive. If it did survive, how would he be remembered? Would the history books call him Emmanuel The Mad, who single-handedly ruined the Empire?

Emmanuel hoped not. Not because he cared about what others thought of him, but because that would prove he had failed to live up to his father and grandmother’s expectations. To his people’s expectations.

Expectations that felt like the sky weighing on his shoulders.

Still, he could hold up the sky. That was why he had been chosen to replace his father. He was strong enough to manage.

Or at least, he hoped so.

Oh, how he hoped so.

When his seneschal messaged him that everyone had entered, he stepped through the side entrance in full regalia. Carissa was dressed to match, and with slow and steady steps, they walked to his throne as his seneschal called the nobles to order.

After seating his wife on a smaller throne next to his own, he sat down. That was the signal for his royals to sit in their own, slightly smaller thrones that were one step below his on the dais that elevated them all above those watching.

Emmanuel said nothing, and just let the murmurs turn into a silence that crept through the throne room as he watched everyone’s expressions.

His wife and royals had stoic expressions that befitted their stations and gave nothing away to the watchers, which acted as a mirror to his own flat expression.

That was good.

His attention next went to the dukes of the realm as the royals each took their turn to give their speeches, now that the music had faded to a quiet background murmur. It was almost a shame, as it had been a new symphony he had been enjoying. The elaborate light show also died down, but he had seen that before. And while it was interesting, even a group of Tier 45s couldn’t weave something he couldn’t easily see through.

The dukes were far more interesting for him to observe while he had nothing to do but sit there.

The dukes who fell under the two kingdoms he personally controlled were clustered in their own little bunches, but the one that caught his eye was the one around Duchess Uveil, which he took note of, but said nothing and didn’t let any expression show on his face. He wasn’t exactly surprised that Duchess Uveil had come out on top of the political infighting that happened in his second kingdom, but she had had the lowest chance to succeed the last time he had peered into the future.

A development that bore looking into.

Had she been compromised? Another Great Power turning her against him for backing her fight to lead her faction? Unlikely, but it had happened before, and he couldn’t let any such possibilities go unchecked in these trying times.

Emmanuel let his gaze travel to the other dukes from the other kingdoms and inspected them one by one, letting each of them feel the weight of his gaze before moving on.

Some shivered. Some slunk back. Some met his gaze. Some looked anywhere other than his eyes. Others stood tall.

His Empire in one location.

Or at least, the representatives of it.

He pondered for a moment at the sight that his grandmother, Agatha, had witnessed when she ascended to the throne after wresting it for herself through strength of arms. The Empire was barely half this size sixty thousand years ago, but the sight must have been eerily similar to what he saw now.

It was a sobering reminder that everything he was reaping now wasn’t from his own hard work, but the accumulated efforts of his Father and Grandmother. They had turned the field and sowed the seeds, and it was his time to harvest the bounty of their effort while fending off the vermin that would come to ruin it.

As his gaze moved to the middle of the throne room and the multitudes of nobles lower than dukes, he smiled slightly.

The dukes would perceive that as a slight, which it very much was. He was still angry that Ilkor had let such perversions go on under his nose. What few would understand was that attitude was directed at himself as much as them. That entire situation had been his fault just as much as it was Ilkor’s. There was a reason that he only controlled two kingdoms, as any more than that, and he couldn’t be as attentive as he liked. When his attention waned, people started taking liberties…

Still, that small rebuke would ensure that most of the nobles kept themselves in line for the coming decades just as well as shouting would have. His father had taught them that lesson well.

The news reporters were near the back and sides, mostly due to jockeying for the best view rather than any slight against them.

Finally, his gaze went to the envoys from the other seven Great Powers that had their own little raised box, keeping them separated from his nobles.

The Federation, Sects, and Republic envoys already had rolled up scrolls in hand, and he resisted the urge to smirk at them and simply make an announcement before dismissing everyone. They were presumptuous, and rebuking them like that would feel good. But it would be pointless theatrics.

No, it was time.

With a wave of his scepter, everyone created a path from the doors to himself as a purple carpet unraveled. Everyone looked to the doors, but they didn’t open, and his seneschal didn’t announce the final members of this show.

Once the attention and news recording equipment turned to focus on him, Emmanuel finally spoke, “The Empire is made up of individuals. Of people. Some strong, some weak. Each and every one important. But together, we comprise one whole, proving that we are not alone in this realm. Though, there are others who have different beliefs and aims. If we cannot protect ourselves against this opposition, we will be swallowed up. How can we safeguard thousands of worlds and quadrillions of people? It’s quite a challenge, but we manage through the struggles of the many. Some of those struggles are more notable, but nations can only run with the effort of a million unsung heroes. Even the strongest person in the realm can’t be everywhere all at once. That is why we have The Path of Ascension. It lets us sift through the ambitious, through the masses, through the overlooked, and through the forgotten. And sometimes, those rare few people with more drive than their peers are found. The ones who stand above the rest and can do what few others can. Sometimes they are exceptional crafters, but usually, they are fighters. They destroy because that is the best way to protect ourselves and ensure that others won’t dare to test us.”

He didn’t look at the envoys, but a number of his nobles did, and some of the news cameras panned over. The Federation envoy’s hand tightened ever so slightly on the scroll he held, but Emmanuel didn’t miss it with his perception bathing the area. His speech was well-rehearsed and short, as far as such things went, but still took some time before he finally reached its culmination.

“Today, I have the great honor of introducing to the realm two new people who have clawed their way through mountains of bodies. They stepped over their peers and left them far behind. They caught up to generations older than them and proved once more that they were a cut above. They did so time after time, accomplishing the nigh impossible. They reached Tier 25 in less than two hundred years.”

As the crowd started to murmur, Emmanuel called out, “I summon Light and Shadow to the throne room!”

The door opened, and there the two stood in their worn armor, wearing their iconic masks.

They paused for a brief moment as everyone in the realm stared at them.

Without looking anywhere but at him, the two of them started walking down the mile-long hall in lockstep.

The soft purple carpet that ate up the sounds of their steps created a space that was just for them.

Few knew the true nature of that stupid carpet, but it was, in truth, one of the Empire’s few Tier 48 defensive items. If anyone attempted to assault their new Ascenders while they stood upon its surface, they would be firmly rebuffed. Nobody would test it, not with him there, but the utmost of caution was required in such cases.

Emmanuel let a soft and gentle smile spread across his face as they walked through the throne room.

As they neared his dais, Emmanuel stood, which was mirrored by all his royals and wife.

At the same time, Light and Shadow’s masks melted away, revealing the true identity of the Ascenders. There were millions of bets that had just been concluded, and Emmanuel knew for a fact that none of the gambling houses had guessed the duo’s true identities.

The cameras flashed and everyone took in the two.

Zack Varon was an unremarkable, but well-built man who Emmanuel knew would be more at home in a library than standing in front of a crowd. However, he carried himself with a demeanor that made it look like he had planned every turn of his head a month in advance. It lent an air of command and control to him. Allison Spein was in many ways the precise opposite, drawing attention to herself through her striking inky skin, body art, and flashy hair coloration. A woman who was certainly chafing under the requirement to act with absolute decorum for the duration of the ceremony.

With a flourish, two scrolls appeared in his hand, and Emmanuel waited for the two to reach their designated locations.

Once they hit the mark, he started walking down his dais and met them at the bottom of the stairs, where they each went to one knee with their right arms crossing their left knees.

“With my authority as the leader of the Empire, I validate that these two members of my Great Power completed The Empire’s Path of Ascension with no undue interference or assistance, following all rules as set by the Articles of the Shattering and the Empire’s sub clauses.”

His [AI] blipped as it verified the achievement with Light and Shadow’s [AI]s, and then once more with the envoys’, before being shared with the nobles and news stations.

As the information of their Path and everything they had received was verified and accepted as below the set thresholds, Emmanuel withdrew a sword and placed it on both their right shoulders at once.

His Domain clone was a perfect copy of himself, and together they spoke in unison. “I, Emmanuel Sophron, third of my line, announce to the Empire and the Realm that the Ascenders Light and Shadow have been found worthy. To reward their accomplishment and my trust in them, I decree the two of you shall be raised as dukes of the land to receive titles as befit your new status.” The blade transferred from their right shoulder to the left before he withdrew it. “Rise.”

When the two of them stood, he presented the two of them with the scrolls he had made earlier.

Each was more than a writ of nobility. They were items made with the power only a Tier 50 held. The connection to the Realm itself. With these writs, they could channel a little bit of his own authority and majesty, showing anyone that they were who they said they were.

It was also a literal writ of their nobility and documented their powers and titles.

“Ascenders, to attention.”

Ascenders Light and Shadow slowly proceeded to the side of the stage, settling into position alongside Ascender Waters, in his own ocean-blue robes. The senior Ascender winked and blew a kiss at the envoys, much to the consternation of the Sects’ representative. Emmanuel ignored it and turned his attention back to the crowd before him, giving a light clap.

“Please, welcome the Empire’s two newest Ascenders and dukes.”

His nobles applauded with far more enthusiasm than he and the royals, but Emmanuel just smiled through it all.

Then came the less-than-pleasant part of these proceedings.

The vermin coming for his harvest.

The Guild envoy came first and nodded deeply to him and then Light and Shadow. “The Overseer sends his regards and wishes to reinforce our Great Powers’ bonds of friendship through the coming days.”

Emmanuel nodded back, if more shallowly than the envoy. “And I wish to make my stance of friendship clear as well. Please, convey my thanks.”

The Clans envoy gave less effusive congratulations, along with the Monster Collective and the Corporations. Which left the three rats.

Emmanuel wanted to wave them out of existence, but killing envoys was a bad precedent to set…no matter how good it might feel.

If Aiden could restrain himself, Emmanuel could do it as well, even knowing how much bloodshed their proclamations would bring. The other Tier 50s might see the wars as simple games that ultimately saved lives, with the restrictions it put on war. Emmanuel saw it as a waste of his people.

The Republic envoy stood forward, and after nodding the proper amount, stood back up and opened his scroll, which gave off the unique aura of a Tier 50 before he started reading off.

“In my capacity as envoy, I speak for Madam President Janet Olga. The Empire has threatened our interests and future with its unchecked expansion, as perpetrated through unethical experimentation and treatment upon the most vulnerable. With a second set of Ascenders, we can no longer sit idly by and will declare war if the Empire does not halt all outward expansion and pay a number of resources as reparations. If you cannot accept these terms as listed by this document, as is, we have no choice but to declare war.”

The envoy paused, but Emmanuel just blinked at him before looking to the next in line.

The Sect envoy repeated the same thing, with only a few minor differences in the choice of words and no mention of ‘unethical actions.’ The Federation envoy, on the other hand, surprised Emmanuel.

His speech started out similar enough to the Republic envoy, but at the end, he added. “If the Empire is willing to return the territory stolen from us when we were unjustly attacked and give a guarantee to declare war on the unrecognized entity called the Monster Collective for our lost land when we go to war with them, we are willing to sit out of this war.”

Emmanuel smiled at the attempt to drive a wedge between himself and the Monster Collective. They didn’t want to sit the war out, but they wanted to stir up trouble with his people in the future.

He was sure that when the war was at its worst, their spies and plants would bring up this moment as a way to hurt the morale of his populace.

“We will not betray our former reasons for declaring war on the Federation. The bloodline humans and evolved beasts were being treated unjustly, and that war was fought for righteous reasons. We will not backtrack on those decisions. We accept all three of your declarations of war.”

The envoys let their scrolls roll back up and then nodded in unison. The Republic envoy spoke for all of them as he said, “Then we formally declare war, with a principle casus belli of unchecked and reckless expansion leading to aggression and threatening our interests, and with the surrender condition of full reparations.”

The Guild envoy, who had taken a stance to the side, stepped forward and summoned his own scroll that carried Allister’s aura. “As stated by Allister, the Overseer of the Guilds. We, the Conglomerate of Guilds, will honor our alliance to the Empire and join in on their defensive war.”

Finally, as if everyone had been waiting for that moment, the nobles let loose a collective murmur that was unrecognizable by the time it reached Emmanuel.

Some of them were happy with the declarations. Some were upset. But there was at least a sense of unity and anger at the Republic, Sect, and Federation envoys, which was a good sign. For at least the first portion of the war, they would have the moral high ground and would have the support of the populace.

Dismissing the envoys, Emmanuel turned back to his nobles.

“We are at war. Prepare yourselves, your lands, and your people for the upcoming dangers.”

While he would have preferred to have the envoys make their declaration later, they had expected and planned for this.

Once he turned to exit out of the rear door, his royals and Ascenders followed him.

Not turning back, he spoke to Duke Waters. “Follow our initial plans but expect them to change in the coming days. Light, you will be reporting to General Darrow. Shadow, we are going to take a round trip through the Empire.”

The rest of his royals knew what to do, and only waited long enough to make sure he didn’t have additional instructions for them before vanishing to their respective jobs.

Even before he reached his office, he was already getting notifications of battles starting along his borders.

War was truly here.

It was now only a question of if he could see the Empire through these troubled times.

He hoped so.

Oh, how he hoped so.
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As Aster sat in the waiting room of the shuttle bay, she couldn’t help but perk her head up at everyone’s entrance, hoping it was Matt who had somehow figured out a way to come with her. She was disappointed when it was just one of the workers escorting someone else into the lounge.

She was going through her collection of movies, trying to find something to distract her when the door opened again but, this time, she stood up on the chair completely, seeing a small yellow and blue streaked songbird being led in on a floating platform.

A beast.

A bond!

Aster’s tail wagged as she watched the bird finally notice her and squawk in the beast language, “Oh, hello! Are you going to Red Feather Academy as well?”

The woman escorting the bird brought her to take a spot next to Aster, where they were able to easily talk.

“My name is Aster. What is yours? And yeah, I’m going to Red Feather Academy as well.”

The bird fluttered her wings and bobbed up and down as she answered in a twitter, “My name is Kelly. It’s nice to meet someone else going there. I was kinda nervous…”

When Aster heard Kelly say that, Aster nodded. “Me, too. I know there is nothing to worry about, but I’ve never been away from my humans this long. We’ve spent a few days away from each other before, but not years.”

Kelly fluttered to the door on her bird cage and exited as it opened for her and flew a lap around Aster.

“I’m glad to hear I’m not the only one. What are you, Aster? An ice fox?”

“Close! I’m a Winter Fox. I was an Ice Fox back when I hatched.”

Kelly fluttered to a stop on top of her cage and asked in a surprised voice, “You changed your bloodline already? Wow! I’m a Lightning Finch and never really thought to change my bloodline. I hear it’s painful!”

Aster shook a little. “Yeahhh, it wasn’t fun, but the results are great! Having access to wind as well as ice is useful. And lightning sounds cool. I bet you can zap all the monsters!”

Kelly preened at the compliment and nodded. “I sure do. My human, Alexa, by the way, is a melee fighter, and I’m her mage.”

Aster nodded rapidly at their similarities. “Same! My human’s name is Matt, and he’s a melee fighter as well. When I was just a kit, I rode in a backpack and killed things with my ice. It was great!”

Surprisingly, thinking of Matt didn’t hurt this time with Kelly here.

In a much better mood, Aster gestured at the birdcage. “How come you have a birdcage with you?”

Kelly chirped even as she fixed the position of a feather. “I’m too small, and people have the habit of almost sitting on me if they aren’t paying attention. At least with it, I stand out more. Or they think I’m just a normal bird, but that only really happens when I’m around low Tiers.”

Aster nodded along as it made sense. “I see, I see. Want to go explore? I wasn’t in the mood before, but with you here, it sounds fun.”

Kelly shuddered and flew in a circle. “That does sound fun! Where should we go?”

Aster looked at the layout of the shuttle waiting area and its various shops, and when she didn’t see anything that stood out to her, she shrugged. “Why don’t we just walk around?”

At Kelly’s agreement, they started moving through the shops, which was when Aster saw the problem of Kelly’s small form and fast flying speed. She needed to fly circles around Aster and everyone else just to keep pace with them.

Going with the easy solution, Aster offered to let Kelly ride on her head, to which the bird happily agreed.

There was a slight shock when Kelly landed, but she quickly apologized. “Sorry! I built up a little static flying.”

Aster tried to look up and couldn’t see her but felt her settling in with her spiritual perception, using her own Concept to anchor herself without digging into Aster’s fur or skin, which was very considerate of her.

Together, they wandered the various shops, trying bits of food here and there and looking at the overpriced things the vendors were trying to sell until it was time to board their shuttle that would take them to the first leg of their journey.

Bonds going to Red Feather Academy was a regular occurrence, and Red Feather Academy used normal passenger ships while it gathered all the bonds to their own shipping line that traversed the Empire. They had two stops where they would transfer to other passenger liners before they got to their destination.

Thankfully, they had each other to keep entertained during the flight.

While Aster couldn’t say they were best friends, they had gotten closer during the flight.

When they landed and deboarded for their first transfer, they met two other bonds who were also going to Red Feather Academy.

Juan was a stone elephant and wore a specially made enchanted item that helped him fit into normal space on his tusk. His natural form at Tier 15 was close to twenty feet tall, which made it impractical for him to fit inside buildings. His stony hide was surprisingly soft when he wasn’t fighting, thanks to his skincare regime, which Aster understood.

She took care of her fur and he took care of his skin. Same thing, really. Everyone should look their best, after all.

Their final passenger was Roody, a wind lion whose mane was always fluttering in the breeze like a showoff.

While Juan was fun to talk to, Roody spent more time hitting on both Aster and Kelly, which made him slightly annoying. Especially when he made it clear from the get-go that he intended to have a pride of women all to himself.

Thankfully, once they made it clear they had no interest in joining his dream harem, he calmed down and started to interact with them like people instead of conquests, which lightened the mood significantly.

The four of them chatted and discussed their lives and what they thought Red Feather Academy would be like, and even their hopes and fears.

Roody, as it turned out, was lonelier than anything, having grown up with his human who had five wives who all treated him like a little brother and pampered him endlessly. He was really trying to recreate that feeling of home.

Aster was the only one out of the three who was less than a hundred years old, as her human was the only one who was on the Path of Ascension and rushing through the Tiers.

Her training also forced her to evaluate all three of them as potential hostiles, which was fairly easy. Even as a support mage, she was one hundred percent confident she could take all of them on. Kelly talked about struggling in a rift one Tier up with her human’s team, while Juan readily admitted they had actually delved down a Tier. Roody was the only one whose team delved up two Tiers, while he was personally capable of delving up a Tier in a solo run.

Aster didn’t say it, but she found it amusing, as an easy day under Luna’s tutelage involved delving three Tiers up completely solo. If the cat was feeling generous, Aster would even be permitted to use all her skills while doing so. She didn’t say anything so as to not seem like a showoff and just nodded along with the conversation as it flowed from topic to topic.

Beyond that, none of them showed any signs of nefarious intentions, or if they had any, they had better skills than she did, as she noticed nothing out of the ordinary in their behavior or the questions they asked.

That let her settle down and just enjoy having three new friends who were going through the same thing as her, which helped with her nerves.

When they transferred over to Red Feather Academy’s personal shuttle company, they were quickly overwhelmed by the absolute hordes of other bonds all still in their beast forms roaming the halls and rooms of the chaotic spaceship.

At a quick count, there were nearly a thousand, and they all seemed to cover the gamut of every possible animal and bloodline combination.

Illusion Zebras, Shadow Snakes, Flametongue Anteaters, Rainbow Koi, Chittering Wasps, Vernal Spinosaurus, all conceivable types of horses, birds, fish, insects, and Aster even spotted a few other foxes, including a pair of ice foxes.

Juan thankfully offered his back for them to climb on so they could more easily move around the crowded bay of people.

When Aster saw Roody, she snickered, and after whispering to Kelly, jumped on his back while Kelly sat on her back, creating a stack of them for a perfect picture opportunity.

Roody was startled, but settled down when he saw the small drone float around the four of them and posed in what she assumed he thought was a dignified manner, but rather looked like he had a hairball and was trying not to cough it out.

She and Kelly, on the other hand, looked adorable on top of the silly cat, while Juan looked stoic as he tried not to step on anyone and still look at the camera.

After jumping down from Roody, Aster got the best few pictures and sent them to each of the others so they had something to send their humans. While nothing would go through until the end of the first year probation, she intended to scrapbook her time at Red Feather Academy by utilizing the delay system.

Juan tooted a small thanks when he got the message. “Thanks, Aster. I think Mindy will love this.”

Roody sauntered over closer to Juan’s head and nodded. “I look quite dashing. I always do, of course, but I look better than ever in those pictures.”

Kelly tweeted her agreement. “I also look fetching. Great idea, Aster. Thank you!”

When Juan finally found a clear enough area, he gently laid down and sighed. “I can’t wait until I learn how to shrink my size down some. First thing I’m doing.”

Aster started to nod but stretched out her paws. “I want thumbs! It would be great to be able to pick things up without having to use my Concept.”

That earned her a nod from nearly everyone around, even those not of their group.

A short yellow monkey sauntered over as if he was trying to give Roody a run for most arrogant person and showed his hands. “A step I don’t have to take. Golden Fur Monkeys are clearly the best⁠—”

A large pink vulture landed right next to the monkey and accidentally clipped the arrogant fellow with a wing, sending him stumbling, but they controlled their power well enough that it didn’t hurt the monkey.

“My name is Kazal, nice to meet all of you.” The vulture nodded to Kelly after they introduced themselves and continued, “I’d like to invite you, Kelly, to come to introduce yourself to the little roost we are setting up.”

Seeing Kelly look at the rest of them, Kazal quickly continued, “We won’t keep you too long if you want to return to your friends, but we wanted to let most of the flyers meet each other before we arrive at Red Feather Academy.”

After looking between them and Kazal once more, Kelly agreed to go say hello.

That seemed to set off some signal, and a large cat Aster couldn’t identify by sight came over to invite Roody to do the same, and an Air Fox came over to invite Aster.

His name was Oskar, and he seemed nice enough. It was nice to see and meet five other foxes. One was a fire type fox, but Aster simply ignored him as he did her.

After chatting a bit, she went back to her group to talk to Juan, who seemed a little lonely where he sat.

Thankfully, that wasn’t the case, and the two other elephant bonds were actually talking to him through their AIs due to the massive number of others the largest mammals needed to be careful of.

Together, they sat and chatted about everything they noticed about the other bonds and their behaviors.

Before too long, Kelly came back and fluttered around them while she apologized for taking so much time. Apparently, she knew one of the other birds, and they had gotten into a lengthy chat.

Roody came back a little while later, prancing like a show dog.

Aster thought about making that joke but held her tongue, not sure he would take it well.

She did record the image with her AI, so if they did become good enough friends, she could make the joke later. It was just too good to pass up. He even bounced up and down.

When Kelly asked him why he was so happy, he explained, “I met a very attractive pair of twin lionesses. Soon, they will fall under my majestic sway. I’m sure they are watching me leave as we speak.”

Aster stretched upward a little but didn’t see any other big cats, let alone two pretty twin lionesses, but she didn’t burst his bubble. Also, hearing about bond twins got her attention, as she had never heard about it before. But, thankfully, Roody explained.

“It’s rare, but sometimes a bond egg has two animals inside, just like a natural born person can have twins. Though, in a bond’s case, it’s apparently always identical twins and not fraternal.”

Aster quickly searched for the relevant information, which agreed with what Roody said, but what he hadn’t said was how rare it was. Instead of one in two hundred and fifty, it was closer to one in ten thousand for a bond egg to have twins.

Juan swished his trunk as he asked, “If they are pretty and twins, doesn’t that mean all the other lions are trying to date them as well?”

Aster looked at Roody, wanting to hear the answer as well.

Roody’s answer was to simply shrug slightly. “I’m sure they are, but look at me. I’m gorgeous, smart, powerful⁠—”

“Humble,” Kelly interjected.

Roody simply nodded as he continued, “Humble, respectful, courteous, trustworthy, and fair, which is far more than those other bozos can say.”

Aster grinned as Roody complimented himself.

The more she talked with this guy, the more she liked him. He seemingly had a sense of humor.

The four of them settled in to chat for the remainder of the exceptionally quick flight, that only lasted a day and a half, to finish the remaining trip to the planet Red Feather Academy was located on. It was aptly named The Nest.

Aster had looked it up, and Mara had renamed the planet the same way she had renamed the academy itself, which was something not every royal did. Knowing the bird in question, she wasn’t at all surprised. Mara was fun like that, and Aster knew full well that she would rename things to fit her if she ever became a ruler.

After an absurdly long time, they exited their shuttle onto the planet’s surface with a dozen other groups of people, and Aster was astounded at the sight.

They had landed on a large grassy field with clear strips cut in the long, wavy grass that danced as if inviting all of them to run and frolic. She was sure rabbits would live inside that grassy sea, and she had to lick her chops a few times to get rid of the building saliva that threatened to drip on Juan’s back. She could even see a river meandering through the field leading off into the distance.

Once she was able to wrench herself away from the grasslands, she looked around and noticed a dozen other shuttles, each bearing a different insignia of a stylized animal profile on its side, though each was only in one of three colors: red, blue, or green. She wasn’t able to piece together the actual meaning of them, and the LocalNet was locked down beyond calls for help.

Not that she was worried. Aster had spent enough time being watched by Luna and Kurt that she could feel the eyes hiding in the sky, watching their every move.

From Juan’s back, the four of them walked through a massive archway of flowering trees of some kind, and Juan expanded to his twenty foot tall form as he stretched his trunk to grab one of the flowers, which smelled amazing.

As he shoved it in his mouth, he stopped for a brief moment and reached back up. “These are fantastic. You guys have to try.”

Aster had eaten her fair share of salads, but the leaf looked a little too herbivorous for her taste. Still, after Kelly’s noises of enjoyment, she had to take a nibble and found it tasted as good as Juan said it did.

Even Roody enjoyed it after he got over eating ‘prey food,’ proving just how good it was, and he finished it off even as their vantage point slowly shrunk back to Juan’s shorter, more indoor convenient height.

As they followed the mass of others, they eventually entered a massive, open-air stadium like they used for sports, and Aster gawked at the half-filled stands as she counted just how many bonds there were.

The academy had a new class every year, and there were close to three thousand bonds if her AI’s best guess was close, and it predicted that number to balloon to four thousand as the final beasts wandered in from the still descending shuttles.

Kelly took to the air and talked to another few groups of birds, who informed them that they just simply needed to wait for the headmaster to make his appearance after everyone arrived.

Thankfully, that didn’t take too long, as a few humans with obvious animal parts led the rear in a spiffy star-like uniform.

Once more, before she could really dig into the uniform, an older looking man with gray hair walked to the stand set up in the middle of the field, followed by a group of teachers in the same red, blue, and green colors she had seen on the shuttles.

“Good afternoon, students. My name is Headmaster Payne, and I welcome you to our revered halls.”

There was a rumble as the thousands of beasts made their own sounds of welcome, which Headmaster Payne allowed to continue for a few moments before raising a hand, which silenced the arena as his Domain stopped sound from traveling.

“There are a few things I’d like to explain to you before we get too far ahead of ourselves. First, the houses: Land, Air, and Sea. The three places you can find a bond’s natural habitats. Once upon a time, we separated you all to the house you biologically fit in, but we no longer do so. That was outdated even two hundred thousand years ago, when we stopped that. Instead, they represent your house and your collective efforts. Each house competes for prizes and privileges, which I encourage you all to participate in. It will both increase comradery and ease your time away from your bonds.”

Having said that, he twisted and, in his place, a beaver stood there and continued as if not interrupted. “Of which, I am one like all your instructors. It’s not comfortable to be separated for even a few weeks from your bond, but this really is for your own good. Here, you will learn many things, one of which is independence.”

Twisting once more, the human headmaster continued, “Moving on to something more pleasant, let me remind you that Red Feather Academy is larger than its bond department and houses the best of the Empire’s families with bloodlines. Both nobility and those still unlanded. They are not allowed on the Bond College’s grounds, and you, as first years, are not allowed to leave. Once you are finished with your first year, you will have free run of the Academy and its classes, but before that, you need not worry about such matters.”

Aster sighed as she had wanted to meet Alyssa and say hi to a familiar face. Even if they weren’t friends, they could be friendly.

“Now, about the houses and how you will be sorted if we no longer do so by something as easy as biological sorting. And the answer is easy. Random, unbiased chance.”

Aster got a ping upon Headmaster Payne saying that and found herself in the Air house.

She was worried about her new friends, but Headmaster Payne answered the question before she could voice it.

“Those you traveled with will be sorted together as a room, or as we like to call them, pods. The four of you may have met by chance and a little of our meddling but, sometimes, the best bonds are like that. You will spend the next ten years together, so if you have some interpersonal issues, start learning conflict resolution.”

As he chuckled, Aster yipped her pleasure. Kelly and Juan were great, and even Roody was growing on her despite the abysmal first impression. It would be nice to be able to spend the next few years with them.

“Now that you are all sorted, you should be able to piece together the colors with the houses and the uniforms of the Deans behind me. Dean Corbyn is in charge of Land. Dean Wright is in charge of Sea. And finally, Dean Yates is in charge of Air.”

Aster looked at the dean she would be sorted under and the nice green uniform she wore. She liked it and thought it would match well with her white hair when she made her human body.

Headmaster Payne let everyone chatter for a minute before raising his hand once more and silencing them. “There are two things I’d like to say. First, all of you should do your best in each of your classes and listen to the teacher from all houses, not just your own. Second, I’d like to introduce the student council. They are unique in that they make up the Star House. They do, in fact, have limited authority over students, and they should be the first line of contact for most of your issues.”

Taking a deep breath, Headmaster Payne paused before finishing, “Please, follow your respective deans, and I wish you all a productive and enjoyable next ten years.”

As Juan carefully walked the four of them to stand around Dean Yates, Aster looked at her fellow students and, for the first time, noticed that the ground had channels filled with water that ran across the fields.

Dean Yates clapped to get everyone’s attention even as the surrounding sounds quieted to a murmur. “Good day, children. I know this can be a scary time, but I encourage you all to rely on your roommates and help others who are in need. The first thing I’d like to mention, to get it out of the way, is the limited LocalNet. While a bit more of it will become available to you over the next few days, it will remain incredibly limited until you finish your first year, and you won’t get full EmpireNet access until your sixth year. This is done to teach you all how to rely on yourself and not just look up information. AI and the Nets are useful, but they can also become crutches. Now, if you would all follow me, we will first show you to your rooms, where you can settle down for a little bit before dinner.”

Looking at Juan and a few other larger animals, she added, “While most of you follow Prefect Camren, I will settle our larger students.”

As Aster and the others jumped off his back, Juan was given a new enchanted item that shrunk him down from a six foot tall form to a much smaller three foot tall form.

Dean Yates gave him a gentle smile before she moved on. “Don’t worry, you won’t have to use it for too long. The first thing we teach is the ability to control your size, as it’s the first step of more freeform transformations.”

“Oh, thank you! This feels like someone stuffed me in a shirt two sizes too small,” Juan grumbled under his breath.

Dean Yates reassured him that that feeling wouldn’t last too long, and he would get used to it, before moving through the crowd and helping the others who were a bit larger than was convenient.

The building they entered immediately proclaimed its allegiance to Air, with the spatially expanded halls and false skies that seemed to stretch on for miles. There were also water paths that Aster saw quite a few fellows swimming through to reach their own rooms.

Prefect Camren, as she learned from Roody, was a year five student who was in charge of keeping the first years’ common rooms under control and would act as local authority figure for them to interface with. It was an interesting idea, and she liked the cut of his uniform, which was subtly different from the other students who had taken human form and were walking the halls.

When they entered their common room, Prefect Camren announced, “Here is where you’ll be spending the next ten years. The housing buildings stay with you as you advance, and the new students take the empty rooms that the graduating students have vacated. I will inform you that the Roc wing has some large shoes for you all to fill, and I wish you all the best of luck in doing so.”

Once he showed them how to locate their rooms, Aster followed Roody, who had taken the lead after crawling up half a dozen sets of stairs, as Juan had never gotten the hang of flying with his Domain. That, combined with his size, meant flying devices needed too much power to be economical for his human and him to afford, but they eventually arrived.

Their room opened into a small sitting area attached to an even smaller kitchen, with four doors leading into their private rooms. Each was already labeled with their respective names, and investigating her door allowed a pleasantly frigid gust of wind to sweep into the common area. Aster quickly went inside and closed the door behind her to not disturb the others.

Inside, a bed and igloo sat along one wall, with another holding a desk and enough room for her miniature ice cream machine, and the final wall had a pair of doors leading to a walk-in closet and bathroom.

Aster hopped up to her desk and filled out her information packet, then did some basic unpacking before returning to the common area while waiting for the others.

Kelly was the next out, and she flew around Aster’s head, chirping excitedly for Aster to see her room’s decoration.

The layout was the same as Aster’s room, save for a small nest on a pedestal in place of Aster’s igloo, but while Aster’s was pleasantly cool, the finch’s air was quite humid, and carried a slight charge in the air.

The most notable decoration of the room was a collection of shiny rocks set out on the desk, which Kelly explained were mementos of her and her human’s adventures.

As the boys were still in their rooms, Aster showed Kelly her own room, but the poor bird was quickly too cold to stay for long. Thankfully, it didn’t take much more time for the boys to return to the sitting room.

Once they were all together, they re-entered the common room, where they found more and more people gathering around Prefect Camren, who led them to dinner with the other houses.

Air had the leftmost table, which let Aster sit with her back to the wall and watch as the others filed in.

The food was okay, but not nearly as good as Aunt Helen’s. It was an unfair comparison, but it also wasn’t as good as what Matt made. At least to Aster’s tastes—the others found the food amazing, but they at least seemed to be sympathetic when she bemoaned that the glazed rabbit just wasn’t as good as what Matt made.

Once everyone had eaten their fill, the three houses were given their schedules and first day’s assignment: Find your classes.

Their pod all had the first class, which was ‘Introduction to Bloodlines,’ but after that, their schedules diverged, with each of them going to their respective body type’s ‘Transformation of the Body’ classes. After that, they all had an exercise class, but that was split between mages and melee fighters, which meant Roody, Kelly, and herself were together, while Juan went to the melee fighters’ class.

Lunch filled the middle of their day, along with a self-study session, but they ended their day with an ominously named class: ‘Tooth, Claw, and Paw,’ which sounded like a fighting class.

They’d keep this schedule for three months, after which their malleable forms were expected to be at least mostly humanoid, and then things would change.

Once Juan had finished his meal of leaves and a sugar cane for dessert, the four of them went looking for their classrooms as instructed. There was a bit of a complication, with their AIs not able to download a map, but they made their own by tracking down all their classrooms, library, dining hall, and common areas. It was neat, seeing all the grand hallways, and Aster concluded that was probably the point of forcing them to explore like that.

That night, as Aster laid in her igloo resisting the urge to yawn, the air nice and chilly, she smiled.

Despite everything, Aster was excited and couldn’t wait for tomorrow and classes to start.

This seemed…kinda fun.
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Waking up on her second day at Red Feather Academy, Aster felt surprisingly good. She missed Matt and Liz something fierce, but she had things to do and new friends to do them with.

Padding out of her room, she noticed that Roody was the only one out in the common room and nodded to his yawning self, which made her pause.

He shouldn’t be tired. She shouldn’t have even needed to sleep, but a quick search with her AI on the LocalNet gave her the answer.

The Academy put a mild sedative in their rooms the first few nights. While she questioned the ethics of such an action, sleeping had settled her in quite nicely, and she could opt out of the effects at any time when they were active.

When the others came out of their rooms, she mentioned the sedative to them, but they all agreed that it had been nice to actually sleep, and it had helped settle their minds. They all agreed that if they had had nothing to do, they might have worried needlessly.

With a few hours until their first class, they went as a group to go get breakfast, which they noticed wasn’t nearly as full as last night’s dinner had been. The lack of people also gave them the opportunity to try some new foods that they ordinarily wouldn’t order, thanks to the buffet style options.

Aster tried a few dishes she had never seen or tried before. She found most of them ok, but really liked the egg filled dumplings. They were the right mix of doughy, crisp, and savory, and really hit the spot. They were so good that she ended up going back for a second helping.

For the first time, a pang of homesickness hit her as Aster realized how much she really missed Matt’s cooking. It finally sunk in that she wasn’t going to be able to eat it for another decade at least and that was a really saddening thought.

With some time to spare before they were to be in their seats in class, Kelly had the idea to explore one of the outside areas of the academy grounds, which occupied a good two hours as they got lost in a hedge maze. They only got out in time thanks to Roody’s surprisingly good sense of direction. They could have flown out, but that would have defeated the purpose of the distraction.

As Aster and her roommates sat down in their first class of the day, she sized everything up out of habit. While it was listed as a classroom, it was more accurately described as an auditorium that was spatially expanded to an insane ratio, considering everyone in their year was able to comfortably fit inside. She knew Matt would have loved to inspect the enchantments, but her attention was taken by people watching.

There seemed to be endless variation of beasts and mana types, which gave her endless sources of intrigue.

Not that she just sat quietly and observed.

She chatted with her roommates and their neighbors about everything and anything that came to mind.

The group to their left had explored a sea based area that went out a few miles into the nearby waters, where they had found a few of the older students rehabilitating an ecosystem that was destroyed last year in a fight. While the older students hadn’t been able to explain much, the group was fascinated by the display and had learned a few useful tidbits.

The school’s various libraries weren’t similar to one another, and they were encouraged to visit each one if they wanted to take better advantage of all the available knowledge. Besides, the academy rewarded those who explored.

Exactly what was meant by that last piece of advice was a hotly debated topic in their little circle of pods but all agreed it was worth using some of their free time to explore the academy. So far, they had only seen a tiny fraction of what the sprawling campus had to offer.

Eddy, a dunes lizard, had seen a map of the entire beast side of the academy when he had talked to one of the prefects, and showed them the recording he had taken, which proved that the buildings they had already walked around in were only a tiny portion of the allocated area for the bond academy.

After all, the entire planet was dedicated to the Red Feather Academy, lending credence to the idea there were places to explore away from the central buildings.

Before they could come to any actual conclusion, the professor walked in through a side door, and Aster took note of her cat tail and ears as they looked quite fetching on her.

“Good morning, students. My name is Professor Sa’dan. I want to welcome you all to Red Feather Academy, and to the Bond college in particular. Many of you would have preferred to not come here, but I believe you will all understand why the Beast Kingdom mandates such measures in the coming years.” Grinning, Professor Sa’dan shrugged. “Or you won’t, but most do.”

Aster chortled quietly at the small joke, even as Kelly covered her face with a wing, trying to stifle her own twitter.

“Moving on, I want to take part of our class time to answer any questions you might have after spending some time in the academy. Things can be confusing. I know when I was in your seats, I had a million questions. Use the LocalNet to register your questions, and I’ll ask the top few before we start class.”

After thinking for a minute, Aster registered her questions to see that two of the three were already in the top five and swished her tail in excitement, which caused Juan to toot a chortle as it tickled his side.

Professor Sa’dan laughed when she read the top comment. “You all think you are clever. But I’ll answer. First question. ‘What do you, Professor Sa’dan, think we need to know?’ That’s an easy question to answer. Have fun, explore, get into a little trouble, try some electives that don’t sound interesting. This is meant to be a place for you to explore and find yourselves and what you enjoy in a safe environment. Try to push yourselves out of your comfort zones. I would never have learned that I really enjoyed magical chess if I didn’t join the club in school. Speaking of which, I am the resident professor who runs the magical chess club so, if any of you are interested, I’ll see you after this year ends.”

Aster had heard of the game but never had any inclination to join, but that was probably Professor Sa’dan’s point. She had ten years. If she didn’t try new things, she’d get bored in the first two.

“Second question… ‘What do I think of the restrictions on bonds?’ First of all, you need to know that the professors are all bonds and have their own stories. Most of you come from loving bonds, but not all of us are so lucky. Some of my fellow professors were only made a bond so they could be controlled in some way and chose to break that bond after coming here. My bond is my best friend, but even then, being separated for a little and making our own ways has only solidified our friendship. So, even if you don’t have a bad bond, this is a good opportunity for everyone involved. It’s important to be your own person outside of just your bond, which is something we’ve all struggled with.”

The next three questions followed the same vein, and Aster took note of not just what Professor Sa’dan said, but how she said it. While most of the answers felt honest, a few had the flavoring of ‘official answers,’ or at least, that was what Aster sniffed out.

Once that was taken care of, and Professor Sa’dan promised to answer five more questions tomorrow, they moved on to the actual lessons about bloodlines.

There was nothing that Aster didn’t already know, as she had been trained by one of the best Pather Managers in the Empire for a large portion of her life. Despite that, the information proved useful to those like Kelly, Juan, and Roody, who had simply lived their lives without ever worrying too much about how their bloodline worked. It was instinctive for all of them after all.

That said, she paid attention and was able to answer her friends’ questions most of the time. When they discovered that she knew most of it already, Aster couldn’t help but preen a little under their thanks.

Once that class ended, they immediately separated and everyone went to their bloodline specific classes.

Aster’s vulpine lineage group was on the smaller end, with only sixteen types of various foxes. She was disappointed to see four variations of fire or heat-aligned foxes but tried to give them the benefit of the doubt. After all, they hadn’t chosen their mana type, even if it was objectively the worst.

Even as she shot her flame based cousins funny faces, a very handsome wind fox walked through the professor’s door.

“Good morning, children. My name is Professor Xila, and I will be the individual who walks you through the process of making your own humanoid form.”

As he spoke, Professor Xila quickly changed forms, first to a humanoid fox on two legs, but still distinctly a fox, then just as quickly to a human man with a tail and ears. Finally, he shifted into a completely unremarkable human with sandy-gray skin and white hair.

“The first thing to realize is that you have a choice. While it has long, long been a tradition in the Empire and beyond to have a firm bloodline form and a firmly human form, the rise of the Monster Collective has prompted a third path, a simple anthropomorphistic variant of our bloodline forms. After all, many with bloodlines are prone to keeping some level of our heritage present in our human form, so why not extend that even further? Some even go so far as to eschew a humanoid form at all, but I do not advise this.”

Aster and everyone else yipped in surprise, but Professor Xila spoke over them. “There are many advantages to a human form, let alone a humanoid one. Clothes, weapons, armor, even tools, all of these have been made first and foremost for use by humans, and that will always be the case. There exist adaptations for those without hands to utilize much of our modern technology, but they remain adaptations. It can be quite inconvenient to live your life without hands, or to purchase clothing for a shape unlike that which most tailors work in, or what most stores sell. With that said, I encourage all of you to do what is comfortable. You are all immortals, should you later change your mind, you are free to do so. In fact, some constantly change their shape, trying on different forms as easily as our bonds might purchase a new outfit. It is all acceptable.”

A link popped up on her AI and Aster flicked an ear with everyone else who had clearly received the same message.

“Inside the message I sent you, there is a link to a service that can take pictures of your human’s family, and then simulate what you would look like as a sibling, child, cousin, or any other relation of theirs. If that is your dynamic, feel free to use it as a way to get a baseline appearance. Otherwise, over the course of this class, I will be teaching you first how to attain a fully human state, and from there, guiding you back into whatever form you prefer.”

At the raised tails, Professor Xila shook his head. “There is a reason we go to a full human first. Mostly, it’s to make it easier to standardize your internal organs on a genetic level. One of the greatest benefits of a malleable form is the ability to have children with people outside our immediate species. That’s only possible when everyone agrees on a baseline, and that baseline is human.”

Aster lowered her tail with everyone else as her question was answered. That was interesting and made sense, so while it seemed like more work, she didn’t mind that.

“Take a few minutes to either play with the simulator, or pull up one of the random generators, then send me what your ideal form will look like. If you have already done so in the past, feel free to send that.”

Aster had, in fact, made dozens of bodies for herself, but all of them had gone to the wayside when she spent a life as Matt’s little sister in Folded Reflections.

Wanting to see how close it got, Aster used the link and was pleasantly surprised when the proposed form was pretty close to what she had lived as. It was a touch cleaner and pretty than her Folded Reflections body had been, but that was to be expected.

How would software account for her breaking her nose and not bothering to remove the small bump that remained, or even the small scar near her eye from when she opened a package too forcefully and a chip cut her. How could it get the small smattering of sunspots she had gotten as a child living on a low-Tier world to low-Tier parents?

It couldn’t, and the form it proposed was without those little flaws but was otherwise close enough to surprise her with its accuracy.

She still submitted her Folded Reflections body with all its little imperfections to Professor Xila, who didn’t seem surprised in the least that she didn’t make something more perfect.

After they waited for almost five minutes for Ploom to finish her form, Professor Xila started them on mana control exercises.

“I want to see what level of mana control you have, as that is generally a good indicator of your control over your spirit, and how long it will take you to unlock the ability to switch between your malleable and bloodline forms.”

Aster could have gone through the small exercise of moving a small ball through an obstacle course in her sleep, while in combat, or even both at the same time, but she didn’t show off. She simply completed the task that was asked of her without fanfare or sandbagging.

She was surprised to learn that none of the others had been able to shapeshift from their human form to their bloodline forms before arriving, and while it wasn’t necessary to do so to take a human form, Professor Xila told them it was a good way to practice their control over their spirits. He assured them It would be nice to have something familiar to transform into when they were in the weird middle stages of forming their transformations.

Only one of the younger wood foxes had any real issues, but Professor Xila assured him that the difficulties wouldn’t hamper him in any way. He would just need to go a little slower to make sure he wasn’t hurt in the process, which was good as Aster wouldn’t want to see even the fire foxes hurt themselves, let alone the wood fox.

Once everyone was settled back in, Professor Xila explained how to control the spirit and use it to slowly change their physical forms, which Aster found fascinating. The fact that at Tier 15, they had enough control over their spirit that they could change it, and those changes would be reflected onto their physical bodies just seemed amazing.

That first day, all they did was get used to feeling their spirit, but Professor Xila assured them they would be standing on two legs before the end of the month.

He also mentioned that as those with smaller base forms, they would need to eat quite a lot of food in the coming days to get the calories and, more importantly, mass to increase their size quickly. Essence could replace the need for that, but it was a more advanced technique not taught to fresh immortals when they could simply eat a little more.

After class, everyone had some free time and collectively agreed to spend some time getting to know the other foxes. Aster even got to know the fire foxes, and while their elemental differences made being near them like being dumped in a hot bath, she put up with it long enough to learn their names and where they were staying.

Mana types aside, they all needed to look out for each other.

Foxes were one of the smaller populations in the academy, and if they didn’t want to get pushed aside by some of the larger groups, they needed to have each other’s backs.

Their next class, the mage exercise class, was less about physically working out and more about being in a controlled area where they could move around freely after their body modification classes. The goal was to get used to any changes without needing to worry about running into walls or other people.

With none of them having gone through any changes, the class was mostly a social hour where everyone talked about what bodies they wanted to go for.

Roody projected a dashing looking humanoid form with a beard and hair combo that was reminiscent of his lion’s mane, while Kelly created herself a body and form more reminiscent of Mara and the other phoenixes she knew, but with electric blue feathers replacing her hair.

After she complimented them on their desired forms, she showed her own form, to their praise. But what surprised them most of all was that she had already learned how to switch between her bloodline form and malleable form.

Aster didn’t really think it was hard, and tried to walk them through it, but neither figured it out in the two hour window they had for the class.

Up next was a class that Aster was looking forward to.

Tooth, Claw, and Paw was exactly what she had expected. A fighting class.

A burly woman who was some kind of bear stood next to a smaller man who reminded Aster of the mages she knew were their professors, or coaches as they wanted to be called.

Coach Magdalene was the bear bloodline melee fighter, while Coach Theodore had a snake bloodline and was a practiced mage.

Coach Magdalene walked forward like a force of nature after she introduced herself. “This class is to teach you all how to fight in both your bloodline and human forms. Being able to quickly adjust to the different styles the two will have will make you a more dangerous fighter, which will keep you safe inside a rift.”

Coach Theodore stepped forward and Aster noticed his rosy cheeks that seemed unusual in a snake bloodline. “For us mages, it’s a little different, but the same thing applies in general terms. You’d be surprised just how different magic can feel in a different body. Now, any of you who were on the Path of Ascension with your human all the way until Tier 15, please step forward.”

Aster looked around, but when she saw no one else stepping forward, she jumped into the air and floated down to where Coach Theodore stood.

Tail raised high, she sauntered forward even as the coaches looked surprised. Coach Magdalene seemed bewildered as she said, “Well, that’s unusual. Usually we may have one or two who made it to Tier 10, but there haven’t been any who made it all the way in a while. What’s your name, role, and how far up could you delve?

Aster sat down primly and introduced herself. “My name is Aster, and I am a debuff support-type winter mage. The rest of my team was my human and his wife, both hybrid fighters, and we managed to delve peak Tier 16 rifts at Tier 14.”

She made certain to stick with strictly the official story, but Coach Theodore still looked impressed before continuing. “Now, did any of you make it to or past Tier 10 on the Path? Come down if you have.”

This time, two more people came down. A sleek tiger whose muscles rippled under his skin with each step, and a horse with flames around its hooves and mane.

The tiger introduced himself first, having reached the ground before the horse. “My name is Gawain, and my team and I got to Tier 13 on the Path before stepping off voluntarily. My role was a frontline fighter, and wearing heavy armor, I protected my human and her friend, acting as an archer and mage respectively. We were able to delve up two Tiers as well, until we reached Tier 13 and needed to go down to one.”

The horse introduced herself with a bob of her head. “My name is Layla, and I got to Tier 12 before we fell off. My human and I acted as cavalry hybrid fighters, and we could consistently delve up one Tier, or two if the rift suited us well.”

Coach Theodore clapped his hands. “Marvelous! Even better, we have one mage, one warrior, and one hybrid. These three will serve as our assistants for this year and ensure that all of you are capable of at least defending yourselves. Part of your graduation requirements will be that you can clear a Tier 15 rift in a team of five, and that is often one of the harder aspects for many of our students. These three have been taught by some of the best teachers in the Empire in the form of their managers and can pass along some tips you may find helpful.”

Coach Magdalene gestured to the right, where a set of targets appeared made from small, enchanted monster forms with obvious protrusions where attacks would come out of.

“The lesson for today is to simply retaliate when you are being attacked. Aster, you first. Show us what you can do.”

At Coach Magdalene’s encouragement, Aster walked over to the indicated location and immediately sidestepped the green sticky liquid the monster shot out and launched an [Ice Spear] at the construct in retaliation. Her attack was blocked by a mana shield, but a light appeared on the construct. When it attacked for a second time, the attack was faster and more accurate.

Aster still easily dodged and retaliated half a dozen times until all the lights were lit up, and the monster was attacking in a seemingly endless stream of strikes, trying to get her fur dirty.

Once she had dodged the seemingly maxed setting for a full minute, Coach Magdalene coughed and called her out.

“Well done, Aster. Can you explain how you did that to the rest of the class?”

Aster nodded even as she scampered back to a more central position. “It’s a fairly straightforward target. It doesn’t move much and doesn’t utilize any form of skill to make its projectile harder to dodge. It’s like a low-Tier spitter monster, and the attack is small enough that it’s easy to dodge. If you can prepare an attack ahead of time, do that. But otherwise, just go with a fast skill and utilize either your Concept or a Manipulation to nudge it on track if it’s off target, or if your opponent moves.”

Aster blinked as Coach Magdalene shook her head with a grin.

“I don’t expect most of you to be able to so accurately lead the construct’s attacks and keep the area mostly clean. We simply want you to not get hit by the projectiles and return at least one attack before the next one. As you saw with Aster, the more you successfully do so, the faster and more accurate the projectiles will get. If you can get to the third level in the next year, I’ll be ecstatic. The sixth level signifies you are fighting a ranged opponent two Tiers higher than yourself which is beyond what we expect of you currently. The first light signifies a Tier 14, and most of you should be able to get used to that fairly quickly. In our future classes, we will expand the types of training we do with a variety of constructs, but dodging and retaliating will be core skills that keep you alive inside almost any rift.”

As Coach Theodore had Gawain go through a similar melee style thing Coach Magdalene looked to Aster and Layla. “Can you two go around and help those who are struggling? If you can’t help them, ping our [AI], and we will make our way to them, but there are a lot of students, and not a lot of us.”

Aster nodded with Layla and was about to leave when Coach Magdalene asked her a question. “Judging by your performance your team could have stayed on the Path, couldn’t they?”

Looking back, Aster nodded as she mostly told the truth. “My humans felt going on without me would be wrong, so they stepped off.”

Coach Magdalene tsked before waving them away.

Layla whinnied a noise of surprise. “You are really strong! I’m not sure I could have done as well…”

Trying not to be arrogant, Aster bobbed her head. “It’s really just a lot of practice. Our trainers had us doing similar things all the time when we weren’t inside a rift. It’s kinda fun after a while.”

Layla agreed. “Same, but I’m not sure we ever got as good as you. The three of us should make a team to delve. I heard the academy has a number of rifts they let the second years and above delve in, and with the coach’s permission, we can delve early. I bet with the three of us teaming up, we can get permission early.”

Aster wasn’t entirely happy with the idea of having to delve with a real fire mage, but Layla seemed nice, and from Gawain’s display in the melee fighter test, she could tell he was quite competent as a front liner.

Still, she agreed. “That sounds fun, and I’d love to be able to delve and make new friends.”

With that settled, she walked through the lines and offered help to those poor unfortunates who were hit with the sticky green goop. Though, she stayed far away and kept a barrier made from her Concept around her to keep the gross stuff off her fur while trying to give guidance.

Not that a single suggestion could immediately make someone a master, but most of the people she stopped to help learned something new and were able to dodge a little more frequently when she left. And that was really all it was about, which she made sure to remind those who seemed dispirited at their failures.

“I failed at tasks like this for months before even starting to get the hang of it. Don’t worry, and just try and improve a little today and a little tomorrow. By the end of the year, you won’t even know how you found it hard.”

When she reached the area where Kelly and Roody were in two comically different-sized safe areas, they immediately started questioning her on why she hadn’t told them she was a Pather.

Shrugging, she tried to brush it off. “Delving is only one part of my life, and I’d much rather talk about my ice cream tests than delving.”

Roody whimpered as he caught a face full of goop and fell to the ground, trying to wipe it out of his eyes. Aster noticed that he had been on the third level before failing, which was a lot better than everyone else was doing.

“Yes, but then I wouldn’t have bragged about delving two up with my team!” Roody’s complaint made her chortle.

“No, you wouldn’t have. And it is impressive. I’ve had some of the best training in the Empire to get as good as I am today. You not having that and doing so well is worthy of bragging. See, you even keep getting to the third level. Try smaller fake-outs and see if that helps you.”

On Roody’s next attempt, he was able to dodge the third-level attack, but his own retaliation missed, which forced him to repeat the level. It was still an improvement as he at least was able to keep any more gross liquid out of his fur.

A task which Kelly was failing miserably at.

The poor bird had a smaller safe area and was constantly getting hit and knocked to the ground, where she got covered in more of the goop.

“Aster, you need to save me! Pleeeeeeease!”

Aster backed away, seeing the frantic look in Kelly’s eyes as she pleaded for help. The poor bird seemed at the end of her ropes.

Activating her AI, she called for one of the coaches to help her friend and skittered away to help someone who didn’t look like they wanted to share their goop. Sharing was great and all, but her fur was hard enough to keep pristine without green sticky liquids getting in it.

No thank you.

They spent a little more than three hours practicing the exercise before the coaches dismissed all of them, which was when a blur of wings started chasing Aster.

“You won’t get away from me! You will be goopy too if I have anything to say about it!”

Aster immediately activated her buffs and ran back to their room, all while being chased by Kelly who insisted on trying to land on her.

An hour later, the two of them chatted as the boys came out of their rooms, finally clean. Aster was serving her penance, helping dry Kelly’s feathers with small gusts of wind, which they both found fun, even if Kelly complained about the air being chilly. Though, Aster tried to explain that hot air was awful for the fur and feathers but Kelly was hearing none of it.

The four of them bickered good-naturedly as they went to dinner, and Aster was grateful that after giving her a little bit of a hard time, they didn’t treat her any differently after learning she was a good fighter.

Juan even wanted to try helping with her ice cream experiments, having a bit of a sweet tooth himself.

As the second day of her time at the academy closed out, Aster felt like she had carved out a little bit of home for herself.
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Aster looked at herself in the mirror and twisted her head back and forth before dropping the fist full of white hair to her shoulders. An updo just didn’t feel right for today, but a completely down style seemed too informal for what she wanted.

Twisting her hair, she created a small crown but dropped that option as well for being too formal.

It did look good with her fox ears, though.

Pouting, she called Kelly for help. “Kelly, I need help picking my hairstyle!”

The sound of her neighbor’s door opening told Aster that her call for aid had been heard, and her shorter roommate came in, bundled up in a puffy winter coat.

Even after countless times seeing it, Aster still needed to resist the urge to laugh at the girl’s mocha face surrounded by fur.

“Aster, it’s stupid cold in here. Can’t we do this in my room?” she pleaded.

Aster ruthlessly crushed that hope. “Your room makes my ice highlights take forever to set. Just help me for five minutes.”

Grumbling, Kelly waddled in deeper to where Aster had her vanity and popped up behind her.

Mittened hands grabbed a handful of her hair, and together, they decided on a half-up and half-relaxed style, with one lock of hair going around her brow, paired with a deep purple ribbon weaved through her tail.

As Aster got the hair set and used a bit of magic to put in some cosmetic icicles, she went to Kelly’s room and helped her do her hair. A much easier task with her feathers, but together, they managed to fluff them out in just the right way to accentuate her face.

With that done they chatted and talked about the latest happenings in the academy until Juan knocked and asked what color shirt he should pair with his skin tone, currently an earthy pink. He changed skin tones like Aster changed hairstyles, and still hadn’t found something he really liked. While usually he was happy to just wear whatever today was a big day, after all, and everyone wanted to look their best.

Even Roody was trimming his beard and hair, if the sound of the clippers was to be trusted. Or at least, Aster hoped it was his hair and beard being tended to.

Today would be the first day their AI was unblocked, and they were able to send messages to the outside world, and Aster couldn’t wait to talk to Matt and Liz again. So much had happened in the last year, and she needed to share all of it.

After she and Kelly were convinced the juniper-colored shirt matched best, they finished accessorizing Kelly’s feathers before waiting on Roody, who finally came out of his room, where all three of them immediately pulled him back in.

“You put a dent in your beard, you idiot. Why didn’t you ask for help?”

Aster pulled on his ear even as Kelly fluffed his beard back out so they could see the damage.

Juan helpfully held the struggling lion firmly in his chair despite his protests. “It’s not a dent. It’s an illusion of the light. Really. Nooooooooo! Don’t cut my beard any shorter! I worked hard on it.”

After his beard was symmetrical, though slightly shorter, the four of them exited their room to enter the bustling common room.

Everyone had a frantic energy as they rushed around, preparing for the final assembly before the information embargo was lifted, and none of them could wait.

Aster thought back on the last year and sighed.

Things had been pretty good, but not perfect. Despite how easily she’d picked up switching forms, she had struggled actually modifying her body into human form. She was…barely above average, if she was being honest, and it didn’t feel great.

Beyond that slight blemish, things were great. She had excelled in all her classes as the undisputed best fox in the realm, but that was only to be expected.

The headmaster’s speech was painfully boring, and the irritation from everyone was palpable. They’d waited so long to get access to the net, and they wanted to hear from their humans, not the stuffy old administrator!

Though Aster had…mostly gotten over her homesickness after a few weeks, she still dearly missed Matt and Liz. No matter how good of friends she had made, they weren’t family.

Within an instant of the headmaster saying his final words— which Aster didn’t even hear—her AI was instantly bombarded by messages from basically everyone she knew. Matt and Liz were the most frequent senders, but Susanne, Melinda, Mathew, Sam, Vinnie, Kyle, Tara, Conor, Emily, Annie, Mara and Leon, all of Liz’s siblings, Dena and Eric, Luna, Kurt, and April had all sent her messages, and she had to use a touch of wind magic to dry her eyes as she started to tear up.

Quickly skimming through the ones Matt and Liz sent, she caught up on their official lives and tried to read between the lines of what Quill and Torch were doing, or rather, how they were faring in the masks almost full time.

Things seemed to be going well for them, but apparently, there was news of a Quill movie on the horizon, and Matt was not happy about it.

Their first movie!

She hoped it would be as bad as the worst Duke Waters movies and couldn’t wait to see it.

Liz, on the other hand, had even found a vault of goods, which seemed frankly unfair. Aster wanted to explore old vaults and loot them. She could really use the adventure after having to spend most of her time in classes.

After skimming everyone else’s messages for anything that needed her direct attention, Aster immediately used a nearby camera booth to take a video of herself in human form to send to Matt and Liz.

She had a speech planned out, and had even practiced it, but all of that went out the window the moment she started speaking. She rambled for close to ten minutes about her life and new friends before catching herself and focusing on the important bits.

“Things are really nice here. I’m very much enjoying myself. I can’t wait to be able to talk to you guys again.”

Turning to her friends, she found all of them still chattering away and used that time to start watching the videos Matt and Liz had sent her.

She was only able to get through a few of them before her friends came out of their AI fugues and returned to the real world. All of them were brimming with excitement as they agreed to find somewhere a touch more secluded, where they could view the messages they had received and send their own in peace, rather than in a stadium with a few thousand others.

Taking to the air, the four of them went to one of their collective favorite spots, a small meadow a few miles inland, but still well inside the bond side of the academy’s grounds. There was another team already there, but they easily settled on the other side of the sunny area, and after Aster and Roody set out a nice blanket, they started going over their messages in a more sedate manner.

Aster tried to send another message to Matt and Liz but was interrupted as Kelly pulled her into her own message to Alexa, which prompted them to grab the boys into their messages. It quickly turned their messages into one big introduction of the pod, which lasted almost fifteen minutes.

Juan even pulled out a number of sandwiches he had grabbed from the dining hall and they had a nice lunch while reviewing a year’s worth of messages.

Feeling a ton better, Aster and the others headed back to the academy grounds and started deciding on the classes they would be taking in the coming six months.

Three were mandatory for everyone. ‘Accounting’, ‘Crafting for Beginners’, even if they were already a crafter of some type, and ‘Social Norms and Expectations.’ That one was to ensure that they all were able to integrate into the Empire as a whole while not losing their connection to their roots.

Beyond that, they needed to choose two core classes, at least two electives, and join at least one club.

Her electives were easy. ‘Melee Fighting for Mages’ was a group she had already looked into, as they trained their members to fight with melee weapons as a form of entertainment and self-expression, rather than as a martially useful pursuit. She had always wanted to learn how to use a weapon, having seen Matt and Liz training with them for so long, and this was a perfect opportunity to learn.

‘Confection and Pastry’ was a class dedicated to all kinds of sweet desserts, and one that Juan joined her in selecting. Aster wanted to bring her dessert game to the next level, even if the majority of her game currently consisted of ice cream. She had come to appreciate other desserts in the past year and wanted to be able to better help Matt when he cooked those fancy meals.

Her club wasn’t quite as easy, but it wasn’t that hard of a choice either. In the end, she had to decide between the very fun sounding ‘Ice Sculpting’ and ‘Hand Drawing’ clubs. She wanted to take both of them, but they were smaller groups and met at the same time. In the end, she chose the drawing class, as she wanted to see if she could transfer some of the skills she had learned from her life as Matt’s sister into the real world.

She doubted she’d get her works accepted by a children’s channel again and didn’t even plan to try. But, she had thoroughly enjoyed the creative process in that life and wanted to see if she had the same knack in the real world now that she had more free time.

Her two extra core classes were the hardest yet. The easy answer would be to take two delving classes and then just coast through their requirements on her years of experience. But while she intended to delve now that the rifts were open to her, she didn’t really need any training the academy offered. The professors were skilled, there was no doubt about that, but they were mostly focused on bringing the weakest of students up to par, so they could survive on their own once they left the academy. Besides, Aster had already noted that they had little to teach her after decades of Luna’s tutelage, and they tended to leave her rather bored.

It also went against one of the core motivations for the academy. She had spent her entire life fighting and training to fight. The academy was intended as a way for bonds to branch out from potentially restrictive home environments, and to spend her time here doing even more fighting would be a wasted opportunity.

So, while that would be the easy answer, she didn’t entirely like it.

Her first core class was one of the most popular ones, ‘Intermediate Body Modification.’ It was an invaluable skill for all facets of life, and she wasn’t satisfied with her current abilities in the field. Luna was no doubt teaching Matt and Liz everything they needed to know about optimizing their bodies for combat, and in the interest of not falling too far behind them, she wanted to grow her meager skills in the field. Plus, there were a whole host of things not directly combat-related, and that was something she just wouldn’t have the time to learn about once she was back with Luna. Similarly, she chose Advanced Domain Usage for her second core class, both to progress on some abilities she already had, and to learn about the kinds of things she might use her Domain for that Luna hadn’t taught her.

With that settled, she helped Kelly and Roody struggle with picking their final electives. The problem wasn’t that they hadn’t picked out enough classes to fill their schedules. In fact, they had filled them three times over with everything they wanted to try.

The next morning, after they all got some breakfast, they went to explore the other half of Red Feather Academy, which was located on the other side of the continent. One quick teleport later, the four of them arrived at the main campus of the academy and took in the sight.

Aster had known that Red Feather Academy occupied the entire planet, but knowing that and seeing that firsthand were two wildly different things.

The city that supported the main campus was massive and covered almost three thousand square miles on its own. But it was dwarfed by its neighbor, the main campus itself, which stretched out close to fifty thousand square miles.

It wasn’t just large, it was ginormous.

While they could explore the main campus at their leisure, none of them wanted to actually explore the campus grounds and were more interested in the city itself.

This was the only place civilians were allowed on The Nest, and that was a rule strictly enforced, meaning this was the only place for the students to have fun outside academy activities.

Except, as they walked around, the four of them came to realize even that wasn’t the full picture.

From what they could see, most of the businesses and stores were all operated by fellow students, though predominantly humans born with a bloodline rather than bonds. That said, there were a few Tier 15s who Aster suspected were bonds like them, but Juan pointed out that they might be the graduate students who were pushing to Tier 20 under the academy’s umbrella.

But it was then that they ran into a problem. While the city was massive and had enough entertainment for them to spend the next decade doing something new without running out of new experiences, they were severely limited due to their absence of funds.

Red Feather City was deeply entwined with the school system, extending to their currency, which Mara had uncreatively named Feathers. Now that they had reached their second year at the academy, they would receive a small stipend of Feathers and could earn more through various jobs or at a teacher’s discretion. Apparently, it was to prevent bonds from noble families from having too large an influence, but for Aster and everyone she knew, it meant that they were all but dead broke. They had to sell some of their mana just to afford lunch.

The next day, they didn’t bother to return to Red Feather City, knowing they had practically no money to spend, and instead enjoyed a day off for relaxing.

Monday kicked everyone back into high gear as their classes restarted, and Aster was no exception, being quite curious what her new classes had to offer. As she sat down in a seat in the fairly large classroom, she pulled out a brush and ran it through her tail a few times before putting it away and waiting attentively for the class to start.

Before Professor Kilrin entered, someone sat next to her, bringing with them a wave of heat.

Turning, Aster saw a woman with dark gray hair that had a few flecks of yellow near the tips, and eventually faded to a deep orange near the roots, sitting next to her with a smile.

Aster returned the polite smile, even though she wished a fire bloodline would have had the good sense to sit farther away from the Winter Fox. Her poor icicles were going to melt if she lost concentration for even a minute now.

Still, that was no reason to be impolite, so she greeted the woman. “Aster, Winter Fox. How about yourself?”

“Cameron, magma otter. Nice to meet you. Are you excited for Intermediate Body Modification? I’m the only member of my pod in it, and I think they’re missing out. Yes, yes, it’s not vital”—she rolled her eyes as she seemingly mimicked the voice of one of her podmates—“but presentation is important. I’d like to be able to present myself fully and completely, with a touch of fervor, if you’ll excuse the pun.”

Aster perked up at hearing that. “I tooootally get that. Well, we can agree to disagree on the fire part, but I spent so, sooo so long getting my human form just the way I wanted it. And then I go back and forth between feeling ashamed and entirely justified on how much time and money I spend on hair care. I’d love to be able to turn my eyes into ice or make my fur iridescent.” She was nearly shocked that the magma bond was not only being polite, but even making some good points. Maybe the fire mana hadn’t reached her brain yet and hadn’t infected her with nightmares of warm fires and hot coffee.

Cameron gave a polite laugh. “That sounds lovely, I hope you can see it through. It’s so great meeting someone who has her priorities in order. No disservice to my pod, they’re good people, but sometimes, I feel like I’m living on another planet from them. They’re total combat junkies, can barely go a sentence without talking about loot tables or theoretically optimal equipment loadouts, and sometimes, I just want to scream. Delving is important, yes, but I’d much rather pay someone to do it for me while I relax in a hot spring with some smoked tea, getting my nails done. Maybe it’s just the feeling you give off, but do you ever feel the same way?”

Aster was going to agree when Professor Kilrin entered and silenced them with a flick of his tail.

“Good morning, students. I hope you are all doing well.” Professor Kilrin paused for long enough for everyone to reply to his greeting before continuing. “Now, please raise your hand or appropriate appendage if you have a question about the class. Good, everyone has something they want to know? I’m happy to inform you that I can answer all your questions at once in a single sentence: It’s in the syllabus. If you have any questions not answered in the syllabus, I advise you to check the appendix, where you will certainly be satisfied. Any future course questions can be answered during my office hours, which are conveniently listed in the syllabus as well. As a last point of order, if any of you are here for gaining or changing your Rank one bloodline, that’s the room down the hall on the left, and the class for changing your bloodline form is in the next door. This class is for alteration of the malleable form. Now, on to the important things.”

The professor conjured an illusion of a whiteboard and marker, rapidly writing out diagrams and equations that presumably Aster would have to learn in the coming days. Cameron was writing down everything at a fiery pace, but Aster focused mostly on the professor’s narration. “We will begin the course as you did your own transformations, on the topic of size, but first, some theory. Essence is utilized to supplement or replace many aspects of biology, but the act of said replacement always has a singular cost: attention. While forgoing breathing may only require a tiny sliver of your mind and essence production to maintain, making a body that is fundamentally not possible through biological rules requires constant, perfect maintenance of the self, and may result in severe injury or even death if said maintenance is not upheld. I don’t want to see any of you die because you didn’t follow this advice. Knowledge of anatomy and biology may allow one to stretch what can be done, but always stay within the limits we will set down in this class.”

Twisting, he gestured to the class. “Naturally, not all biologically unstable forms are equally dangerous. If you require essence to breathe, you will be capable of surviving for days before you must regain control of your essence. If your brain is only sustained through essence, you will have minutes at best, during which time you must regain control of your essence without using your brain. Perhaps this does not frighten you overmuch, and for those of you uninterested in delving or other forms of combat, perhaps this is manageable. However, now imagine what may happen if your spirit is suppressed by a rift boss, or if you overextend your Domain, and lose control of your essence for even a few moments mid-combat. Should your muscles suddenly cease functioning, you would almost certainly not survive long enough to regain control of your essence.”

“Circling back around to size, making your body too large or small introduces numerous problems that an inexperienced individual may not be prepared to deal with. Essence of the physical core may bolster your physicality, making you stronger as you increase your muscle mass, but not as quickly as the increased mass slows you down. This is one of many reasons why most humanoid malleable forms stay approximately human-sized. If you do harbor dreams of eating planets someday, I advise altering your bloodline and bloodline form instead. Increasing its size is substantially easier for a multitude of reasons we will address later in the class, particularly for creatures such as dragons, leviathans, and dinosaurs whose bloodline forms are already large.”

The professor seemed like he intended to utilize every second of their allotted time for the class filling them in on the proper fundamentals of body modification, which earned him a measure of admiration in Aster’s mind. Cameron was still sitting beside her, writing up a storm, as Aster worked solely on absorbing the information the professor was teaching.

Aster was then shocked that Cameron was able to answer the first of the professor’s questions to the class about altering the malleable form while in the bloodline form, while still writing, and earned herself a tenth of a Feather for the correct answer. The girl had never even looked up while she raised her hand, which felt like cheating to Aster.

When the second question came around, asking about the differences between sapient and monster biology, Aster thought she was about to earn her own portion of a Feather, but Cameron was somehow even faster, answering the question in half the words Aster had planned.

Promising herself she would be faster than her deskmate on the next question, she paid rapt attention to Professor Kilrin’s lecture but was still too slow to get her hand up in time to answer any of the questions. As a result, she didn’t earn even a fraction of a Feather. While not every question was answered by Cameron, the majority were, and that irritated Aster as she was being defeated by a heat-based bloodline. That simply could not be allowed.

Ice was better than fire, and therefore, she needed to be better than all the fire users to prove that point.

Was it a slightly childish desire? Yes.

But it was also a fun little internal motivator that kept her competitive and added some variety to her classes.

When the lecture ended, Cameron waved goodbye as they went their separate ways, not knowing Aster had already decided to bury the women in a metaphorical hunk of snow.

‘Crafting for Beginners’ was actually a lot of fun, as instead of being told to do one type of crafting for the day, they were given free rein inside a giant room that contained every kind of crafting imaginable and was staffed by a few of the professors or their clones. The formal classes would apparently start in a few days, when everyone had at least one class they were willing to sit through for six months.

Aster, like most others, bounced around from one craft to another, trying to see if she resonated with any of them. Smithing was too hot and repetitive, while leather making felt more like busy work than something she’d enjoy; enchanting and alchemy both were discarded, as she had seen Matt and Liz do those respectively, and neither looked appealing.

Eventually, she found and settled on pottery.

It was fun seeing things take the shape she desired, and it was artistic enough that she rather enjoyed it. Sure, the professor behind the desk talked about how it could be mixed with enchantments and alchemy to further refine the craft into something more profitable, but Aster was happy to just squish her fingers in the soft clay.

Aster liked the downtime of a non-combat hobby, and happily put her name down for the pottery lessons.

Her final class of the day almost seemed like a good one. ‘Social Norms and Expectations’ seemed like an interesting look into beast and human behavior, but the presence of a smiling magma otter proved to test her patience.

Cameron, as in Intermediate Body Modification, was ruthless in accumulating all the Feathers she possibly could but, this time, it wasn’t such a one-sided fight, with Aster earning two-tenths of a Feather more than the otter by the end of the class.

Her life in Minkalla helped a ton, as it gave her close to six thousand more years of experience than the otter, but that had the side effect of setting their rivalry in stone.

Cameron, it seemed, had a backbone, and was perfectly willing to throw down with Aster in their battle of knowledge. It led to them having a titanic battle of wits while Professor Peach served as their pseudo referee, giving Feathers to the winner of each bout.

Parting once more, Aster went to her first elective, ‘Confection and Pastry’ with Juan, who joined her in their class’s first attempt on making a fluffy pastry. Theirs were only slightly better than the others, not burnt or having collapsed in on itself, but they still had fun in making and then sharing the delectable treat, which made the entire class worth it.

Getting to eat your experiments was the best reward, even if they weren’t perfect.

‘Melee Fighting for Mages’ was another surprisingly fun class, as all of them were Tier 15, and when using blunted Tier 13 weapons, they were unable to truly get hurt. The class eventually devolved into everyone trying out the moves they had seen their humans do, or ones seen in movies.

Some of them even pulled off some impressive stunts until the professor called everyone to order.

After that, Professor Latar had them go through each weapon to see what felt best for them, as that would be their main weapon going forward, barring any last second desired changes.

Aster first went for a longsword, like Matt, but quickly found that despite making herself tall and graceful, she didn’t really like swinging around that large of a sword. Next, she tried a spear, but also found it not to her taste, then proceeded to go through almost every other weapon in the armory until she settled on a cutlass.

A slightly shorter and curved weapon, she found the sweeping patterns that it took to properly use the blade both enticing and enchanting. It was almost like the blade made its own illusion, and she found that an irresistible idea.

While Professor Latar gave each weapon type their own little exercises to get used to the weapon they had chosen, Aster paid attention properly, and carefully made the correct gestures, knowing how important repetition and becoming natural with a blade was from being around Matt for so long.

She didn’t end the class as a master swordswoman, but she did end the class using some of her Feathers to purchase a customized cutlass for herself going forward, on the recommendation of Professor Latar.

After having dinner with her friends and shooting a glare at Cameron, who was in the objective worst house, the bathtub house, Aster went to her club, ‘Hand Drawing.’

It being an official club, there was still a professor, but they were more relaxed, and most of the actual work was handled by the older students who were also part of the club. Those same students took Aster’s and others’ pestering questions in a good-natured manner at least, and even managed to answer most of them.

One of which stood out to Aster.

“Nononono, the best job is to be a janitor, nya? See, most of ‘em, they trick you into enjoying just sitting at a desk for a few hours or whatever, but being a janitor is so much better, nya. Your job is just to keep a certain section clean, nya, and after a week or two you’ll be good enough that it’ll take ya like twenty minutes to get the whole thing done, and then you’re just done! So much better than…sitting in the library for hours, nya…” The girl’s white cat ears fell flat against her head toward the end, but they sprang back up again as the conversation moved on.

Aster wouldn’t have thought cleaning would be a coveted task, but put it on her list of possible jobs, alongside delver chaperone, mage private lesson coach, and ice trainer. The latter three were recommended by the coaches due to her exceptional combat prowess. While she wasn’t as good of a trainer as Luna or Kurt, she was still pretty good at passing on to others the trips and tricks she had learned over the decades under their tutelage. And they paid well.

Returning to her dorm’s common room, Aster flopped onto the couch, lying across Roody and Kelly, who were already there, just to be shoved to the floor by both of them.

“Go shower first, smelly pants.” Kelly was not nice with her words, and Aster pouted as she went to her room’s bathroom.

She didn’t even work up a sweat today. She was sure of that. In fact, it was almost impossible to work up a sweat being a Winter Fox. She was perpetually cold, so clearly Kelly was just being mean.

Seeing Juan exiting the room, she asked him if she smelled, to which he shook his head, proving they were just being jerks.

Still, a shower felt nice, and with her ice cold feet jammed into Kelly’s side, she settled in with a bag of treats as a large portion of the Roc house settled in to watch a recording of a play she hadn’t seen before.

Things were looking up.
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Aster padded through the dimly lit hallway on her tippy toes while trying to control her tail. It kept trying to swish back and forth, but even the slightest change in air current could get her caught.

Pausing as she heard her target’s gait change, she waited around the corner, not wanting to get caught with something as simple as her target walking backward.

At least not this time.

After all of Luna’s training, the fact that she had fallen for that trick even once was embarrassing enough to last a lifetime, and she was sure the cranky cat had a notebook somewhere full of critiques.

Taking a deep but slow breath, Aster let the smells slide over her senses, and after determining the target had exited the room, she walked forward and around the corner. The shim that she had picked up at the start of this event was extended to prevent the door from latching. After waiting a few more moments, she carefully opened the door and let it close naturally once more.

The moment the door clicked, Professor Adams called out, “Time, thirteen minutes fifteen seconds. No sightings or captures on the second attempt. Well done, Aster, that puts you firmly in first place for the mundane category. If you wish to take your third attempt, you are welcome to at any time before the night ends.”

Pumping her fist, Aster made a little dance as Kelly handed her back her slushie. A slushie that was noticeably lower than when Aster had left it with the bird. Seeing the neon yellow stain on her friend’s lips, Aster pouted. “Piece of cake, nyaaaand you drank my slushie.”

Kelly nodded with zero shame. “And it was good! Lemon Zing was a nice combination. I almost regret getting the Red Berry Razler after trying it.”

With a thought, Aster rechilled her drink while doing the same to Kelly’s, but she was deliberately a little loose with her control over her cold and sent a blast slithering up Kelly’s arm, causing the other girl to jerk in surprise.

“That was cold! Not nice. Not nice at all. It was just a sip tax. I⁠—”

Aster interrupted with her tail raised to show her indignation. “Sip? No way was that a sip! That was like ten percent of my drink.”

Kelly tried to suppress a grin but failed as it slipped through. “I never said how many sips were in the tax. Hey! It was really tasty, okay?”

As they linked arms and sauntered around the rest of the fairgrounds, Aster kept eyeballing the student council members in the star pattern uniforms. They looked really slick, and she was sure they would look great with her white hair and tail. The hats they wore even had a variant with cutouts for ears on top of the head, which she appreciated.

While they would be third years in a few days, they weren’t yet, so they couldn’t run for a position. But even then, Aster wasn’t sure she wanted to.

The student council did a lot of work, and that sounded less than fun. Sure, they got to put on the fun events like this end-of-year fair, but they also dealt with overseeing all the student-run clubs, handling small disputes between students, planning the orientation for the newest students, overseeing housing for the incoming students, proctoring other clubs’ events that were open to the wider school, and so many other things. The only thing they didn’t handle, as far as she could tell, was the cafeteria menu, which was a real shame because Aster did have some suggestions there.

With Kelly’s help, they found Juan, who was busy painting a really odd tree, and Roody, who was trying to chat up the lioness twins. Aster and Kelly commandeered both of the boys to help them register a new club each.

To officially start a club, they needed at least four core members, and Aster wanted a club dedicated purely to making the best ice creams. Kelly, on the other hand, was trying to restart an older movie-making club that had died a few years ago when its last members graduated. While Aster had zero interest in movies, Kelly did, and she would support her friend.

After handing in their forms to a cute-looking scaled boy, Kelly and Juan split off to go play in the water-themed part of the park, which was an area that the two with tails were loath to enter. Their fur took too much work to keep looking clean and fluffy in her case, and smooth and sleek in his case, for casual dips into a water park mid-day. That was very much an end-of-day activity.

Instead, the two of them went and enjoyed some of the more aggressive combat simulators the fair had to offer. Together, the two of them made the games look casual and fed off each other’s showing off. Aster didn’t even need to push herself. For all that Roody loved to boast about delving two Tiers up, and had improved notably since they started the academy, he still wasn’t that good. She was pretty sure he usually delved one Tier up at most, and maybe had delved two Tiers up at some point, probably in a rift his team perfectly countered, then lived high on the accomplishment ever since.

He noticeably increased the speed as he was batting the lights back, and Aster spun around to check the crowd. As she suspected, she saw a familiar pair of twin lionesses and waved at them despite Roody growling at her to pay attention.

Instead of doing that, she decided to help, and instead of dodging she finished the set with just her tail while facing the crowd.

When their turn was down and they had a fist full of tickets, she dragged him to the lionesses and stuck out her hand.

“Nya! I’m Aster, Roody’s roommate. I’ve heard all too much about you from the love-sick kitty.”

Leia and Lauren smiled. “We know about you, but not from Roody. We actually wanted to talk to you about the Path of Ascension. Are you mad that coming here knocked your team off?”

While Lauren was a bit more direct than most people, Aster was well-used to the question. After it had come out that her bond was the son-in-law to two of the Empire’s royals, and Princess Elizabeth was their final team member, she’d gotten just so many people bugging her about it. A lot of people had questions about the Path in one form or another, which she didn’t mind, but others were just trying to use her to get an in with Queen Mara.

Those she had frozen into ice cubes.

She had taken the fines and punishment work of assisting the year eight students in cleaning up their alchemy labs for a month in good graces. She knew that it was the school’s way of showing she wasn’t above the rules but acknowledging she could have easily gone farther than gently creating ice around the pests.

Aster smiled back at the twins. “The Path served its purpose, and we got what we wanted and needed out of it. Liz proved that she wasn’t solely reliant on her parents for her accomplishments, and Matt was really only on it to get off his low-Tier, mismanaged planet. Now, we are immortal and free. I appreciate them treating me like a true part of the team from the beginning, and they won’t move without me.”

That wasn’t strictly true; they were likely doing a bit of delving between their appearances as Torch and Quill that filtered through the EmpireNet from time to time, but so was she! There would be some catchup once she rejoined, for sure, but that wasn’t really a concern. Matt’s ability to freely charge rifts needed to be used sparingly but was great at giving them additional flexibility for maintaining their covers. Leia nodded as the three of them turned and started walking away, leaving a tongue-tied Roody to follow behind. “That makes sense. On a more fun topic, the rumor mill said you and your pod were starting a film club?”

The small glance at Roody told Aster the lioness didn’t really care about the film club, and was actually interested in Roody, so she happily slapped the idiot with her tail as he tried to butt in. “We did! Kelly is the one who headed the project, but she got the rest of us to join. I even got them to start an ice cream-making club. A fun little side project.”

Both twins’ tails quivered as they shook their heads. “Too cold.”

Laughing, Aster nodded and didn’t push the issue. They were nature aligned, and that type either abhorred cold or loved it, with no in between.

Together, the four of them walked around, and Aster kept Roody from making a fool of himself until they were rejoined by a dripping-wet Juan and Kelly.

Both tried to hug her, and Aster had to threaten ice cube status if they dared get her soaked.

They promptly ignored her and pulled her into a sandwiched embrace anyway.

She intentionally overplayed her reaction for the amusement of Leia and Lauren, pressing her ears flat against her head and pouting at her roommates.

They met up with the twins’ individual pods, and the newly-enlarged group grabbed dinner before watching the evening skill showcase, with the stars serving as a wonderful backdrop to the blossoms of magic and color.

The next day of classes was fairly standard, with Aster learning about how the Second Skin worked in relation to their malleable form in her Advanced Shapeshifting class. But at dinner, Juan surprised them all with his decision for the next semester.

“I think I’m going to take ‘Concepts And The Real Us,’” he announced.

His words shocked everyone, but especially Aster.

Concepts and the Real Us was a course meant to guide students into either breaking or otherwise completely reforming their Concepts, which meant Juan planned to get rid of his earth-based strength and protection Concept.

Kelly chirped the question they were all asking, “Is everything okay? That’s a big step.”

Juan nodded. “I want to move beyond just being an earthen wall. I’ve come to appreciate being a frontliner in a fight since coming here, but I’ve talked it over with my human. We don’t have some grand ambition to quickly delve through the Tiers, and we never really did that to begin with. If we need to take a few decades or centuries for me to get comfortable with a new Concept, we’re fine with that. It just doesn’t feel right when I use my Domain for anything these days. I need to change it and pushing it off isn’t working. I thought the therapy would help, but it has only let me realize that I need to take this step more than ever and take it now.”

Aster could only shake her head. “Just be careful, all right? When I changed my bloodline, it cracked my Concept just a tiny bit, but that still felt like my spirit was on fire. It was manageable, sure, but it wasn’t fun. I couldn’t think straight for at least a month afterwards.”

Roody punched Juan on the shoulder as he reprimanded him. “You should have said it was getting that bad before now. We knew you were struggling, but we can’t help if we don’t know.”

At Aster and Kelly’s agreement, Juan blushed and rubbed his head. “I was trying to handle it on my own.” At their protest, he raised his hands and continued, “I know that’s exactly what the professors tell us not to do, but I didn’t want to be a burden. Now that I decided to make the plunge, it seems really dumb to keep it from you, so…sorry.”

They ribbed their friend a little more before agreeing with him that breaking his Concept and starting over seemed like the right choice in his case. It also seemed to help that his human was onboard with the idea and had encouraged him to do whatever he needed to do, delving be damned.

Aster, on the other hand, went to her first class and prepared to encounter her nemesis, Cameron the magma otter.

Seeing that the otter girl hadn’t arrived yet, Aster took over a pair of seats in the second row and put her bag in the second to show it was reserved.

Not long after she sat down, Cameron arrived and dropped her bag on the table. “Your junk is in my seat, Ice Pop.”

Aster rolled her eyes right back. “If someone arrived on time, I wouldn’t have to make sure you had a seat that wasn’t in the boonies. You’re welcome. After all, I, unlike some unnamed others, arrive on time.”

Cameron sighed as she fell into her seat. “Ah, but unlike you, I have responsibilities. I took up the student helper position for the ‘Practical Uses of Innate Fire’ club. We, unlike some others, have the advantage of being useful for society beyond keeping drinks cold, and this is a great first step for me running for student council in our fifth year. I intend to be president in my ninth and tenth years, breaking normal traditions and serving a term as vice president in my eighth, and for that, I need to manage my time wisely.” Seeing she forgot to add a barb into the last statement, the otter lamely added, “Unlike others who use cat affectation drivel.”

Aster blinked and swished her tail as she thought that over, ignoring the comment about the ‘nya’ she had picked up from her friends, the Ice Cats. It was cool, and no one could tell her otherwise. She knew Cameron wanted to join the student council, but she hadn’t known the girl was so ambitious in her goals. There were only a handful of examples in the last few thousand years where someone had been president for two years instead of the position being held by the previous ninth-year vice president.

Not knowing what to say, she quipped back, “If only your use to society didn’t involve setting the student council seats on fire.”

That led to an argument as to whether the student council would have flammable seats or not, until the professor entered and their class began.

After the class, the two split up to go to their elective classes, which for Aster was another ‘Melee for Mages’ class. She hadn’t expected to enjoy the class as much as she had, but she really did enjoy the flow and dance of melee fighting.

It was similar to being a mage, but instead of just dodging and reacting, she got to almost play chess with her opponents. Each made a move while the other countered and struck back move after moving.

Her opponent today was a tall man she recognized as a fifth-year, and she grinned back at him as he stood across from her.

“I hear you were a Pather. Let me test your mettle!”

Aster felt his opening statement was a little too neutral, and he should have been a little more cutting, but met his energy with something similar.

“You’re a fifth year? Make sure you don’t break your nose when you fall on your face, nya?”

Obligatory trash talk done, the two of them lunged at each other when the ref made a noise.

Aster’s cutlass sliced through the air with a satisfying swish, even as her opponent’s rapier struck out.

Letting her blade hit and deflect the lighter weapon, she danced to the side to avoid the man’s faster recovery and followed up with thrust, cutting at his hip with her second attack.

While his larger stature and longer weapon meant he had the range advantage, Aster had dealt with far bigger and far worse than him. While they weren’t able to actually use spells to distract, she had a giant fluffy tail with a purple ribbon threaded through it, and it was very distracting when used right.

Without moving, I think.

She swished her tail as though she was preparing to dodge right, tensed, and stood absolutely still. Her opponent thrust at where he predicted she’d be, not recognizing the feint until she landed a solid blow on his chest, ending the round.

She winked and bowed deeply. “And there’s one of two. This could be even easier than I thought, if I don’t even need to move!”

Her opponent’s second line was much better. “An opponent worthy of my full attention is rare. Prepare to face the might of a fifth year.”

The second bout, she set herself the goal of winning while physically above her opponent, which she did handily. Her tail was nicked as it drifted a bit too slowly past her opponent’s blade mid-somersault, but otherwise, it went no different than the first. It was great fun, though, and the two of them spent the rest of the class sparring with one another, with Aster explaining some of the tells she had used to predict his actions.

The fights were kinda fun, but usually too easy. Even as a nominal support-only mage, the fights she was used to were simply so far above the difficulty any of her peers could provide, the only challenging parts of any particular bout were the goals she set for herself. She didn’t always win, but regardless, the most fun part was picking up tips and tricks from her peers.

Not that there were that many she didn’t already know, but some were so insanely impractical, they circled back around to being situationally useful. One day, she would beat someone by kicking her sword in such a way that its trajectory circled back around and struck them in the back of the head.

One day.

After class, she changed into the light armor that served as her job uniform. Acting as a guardian for safe rift delves wasn’t that fun or entertaining, but Luna, Kurt, and April had to feel much the same way. So, to channel her mentors, she always did her best to provide feedback to the teams and analyze what they could have done better. She wasn’t nearly as good as Luna, but apparently, she was good enough to have a waitlist several months long for teams requesting her over the other student watchers.

It wasn’t like the other guides didn’t provide feedback, that was half their job after all, she was just…able to draw on lessons from some of the best trainers in the Empire. They were getting better, as they were all working on improving their personal styles either on their own or by asking her for tips, but they still had tendencies to push ill-fitting tactics onto groups, sound too condescending in their advice, or just prioritize the wrong things, addressing symptoms instead of causes.

Gawain, a former Pather bond from her year, was already in the guide’s lounge as she arrived.

“Nya, Gawain. New stripes, I see. What’s it this thyme?”

The tiger just rolled his eyes. She’d been using the joke ever since he’d changed his stripes to a pattern that bore a distinct resemblance to the herb, and she wasn’t tired of it yet. Really, that wasn’t something you lived down quickly, and everyone gave him a hard time for it.

“I was able to schedule some consulting with a bio-enchanter, and with her help, I finally got the enchantments to work.” He pulled off his shirt, letting Aster see the pattern emblazoned on his skin as the black stripes took on an iridescent sheen.

Aster blinked a few times, trying to get her eyes to focus. “You know what, I take it back. That’s impressive. Does it work with armor?”

“As of yesterday, yes. It’s a lot weaker when covered up, but we’re still working on it. Do you want her contact? I think you could do some pretty impressive things with aurora, get set up for your change.” True to form, as Gawain pulled his shirt back on, the effect lessened. She still had some trouble focusing on him until he deactivated the stealth enchantment, but it was substantially weaker.

Aster nodded. “You know what? Sure. Not sure if I’ll go for the stripey look, but it never hurts, nya? I’m a long way from actually making the change to Aurora though. Mainly, it’s my bond who likes enchanting.”

Aster’s AI dinged as Gawain sent over the information, and she nodded in thanks as the two entered the waiting room to grab their scheduled teams.

No matter how many were employed, guides were always in short supply. Given that completing a Tier 15 rift in a group of 5 or less was a graduation requirement, her role was somewhere between exam proctor, coach, and guardian angel. A truly shocking number of bonds had literally never delved before without being hard-carried, and many of those who had delved before didn’t delve often.

They always needed lots of saving, hand-holding, and advice before they were ready to fight anything head-on. It was actually a perfect fit for Aster, as her debuffs let her functionally dial back the difficulty of fights they weren’t ready for until even the most inexperienced person could score a kill.

At least the rifts at her station were short, and they didn’t have to perform a full clear. She straight-up wouldn’t have time for the job if it took a week each time, even if she only attended all her classes via her AI. Matt would probably be super interested in how they made the rifts so short but she couldn’t care less.

Her team today was, thankfully, an easy one. She’d worked with them before, and they were nearly to the point of attempting a completely unassisted delve. That wouldn’t be today, unless they surprised her, but it could be next month. They were decently fast, too.

“Nya, guys. Today we’ll be running C7B11, so I hope you brought your goggles!”

Bannie groaned. “The sand one? I hate the sand. It’s coarse and gets everywhere.”

Kadmey agreed. “It’s also rough and irritating on my skin. Can we skip this one, Aster? I think I have a cough.”

Aster let a gust of wind spin the mouse around, turning her faux run toward the exit into a stumble toward the entrance. “Not a chance. If my tail needs to be de-gritted after we delve, you can deal with a bit more lotion.”

Kadmey kept complaining, but it was all in good fun as they prepared for their delve.

Unsurprisingly, the team did just fine and showed their improvement by holding formation even when a sandworm ambushed them, instead of scattering. Last time something similar had happened, they had just opened themselves up to being picked off one by one, but they’d clearly taken her instruction to heart.

Their boss fight wasn’t as clean, as they were caught off-guard by the boss using wind magic to whip up a storm. They got blown around a little bit, took a few wounds that would have been worse without Aster’s aid, but mostly, they handled it admirably once they got their feet under them.

Just shy of thirteen hours after starting, Aster finally clocked out and returned to her room.

Much to her surprise, she found Juan chatting with a timid-looking woman in their sitting room.

She flinched and jumped at the door opening, which startled Aster, and she looked to Juan, who shot her a glare, and a new message appeared on her AI.

Reading it, and the messages she’d missed on account of being at work, caught her up on what was going on.

Katherine was someone Juan met at the new Concept class, and he felt she needed a friend and so he brought her over. His initial message asked them to be quiet, as loud noises startled her, but Aster had completely missed the message, being as tired and mentally exhausted as she was.

“Sorry about that. I’m Aster; nice to meet you.” Aster waved as she added, “I’d shake your hand, but I’m still covered in sand from my job.”

The woman smiled slightly, then glanced away. Curiously, she was fairly nondescript-looking. Considering most beasts who just got their human bodies went absolutely wild, making themselves incredibly pretty at minimum, it was unusual and set her apart. Cats in particular tended to like keeping their ears and tails akin to how Aster had. Luna and now Katherine were the only two she’d met with neither, which stood out to her.

There was most certainly a story there, but Aster wasn’t going to pry.

Aster took a nice, relaxing, ice-cold shower, taking the time to wash out all the sand that had permeated her hair and fur so thoroughly. For a moment, she was jealous of Kelly’s shorter hairstyle and how much less work it took to keep clean. But…it just didn’t look right with her fox ears, and getting rid of her long hair would be like getting rid of her tail. It just wasn’t how she wanted to look.

A hair-cleaning skill did move a couple places up her to-get list, though. [Glacial Scrub] and [Aerated Hair] were her two primary contenders, but there was just so much going on, she never really got around to truly trying to get one of them. Also a cleaning skill that worked on sand. She had [Bathe], which worked great for things aligned with elemental mud or blackwater, mostly dirt and oils, but sand wasn’t quite close enough to count. And somehow [Sand Manipulation] wasn’t working either since it was a wide area effect.

When she exited the room, the others were already waiting for her to go to her ice cream studio before going to Kelly’s movie club. She didn’t miss the fact that Katherine came along, and while she didn’t say much, she seemed eager to help them set up and be a part of their little enterprise.

Her ice cream maker was already set up from last week, when she’d had a few spare minutes, so she was able to help the others get their stations all up and running before Juan demanded they make some actual ice cream.

Not one to pass the opportunity to show off, Aster quickly whipped up a citrus chocolate ice cream for everyone and delighted in their appreciative noises. Even Katherine spoke up and said how good it was.

She finally showed off a bit of her feline side by unveiling a milk tooth strong enough to devour half the large bowl in practically the blink of an eye. The shy girl seemed embarrassed, but when Aster offered to make another bowl of ice cream in whatever flavor she wanted, the girl didn’t say no, which Aster took as a good sign.

Dessert was truly the most important meal of the day. Aster hung a sign that said ‘Life is Uncertain, Eat Dessert First. And Last.’

After making a few small batches in different flavors to show everyone how it worked, they spent another two hours designing flyers they could put up in the common rooms to get more people into the club before heading to Kelly’s movie club.

There they found Leia and Lauren already waiting for them, which was exactly when Roody forgot how to speak and turned into a bumbling buffoon.

This club needed a lot more setup work, and they mostly focused the first two hours on getting the room ready for more active filming by setting up the backdrop array. Then, they spent close to an hour as Kelly directed them to set up a number of lights of various colors, intensities, and positions.

Aster had no idea what any of it was really for, but Kelly was excited, and Aster was happy to help a friend.

She did that even more by keeping Roody busy and away from the twins, whose mere presence seemed to shut off his brain.

Katherine appeared less captivated by the movie-related topics, yet she eagerly offered her assistance. Aster caught the twins exchanging glances before ambushing Katherine as if she were a mischievous kitten in need of guidance from older, wiser cats. Katherine was temporarily bewildered by the attention, but after the twins whispered a few words beyond her earshot, she readily fell into place.

While cats and lions weren’t exactly the same, they were cousins of a sort. Katherine seemed much more comfortable with them around and actually seemed to settle down.

Aster didn’t miss the fact that she followed all three of the large cats’ tails when they got to swishing back and forth with desire, which only made her own lack of said parts all the more puzzling.

The story behind the girl looked more and more bleak, which made Juan’s intentions to befriend the girl all the more important, and Aster made a note to check up on her going forward as well.

Three hours after they finished setting up most of the equipment they would need, Kelly brought out a data cube.

“Guess what I have!”

Everyone looked at the shorter woman, and she almost bounced in excitement. “I was talking to one of the off-worlders, and they had a copy of an advanced screening of The Scribbling! I’m so excited! The first movie is about a possible pair of new Ascenders. I hear there are two more movies coming out about them, too. The second is a bigger budget team-up film with queen and her Giant Blade delving into a hidden realm, and the third is them taking down a cabal of evil nobles who were capturing people to steal their Talents.”

“Possible Ascenders, my butt. The main news channels have predicted ten thousand of the last two Ascenders. They’re just trying to drum up sales for the movies. I mean look at them, talismans? You couldn’t pick a worse style for the long haul of blasting through higher-Tier rifts, even if the ass did do well in the tournament,” Lauren said as she plopped down onto the couch, then grunted a bit as her sister landed on her lap at maximum force.

As her friend vibrated, Aster had to bite her lip so as not to correct her about those missions. That said, she was equally excited to see The Scribbling. The movie had the same dramatic feel that Duke Waters’ and Light and Shadow’s movies had before the rights to other missions were given to lower-budget and more campy production studios.

This would be the first and quite possibly the best movie she’d see made about them, and she couldn’t wait to see just how bad it would get.

The teasing would be oh so sweet.
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Aster was looking around her new office when she heard a light screaming coming from somewhere nearby. She had only been the student council treasurer for a week and had just started actually coming in to work officially, so while she wasn’t familiar with everything in the office, this seemed particularly out of place.

She considered that it might be some of the others on the council playing a prank on her, but she felt that was a little beneath them as upperclassmen. They had all seemed very prim and proper when she and Cameron had met them after winning the treasurer and secretary positions, respectively.

The two of them ran for titled positions rather than positions as generic council members, which was the normal first step for someone wanting to join the student council for the first time. Instead of acting as liaisons from the student body to the council and paying their dues, they wanted to skip a step.

To that effect, the two of them used their playful rivalry and frenemy status to riff off each other and push their way into the greater student body’s collective consciousness.

While Aster had initially only wanted to join the student council to thumb her nose at Cameron, she had changed her mind when the full story of Katherine’s background came to light in their fourth year.

The fully humanoid woman, despite growing in intelligence as she advanced in cultivation, was still treated like a pet by her bond. She had assumed that getting a fully human form would help her establish herself in the relationship as a full partner, but even that hadn’t worked. In their few interactions over the AI, her human still treated her as a mere subordinate, which was a devastating realization for the bond.

Aster couldn’t imagine Matt doing something like that to her. He treated her like a little sister and let her get away with things like playful childishness, but he never treated her like an animal or a pet. Seeing that and the damage it did to one of her friends, she looked into what she could do to help and found that looking out for cases like that was one of the main responsibilities of the student council. Along with the professors, they acted as the first line of mandatory reporters for these kinds of incidents.

Katherine had been helped by the student council when she had first arrived and had been checked up on regularly until she joined Aster’s growing friend group in their third year. She had only intended to change her Concept as the first step in establishing independence from her bond. And, if nothing changed, she would be breaking said bond. It was an agonizing decision, but she’d resigned herself to it after four years of continued infantilization.

The cat girl was still holding out hope that her bond would wise up and put in the work to treat her like a person, but nobody familiar with the situation found that likely.

That touched something in Aster, and after looking into it more, she wanted to help in whatever way she could.

With Cameron already intending to join the student council, they had put aside their friendly rivalry long enough to plan a joint method of attack so they could get their names out there. It helped that they didn’t actually dislike each other, and Aster would begrudgingly call the otter a friend if pressed. Their relationship was just based on pushing and teasing the other.

Cameron was far too uptight and pushy, insistent on taking everything seriously, even to the detriment of making friends. The otter had sometimes gotten after Aster for using contractions, as though those weren’t a perfectly valid form of communication. Aster, of course, took everything with the exact right amount of seriousness it deserved, and informal communication just wasn’t that.

Between their public rivalry, Aster’s reputation as an excellent teacher during delves, and Cameron’s meticulously-organized clubs, they’d managed to cause a bit of a stir when they undertook a fairly aggressive joint campaign based on their respective strengths.

To everyone’s surprise, they had won.

Aster ended up as the student council treasurer and Cameron as the student council secretary.

It felt odd to have an office as a fifth-year, but while she was still getting used to the ebb and flow of the council building, she was quite certain that whatever she was hearing wasn’t part of it. Even a bit of magic to enhance her ears couldn’t quite pinpoint what it was or where it was coming from.

The sound grew louder and louder, and Aster stood up and flooded the room with ice and cold as she prepared to defend herself. Then, her ears finally picked up on the joyful scream for what it was. Coupled with the way her room just kept getting warmer despite her best efforts, she realized what was going on just in time for a fiery bird to materialize in her office and dive into a hug.

“Mara! How are you doing? I’m so glad to see you!”

“Aster! How’s my favorite winter fox doing?”

They both stopped, giving the other a chance to speak without talking over each other, and Aster answered first. “I’m doing good! Got a spot on the student council, which was…surprising. But you can see that. I’ve made some friends, learned some stuff. It’s been good! I miss Matt and Liz, though.”

Mara ruffled her feathers as she settled down on a chair, not returning to human form. “Good, good. I really enjoyed my time here as well. It’s why I made sure to change all the names to something good. Can you believe that they used to call this place the Drake’s Academy, and they used scales as the currency? So unoriginal. The Nest is so much better.”

Aster narrowed her eyes. If she didn’t know Mara better, she’d assume the bird was being entirely serious.

A part of her mind wondered what she could call the academy and its currency, but she quickly pushed those thoughts away. Even if she wanted to become the next queen of the Beast Kingdom, that would be twenty thousand years away at a minimum.

In a shower of sparks, Mara fluttered to the couch and returned to her human form, beaming at Aster.

“I like the body. How are you feeling? Really feeling?”

Aster flopped next to her sort of mother-in-law once removed and took the offer of an eager ear.

“Things are pretty good. I’ve spent some time just goofing around and having fun, but as you see, I decided to stop that. I even bought a very nice suit. I’m a professional. Most of my time with Matt and Liz was just spent delving, learning how to fight, or missions, etc., and while I don’t regret that, I like doing stuff outside of them and delving, nya?”

Not wanting Mara to think she wasn’t going to return to Matt and Liz’s side, she continued, “It’s a nice break and change of scenery, to be honest, but not something I’d like forever. I still want to rejoin Matt and Liz, but I’ll be doing so as a full member of the team and not the little sister.”

“Oh, there seems to be a story there?” Mara’s question cut to the center of the issue, and Aster explained Katherine’s issues and her resolution, to which Mara nodded sadly.

“That’s why we do it. I think you figured it out, but that’s why we have the academy. Bonds need a little time away. Most of our bonds are amazing, but it’s easy to fall into roles and accept things that might not always be for the best. Being a little sister is probably going to be your role because you and Matt enjoy it, but you are correct, that shouldn’t supersede your position as a fully-fledged member of the team.” Seeing Aster’s questioning expression, she explained, “That’s an issue that teams made of mortal families always run into. Protective, usually older, siblings remain overbearing and smother their younger siblings, leading to team issues. I mention it because being the younger sister isn’t a bad thing, but if you don’t have time to break free of that mold, you might struggle to assert yourself in the team dynamic.”

Mara gestured around the room, but Aster was sure she meant the Academy as a whole. “That’s mostly how the bond portion of the Academy came to be. We bonds realized that being so close and connected to someone since the moment we were born had drawbacks, and a little separation could do a lot of good and prevent some of the worst cases like with your friend.”

Aster nodded before asking, “So they created the Academy?”

Mara made a noncommittal gesture. “Not quite. The academy proper was already there to ensure those children with bloodlines had a place to learn without any issues. As in the early days, most academies in the Empire didn’t allow those with bloodlines to join their ranks due to the power difference. At that time, most of the hereditary nobility didn’t have bloodlines, of course, but as families once more realized how powerful an inherited powerset could be, they started bringing in those with bloodlines until today, where almost seventy percent of the hereditary nobility have a bloodline of some sort. But before then, those with bloodlines didn’t have anywhere to go. The Academy was set up to cater to them.”

Mara sighed. “When us bonds decided to do something about the status quo, we simply co-opted the existing facilities to make our own little academy. Your wanting to take on greater responsibility is great, Aster, but I think it’s important to understand that cases like your friend Katherine’s are the easiest cases. I get reports about all cases that might require breaking a bond, even if the possibility is remote. She is one of several, and frankly, she has the least severe case.

“Not all humans wait for a bond to get a human form before they start their sexual pursuit of one of us. Others are physically abused in other ways, or merely exploited for their ability to make money, but it’s all awful. I, like every other ruler of the Beast Kingdom, have gotten pushback about the expenses of monitoring the bonds, but the amounts we see spent on the academy are nothing when compared to the damages and deaths we see when a bond snaps and kills their human. Or when they break their bond after being treated as less than human. Or the therapy costs when someone finally realizes they aren’t happy in their current arrangement. An ounce of prevention is worth a pound of cure, and the cost of bringing you all here for a decade and letting you run a little wild is far outweighed by the financial cost of just one bond destroying a city as they snap. That’s ignoring the other plethora of benefits that even the well-treated bonds get. Now that you’re on the student council, you’re taking part of that weight on your own shoulders.”

Aster widened her eyes. “Is that why you came? To tell me that?”

Mara widened her own eyes. “What, no? I just got distracted when I saw you here and wanted to make sure you understood the responsibility of the student council. I actually came to tell you that you’re going to start getting marriage proposals. I told everyone if they sent you a marriage proposal before your fifth year, I would roast them alive until I got tired. Same rules as all the other common-born students. They like to pretend I don’t see the offers they sneak through to the younger ones, but I do. I just thought you deserved a fair warning from me in person. You are free to do as you wish regarding them but feel no worry in rejecting them. If they try to force you, I’ll eat them or something. They know better than to try and force any of the non-noble kids into marriages and the like. In this, I’m treating you like all the other common-born students. They can make their offers, but they can’t apply pressure. If you like someone, feel free to accept the offer or start dating, but don’t sign anything without a lawyer present and looking over the contract.”

Aster blinked as she realized what Mara was warning her of and looked at her AI, which was filling up with requests to meet with her.

“You need to save me!”

Mara squawked before she turned into a chicken-shaped phoenix. “I’m a bird. I can’t do anything!”

Aster growled and lunged for the beach ball-sized Mara, but the other bond was already gone, and she crashed onto the couch.

Her AI showed that she had a message of Mara blowing her a kiss and telling her to have fun.

Hearing a knock on her door, Aster panicked. How had they arrived already?

Sending her spiritual sense outside the door, she let out a sigh of relief as she saw it was just Cameron.

Opening her door, she grabbed the woman’s collar and pulled her inside.

“Hey, ar—” Cameron yelped as she was dragged into the room Aster firmly closed.

“What is your problem, Ice Pop?”

Aster shushed her. “Quiet! I’m trying to hide.”

Cameron blinked as she looked around the empty room. “I’m very confused. What is going on?”

Aster quickly explained, “Fifth years from both sides of the Academy are apparently eligible to receive marriage contracts from the various noble families.”

Cameron gave her a face that showed she wasn’t following. “Yes? We know that. It was part of the ‘Sexuality and You’ class we had as first years. Did you forget somehow? I told you all that cold is not good for your brain.”

Aster ignored the barb and spat back, “Of course, I remember the class. Do you remember who my bond is?”

“Yeah, some guy named Matt. He is married to… Oh. Yes, I suppose that would be a problem.”

Aster was gratified that Cameron had remembered her bond’s name, but that was beaten back by the hundreds of messages her AI was receiving every second.

Cameron looked around before grabbing Aster and opening the door. “Well, we can’t simply hide in your office forever. If nothing else, that will be the first place everyone will look for you.”

Going down the hall, they passed the Vice President’s office, where they popped in to explain the situation. Jullian was a tall snake bond and took the news with a calm expression. “If anyone comes here chasing you, I’ll send them away, but I agree that it would be best for you to avoid your office for now.”

Aster gave a quick squeak of thanks as Cameron pulled her out of the room.

The messages still hadn’t stopped; if anything, they had sped up. She put a notification block on any IDs that she didn’t recognize, but that wouldn’t help forever.

Even in the scant moments it took them to reach Cameron’s office, the sounds of discussions and arguments were already growing, but thankfully faded as they activated the privacy formation in the room. Aster fell against the door in relief, while Cameron made two cups of coffee. One was already boiling, while Aster took the other and chilled it to just shy of outright freezing it.

Clinking her rim to Cameron’s, she let out a sigh. “Thanks, Cameron.”

The magma otter simply nodded.

Aster looked at the fires burning throughout Cameron’s office with a bit of a skeptical eye. She did not have the energy to get into a back-and-forth with the magma otter but made a note to comment on how tacky they looked. Well, some of them anyway. On the whole, the setup looked well put-together.

“What are you going to do?”

The question was obvious, but that didn’t mean Aster had an answer.

“I don’t have a fucking clue. I figured I’d get like five offers when it was mentioned in the class, but never this many.”

“I’ve got half a dozen from various fire and magma-based families.” Cameron’s offers didn’t surprise her. That was roughly normal, and what Aster had expected. ‘Sexuality and You’ was one of the first-year classes, scheduled for about the same time most of them were getting their human forms. Part of it was about recognizing and preventing abuse, part of it was helping them tune their sex drives how they’d want. After all, human mating instincts were quite different from that of most animals, and deciding if they’d keep their natural drives, match that of humans, or do something completely different was an important step in finding one’s identity.

Aster had personally chosen to stick with her natural fox instincts of monogamy, as she saw what Matt and Liz had together and wanted that for herself. She had drastically cut down on the degree to which physical factors would play in attraction, as anyone she’d be interested in would be at least Tier 15, and the details of the flesh just didn’t matter at that point.

And the final part of the class was to prepare them for exactly this. As first-generation beasts, their bloodlines were some of the purest around and could be used to reinforce a bloodline that was growing weak in a lineage. There was a good chance they would be contacted by noble families who wanted to offer them contracts to marry into their family, or at least have a child with one of their heirs.

Aster had been okay with that. She had no intention to accept, but she could deal with a dozen or so rejections.

There were even a few senior students with winter wolf bloodlines who had introduced themselves to her upon seeing her bloodline, but they had simply been interested in bringing her into the fold. They hadn’t even known she was Mara’s son-in-law’s bond, they had simply been interested in her bloodline.

Aster had felt that was a little shallow at the time, but now she knew what shallow really was. Shallow was every noble in the Empire sending her a marriage offer so they could get even a little closer to two of the Empire’s royals.

Aster wasn’t even interested in dating, but now she had half the Empire crawling up one leg to get close to Mara, and the other half crawling up the other leg to get close to Leon.

That was unacceptably shallow.

Part of her wanted to just reject all of them en masse, but she knew that wasn’t the smart move. No, it would be far smarter to ignore all the requests for meetings for a few days so the fervor could die down a little. Then, and only then, she would give each message a semi-personalized but polite rejection to show she wasn’t interested in marriage at this time, and simply wanted to finish her time at the Academy.

Once she finished her ten years here, she would be rejoining Matt and Liz, delving into finishing the Path, and could effectively vanish until they revealed themselves at Tier 25. Becoming an Ascender would stop some people, and possibly attract far greater swarms, but at least then she could probably get a secretary to screen her messages.

The very thought of having kids and then leaving them to be raised by the noble family felt far too cold and clinical for Aster. She had been raised by Matt, and that upbringing had been filled with love. So had the one she experienced in Minkalla with their parents. That was how she wanted to raise a family, with love and affection.

That answered at least one of her questions, as she did like the idea of having children, but she was far too young to make that decision.

Sipping at her coffee, she let out a deep sigh, which Cameron copied.

Looking at her partner in crime, she raised an eyebrow.

“Once you did not respond, I started getting more and more messages. I am up to eighty-seven currently. You might want to message the rest of your friends, as I feel this is not unique to me.”

Cameron was right. After Aster proved unreachable, everyone she spent even a little time with was contacted and bombarded with messages and requests for marriage.

Letting her head hit the door behind her, she groaned.

“This is awful.”

“Yeah.”

“I don’t know what to do.”

Cameron snorted. “Yes, you do.”

“Yeah. I do. I just don’t want to do it.”

They sat in silence for a long minute before Cameron shoved her, almost spilling her coffee.

“What was that for?”

“I just noticed what you are wearing! We went shopping for me! How dare you get the same suit I wanted!? I even said I liked it. You backstabbing icy fox.”

Aster internally smiled, having brought the suit for this exact reaction, but let exaggerated outrage play out across her face.

“You said you couldn’t pay for it, and therefore lost all dibs on the outfit.”

Cameron spluttered as she tried to react, but the heating up of her hair told Aster her little prank had worked. “I can’t believe you. I should shove you out of my office and let you get eaten by the sharks out there.”

“You know what? Might almost be worth it. Then I wouldn’t have to deal with all these tacky braziers all over the place. I’ll grant you the one on your desk, the volcano is cool, but this is just overkill.”

Bickering with Cameron served as an excellent distraction, and it was nice of her to not kick her out of the office in the hopes it would make the incoming messages lessen slightly.

Still, not everything was easy.

While all her acquaintances had been bombarded, most of them pulled away from her after a few days, sending her messages that they needed some space so they would stop being harassed. She understood it, but it still stung. Her core friends had also been harassed, but they instead pulled in together and spent most of their free time hiding out with her in their clubs. Clubs that had to close to new admissions for the foreseeable future.

Aster’s ice cream club had grown to fifteen people in the last few years, but it couldn’t handle the full two thousand who tried to join. The same thing happened to Kelly’s film club, and the bird girl had to shout from the closed door that no one else was allowed inside the first time they met after the start of the new year.

Katherine took the added attention the hardest, but when Aster told her she would understand if she needed to distance herself, Katherine simply shook her head. “You helped me when I was trying to get my feet under me. I won’t run away just because of a little harassment. It should hopefully end soon anyway.”

That touched Aster, as the girl was still painfully shy most of the time and didn’t like large, boisterous crowds. But she still put up with it for Aster’s sake, which meant a lot.

Meanwhile, the lioness twins, Leia and Lauren, had a blast pitting the families who tried to court them against each other. They’d made it a personal goal to milk every concession they could from them before firmly rejecting them. If the families weren’t so annoying in their numbers, Aster might have felt they were cruel, but their games were some of the only entertainment they got out of the situation, which made it better.

Roody simply shrugged it off, even reveling in the attempts of people attempting to court him.

Kelly was overwhelmed almost instantly by the bombardment as Aster’s closest friend, and Aster had needed to petition the student council to reprimand the families who insisted on contacting her friend after the rejections.

That was when she learned that Mara wasn’t joking. With sufficient evidence, even the student council had the authority to banish any egregiously annoying families from The Nest for a full decade.

Juan, on the other hand, got screwed by the whole situation in a way Aster hadn’t even considered.

He had actually intended to vet some of the offers from noble families, but that idea was crushed as he couldn’t be sure which, if any, of the offers were genuine, and which were just using him to get closer to Aster. He hadn’t entirely decided if he wanted to go through with it, but having the opportunity poisoned from the outset was a blow to him. That pissed Aster off and further ruined her mood, which was why her return messages were a little more clipped than she had first planned.

Compounding the problem was that her classes and jobs hadn’t paused just because she was fending off hundreds of advances a day. She had expected that her duties as Treasurer would be difficult and would involve a lot of math, but she hadn’t expected the job to be so hard on her emotions. The Treasurer position needed her to balance the budget for the student council itself, which was surprisingly large on its own, to cover their operating costs. But she also needed to allocate funds to each of the clubs that were run by the students and staff.

The official stance was to prioritize the largest and most popular clubs, but in practice, if she simply gave those clubs the budget they requested, there wouldn’t be smaller clubs like her ice cream club and Kelly’s movie club. That forced her to make hard decisions on who got what and how much of what they wanted.

Almost none of the clubs got their full requested budgets, but a few surprising ones did. Not because she was biased, but because they only asked for such small amounts of Feathers that she was able to fulfill those requests without much thought. The two thousand-person chess club didn’t need new boards for everyone, no matter how much they insisted they did.

If she were to grant that request, she’d single handedly blow through a third of her total budget, which was impossible. That said, with so many people and so much use to the equipment, they still needed new stuff, so allocating them nothing was impossible. She knew she’d be making a surprise inspection of their inventory in the coming days to see just what they really needed.

On the other hand, the seven-person topiary club simply requested a plot of unused land and a few dozen Feathers to buy timed watering equipment and fertilizer, which was a much easier acceptance.

Despite trying to be conservative, she still didn’t have enough Feathers to go around and was left with two dozen clubs who would be getting no budget, and another two dozen who were going to be getting next to nothing. Hers and Kelly’s clubs were in the former categories, as she couldn’t put them ahead of others simply due to favoritism.

After spending two days pulling out her hair, she finally decided to cut everyone’s budgets a little further, and then use most of her own funds to cover the difference needed. She wasn’t bankrupting herself, as her job as a delve leader paid exceptionally well, but she wouldn’t be able to be as frivolous with her spending as she usually was, which would hurt.

Still, with that sacrifice, she was able to ensure all the clubs got most of what they needed.

When she turned her proposed budget to the student council, she saw a number of shocked faces before she asked what was wrong.

Vice President Jullian looked at her with his slitted eyes. “We are just surprised that you aren’t requesting extra funds. Usually, we need to give the club’s budget at least one extension.”

Aster was at a loss for words as she realized she didn’t have to spend her own money.

Weakly, she asked, “Can I see that real quick?”

Jullian shook his head as the president, Wexter, stamped the budget ‘accepted’ before she could remove her own additions.

Cursing their heartlessness and her own soft-heartedness, Aster glared at Cameron, who chuckled even as she took minutes of the meeting with one hand typing at a pad.

That just wasn’t fair.

A lesson learned on her part. She should have been less focused on making everyone happy, and instead, she should have asked if she could get more funds.

She suddenly understood how Mara and Leon felt when they said all their delving rewards went straight into the Empire’s coffers.

Taxes sucked.

Self-imposed taxes sucked even more.
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Aster sighed as she waited at the far end of the hall.

The ‘Beginner’s Shapeshifting’ class should have been done ten minutes ago, but she needed to follow up on her hunch before anything else. She had a million things on her workload as an eighth-year, but some things were just more important than work.

She also felt that she needed to do this one personally due to their mana types’ compatibility.

Deep snow leopards were a fairly rare bond, and Michael had all the signs that the professors and student council members were taught to look for.

Grooming a bond was fairly hard to notice on its own, but when certain criteria were matched with enough red flags, things became sadly predictable. To complicate things further, there were no rules against a bond pair having a relationship, as that happened almost twenty percent of the time across bonds that matched the other’s sexual preference. Not to mention the cases where the bond itself would affect their sexual preferences if they didn’t match. The issue was that Michael was showing signs of being raised to expect a relationship with his human.

Aster hadn’t been aware of him until she overheard him chatting to his podmates about how he and his bond had already designed his human body. Not that making your human form with help was a bad thing. She had picked Matt’s and Liz’s brains before Minkalla a number of times. But working directly with their bond, before they even arrived at the academy, was enough of a flag to warrant a follow-up.

First, she looked at the message board the mandatory reporters had access to. Other professors had noted Michael bore special attention due to some of his previous comments, but there had been nothing concrete until now.

Aster wasn’t sure if Michael just wasn’t aware of her presence or didn’t know the student council were also mandatory reporters of bond grooming, but his little slip-up gave her all the information she needed to open an official investigation.

What she found was not ideal.

Michael Lapet was bound to one Charlotte Lapet, and from what information they had available to them, she had gotten his egg as a drop just two days before her own seventieth birthday, which put their birthdays on the same day.

Not a red flag by itself, but the notes said that Charlotte was single, and apparently took the idea that bond eggs ‘drop for their fated partner’ very seriously. Seriously enough that the bond pair who had been friends with Charlotte reported her reaction to getting a bond in such an auspicious way.

That put Charlotte on a watch list, but as far as anyone could tell, she was the ideal bond partner and ensured that Michael had other bond friends and didn’t advance too quickly.

Tiering up rapidly was actually one of the signs that a bond was being groomed, and after seeing that they considered reaching Tier 10 in two hundred years to be rather quick, Aster was sure that she was on another list that she just couldn’t see.

It wasn’t until Michael had come to the Red Feather Academy that other signs appeared.

The first was his incredible homesickness that lasted almost a month and saw him despondent through most of it. Homesickness was normal; everyone experienced it in some way or another. But from what she read, the general logic was that leaving a lover was hard, and that leaving a bond was just as difficult. Leaving someone who held both titles and had their feelings amplified by the intimate connection between each other’s spirits was exponentially worse.

Michael sadly hit all the smaller signs for that situation on the head, and when combined with the observations of his teachers, it was determined that someone needed to have a chat with him.

Aster, being the one who had the most concrete evidence and the one who opened the report, had the right to take the case. But she also wanted to do it, as they shared a mana affinity. Deep snow leopards weren’t a winter bloodline, but they had an affinity with both ice and shadow, which was similar.

She hoped that familiarity would help her bridge the gap and form a connection, which she could use to check up on him.

Finally, the classroom opened and mostly humanoid figures came rushing out of the room while she started walking along the hall.

Catching up to a thin man who hadn’t quite completed the digitigrade to plantigrade transition wasn’t hard with his awkward gait, and when she did, she asked, “Michael Lapet?”

At his confused nod, she stuck out a piece of paper. “My name is Aster, and I’m running an ice mana control course for any bonds with similar capabilities in their first three years. You were recommended for the class. If you want to attend, be there tomorrow after dinner.”

With that, she turned and walked away, hiking the books she carried up before turning the corner in a direction his next class wouldn’t take him. Once she was out of sight, she stored the books in her storage ring and sped up to go deliver the last of her paper slips.

This was actually the second year she had run such a class, and adding Michael was both easy and recommended by the coaches. He apparently was quite skilled when using his ice-shadow combo and had indicated that he wanted to get better at fighting.

While she didn’t invite all the ice types to her classes, she generally did get most of the combat-inclined bonds, and the classes had turned into a networking hangout for any cold mana combat types by the middle of the year.

The rarer mana types tended to stick together at least a little, and as the undeniably strongest cold mana user at the academy, she needed to corral the rest of them.

She was happily planning her next meeting when Frank rounded the corner, and she resisted the urge to headbutt the nearest wall.

Frank was…frankly annoying.

As one of the few winter wolf bonds, he had been told by the pack’s leadership to try and win Aster over. His initial attempt had been just like everyone else’s, and he immediately tried to propose to her. But unlike the others, who had backed off thanks to Mara’s warning, Frank had taken a different approach.

He joined the student council, and then tried to impress her with how well the winter wolf pack treated their members, and how they could offer her opportunities to enhance her bloodline. The initial offer had included the stipulation of Aster converting her bloodline to that of a winter wolf proper, and when he tried to insist that a wolf was better than a fox, she had frozen him into a block of ice.

She might or might not have then carried his block of ice around for a week so he couldn’t free himself, and the professors might or might not have had to intervene when she declared she’d keep him on ice until they graduated.

That was at least the last time he had even suggested becoming anything other than a fox.

It hadn’t stopped his other advances.

He kept trying to get her to date him, get her to stay with Winter mana instead of changing to Aurora, or just get her to agree to join the winter wolf counsel. He had learned his lesson about being pushy and was at least respectful now, but that didn’t make her like like him anymore.

If he wasn’t actually a fun person to be around when he wasn’t pushing his pack’s agenda, she would have taken steps to remove him from her presence last year.

“Hello, Aster. How are you doing this fine morning?”

Aster rolled her eyes. “Since when is six PM the morning?”

He grinned. “My day only really starts when I see you.”

Aster rolled her eyes again. “Now, that was just bad. Do you have the paperwork ready?”

Getting more serious, he nodded. “Got it. Do you think this is going to work? I really can’t see the main school agreeing to a thousand-year lease to half of the Fuxy mountain range.”

Aster pulled out her own binder and tapped it. “They can either agree to the lease or pay for the damages to fix our mountain range. I don’t care which. We did the projections and the price is fair either way.”

As student council vice president, it was her job to get this pushed through, and she had to…or else. Cameron and she had run as a pair for president and vice president and were the lowest-year students duo in each position for close to four hundred years. The otter took the job very seriously.

Aster was more than willing to simply make it a student project to fix the Alkor mountain range and just get the massive crater and hole in the mountain filled in slowly over time. But Cameron said anything less would make their side of the school look weak, and they couldn’t allow that.

She didn’t agree with that statement, but she also couldn’t prove it wrong either, so she went along with the plan.

They went to the teleport platform to find Cameron already waiting for them, foot tapping a rhythm of impatience, but when the otter tried to glare at Aster, she just put up her hands.

“The kid’s class got out late. This isn’t on me.”

Cameron knew well what she was talking about, and so did Frank, but the others waiting to use the platform didn’t need to know about Michael’s situation.

Frank gestured for both of them to go first as he gave the operator the nonstandard destination ticket.

It took a few seconds, but when the teleporter cycled they weren’t at the main city but were instead inside a massive garden that spanned a mile on all sides.

Aster rolled her eyes at the sight.

That was pretentious. No, it wasn’t just pretentious. It was an obnoxious attempt to awe them and put them on their heels, even before the negotiations began. They had been sent to the front door so they would experience the long walk through majestic halls and opulence.

Cameron was about to start walking when Aster grabbed her arm. “Nope, we aren’t going to play their game.”

The otter turned to her and raised an eyebrow, and Aster walked back to the teleporter and synched her AI into the automation function.

She was technically hacking the device, but it was at such a rudimentary level that it wasn’t even real hacking. She wasn’t nearly good enough for something like that. Instead of doing anything crazy, she simply found the office teleporter code in the directory and started spamming request pings by bypassing the normal cooldown.

Now, no one would be able to use the teleporter to go to that location until she stopped. If the Red Feather Academy student council hadn’t all arrived by now, they had no possibility of doing so using the teleporter. And if they were trying to play power games, there was no way they would walk, just as they were trying to make Aster and her companions do.

The fact that this exact exploit wasn’t patched had surprised her, but looking into things, the first level of security of nearly every system at Red Feather Academy was incredibly lax, as if they wanted the students to dig into it.

Aster had simply found a few easy and common exploits and never looked further like most students.

Really, the week’s meal plan shouldn’t be hidden.

Aster tapped her foot as she waited. And waited.

After almost five minutes, a request for their pad to teleport to the student council inner teleporter appeared, and she happily accepted the transfer after checking that they hadn’t spoofed the location identification number.

When they appeared the second time, they were inside a grand marble hall with a vaulted ceiling that let the light in in carefully planned locations.

A familiar woman was standing there, and upon seeing her, Aster cocked her head as she tried to remember just who she was. In the end, she had to resort to her AI, who matched her picture to her recorded memories. After reviewing her pre-sapient memories for a quick update, she knew who this was.

The rainbow peafowl, Alyssa, from the Seven Suns vassal state.

Alyssa clearly didn’t recognize her as she rolled her eyes. “Spamming the ping function? How childish.”

Aster swished her tail as Cameron heated up. “I was simply ensuring you were aware you accidentally sent us to the wrong teleporter.”

Alyssa shrugged. “We simply wanted to let you take in the grandeur of this side of the Academy.”

Aster nodded along as if she agreed. “Quite fancy it is. Really it’s a little too fancy, don’t you think, Frankie?”

Frank ignored her name-calling and simply nodded, following along. As the newest treasurer of the bond student council, he knew what she meant. “I wonder how they afford something like that. I know I’d need to embezzle a load of money to get something this grand. Maybe it’s fake?”

Aster grinned at Alyssa’s frown. That was why she put up with Frank. He always picked up on little things like that, and he hit the peahen right where it hurt.

Alyssa was still Tier 13, not yet immortal, without a beast form, and unable to change her human form away from its plain appearance. Brown hair, brown eyes, brown skin, all perfectly emblematic of her bloodline.

Perfectly average.

She was still quite attractive, she just was missing the vibrant colors the males of her bloodline displayed. And from what Aster knew of her, it was a point of personal irritation just how muted her color palette was.

Calling the building a façade of beauty hit Alyssa a little too close to home, if the grinding of her teeth was any indicator.

“Follow me, and I can direct you to see the council president.”

Aster raised an eyebrow at the omitted word in that title, which all three of them caught.

Interesting.

Wanting to get some extra information, Aster sidled up and asked Alyssa, “So what is your role here? Hired help? Maid? Concubine?” When the peahen didn’t deign to answer her, Aster brought out her trump card. “What, you can take a drunk girl to bed but can’t bear to look at her in the morning?”

Alyssa tried to twist to look at Aster, shock written on her face, but she was so flustered her foot caught her heel, and she slammed into the ground.

Aster had to resist smiling at the discombobulated look on Alyssa’s face as she tried to place her.

Wanting to push a little harder, Aster asked, “So you do this so much you don’t even remember me?”

Alyssa flushed a delightful shade of red, and Aster wiggled her fox tail and ears, drawing attention to them.

She watched as realization dawned on Alyssa’s face. Standing up with the flush deepening, Alyssa straightened her jacket and raised her chin.

“Aster. How lovely to see you. You know you could have said hello normally. How are Matt and Liz?”

Seeing Alyssa was out of the loop, she sent her a picture with the married couple, with her in their arms looking fabulous, flanked by all the Empire’s nobility.

“Pretty good. They got married, but who didn’t see that coming?”

Alyssa almost tripped a second time but managed to catch herself. So, she had noticed who the others were.

This was fun!

Alyssa managed to stutter out, “How interesting.” A few more words tried to get out of her mouth but, in the end, she shook her head and asked, “What were you here for again?”

Cameron stepped in and rescued the poor girl. “About the Fuxy mountain incident.”

Alyssa shook herself free of wherever her mind had taken her with the reminder and nodded. “Yes, sorry. Right this way.”

Once they reached the room, they met up with President David. The man was a Tier 15 and seemed to ooze a suave air that Aster couldn’t help but wrinkle her nose at.

As it turned out, Alyssa was there to take minutes of the official meeting and sat in the corner while the three of them argued with David about the destruction caused by one of the Academy’s graduate students to a mountain on their continent.

No, getting drunk and falling there was not an acceptable excuse. Neither was waking up in a hole and destroying an entire mountain to get out of said hole.

David tried to waffle, but when they brought out the estimated cost projections, he agreed to allow their side of the Academy’s students to use the Fuxy mountain until theirs was rebuilt. He was less happy when Cameron closed the trap down around his feet when she then explained that they needed to vacate the entire mountain, as per the rules of the Bond Academy, first-year students couldn’t interact with the normal academy students. To keep in compliance, they would need to vacate the entire mountain range and keep guard along the foothills.

After all, this was their fault.

David tried to push back on that and was successful, at least in part. Instead of their students having to stand guard, they agreed to set up an automated warning system for any students who tried to enter the mountain.

He also wiggled out of paying for the actual restoration of the mountain. Cameron fought hard for that, but he dug his heels in and said they either got to use the Fuxy range or would get their mountain rebuilt. And they wanted the mountain range, as it had a number of rifts they could use.

Cameron even brought up the opulence of the building they were in, which was when they learned that it was donated to the academy by an alumni. Aster felt it was a little unfair that they had to work out of an office building while the other student council got a friggin’ castle but said nothing.

She did get a chance to chat with Alyssa, who had recovered and was surprisingly willing to talk to her. They walked the long way out to the front teleporter pad and actually took in the scenery now that it wasn’t a power play, and Aster had to admit that it was grand.

Alyssa even talked about her time at the academy and bragged about how well she had done for herself. Advancement in the Academy proper had to be earned, with rift slots costing Feathers, and you also needed to pay to advance through the grades, which corresponded to their Tiers. It seemed very different from the bond side of things, where things seemed way more relaxed. They’d even had an entire class on not taking all their classes seriously. That one had been annoying.

Alyssa almost choked when Aster told her that she was hosting classes of her own, and for free. That students could pick any class they wanted on that side of the planet was met by even more surprise on Alyssa’s part.

They agreed to keep in contact with each other going forward and planned a little shopping trip to the city in a couple weeks to catch up properly. Alyssa had very little free time with her job on the student council, even if she was just a scribe. Apparently, Alyssa was running a scheme and was willing to cut Aster in on it for a little help. Being more than a little bored, Aster was willing to at least hear her out.

Returning to their side of the academy, Aster had to explain her connection to the woman to the two nosey bonds following her, but they found it just as funny as she did that Alyssa had foxnapped her when they were both drunk.

Her teaching lesson at the end of the day was less pleasant than catching up with old friends.

Michael must have felt like he was in a safe environment because he constantly talked about his bond and how great she was to anyone who stayed close to him for more than five minutes.

That inevitably pushed others away, but he wasn’t dumb, just enthusiastic, and toned it down quite a bit after the first hour. Finally, he started making a few friends, and Aster made sure not to hover, but she did chat with him for a few minutes.

[image: ]


Eventually, over the next few months, she would try to gain his trust before talking to him about his bond in a frank manner, but it wasn’t an issue that could be solved overnight.

At least Katherine was doing better. After seven long years of trying to get her bond to treat her like a human, telling him she was going to break the bond finally woke him up. He still had a long way to go to earn her forgiveness, but things were at least moving in the right direction.

Katherine hadn’t taken on any animal features, but she had talked about growing a tail out, which their friend group had encouraged. She wanted to merge some of her features, but was just afraid it would cause a backslide with her bond.

Aster personally thought that was inevitable regardless, but after ensuring that Katherine wasn’t going to go back running to him, she let it go. People could change, but when they only did so after the threat of a complete break, she was leery at best. Katherine at least was fully aware of it and wasn’t planning on returning to her bond immediately after they graduated either way so Aster wasn’t too worried about her friend.

Maybe the threat truly was the wake-up call he needed, but she doubted it.

Michael was in a less pleasant situation.

When his bond had come up in one of their conversations, he’d happily talked her ear off about how she was the most perfect person ever and how he absolutely was working toward becoming the perfect lover for her.

Aster expressed wariness at the idea, trying not to push on him too hard to the point where he’d get defensive, but her concerns just slid off the leopard like water off a duck. Still, she passed along the information to her superiors and was shortly thereafter contacted by one Professor Adams.

Professor Adams was a dour man most of the time, but she had learned long ago that he had a sharp touch backed up by his downright evil sense of humor.

Anyone who took one of his classes very quickly learned to choose their words carefully or find themselves doing something they hadn’t intended when he held them to their literal word.

He explained he’d been in a similar situation, that his bond had been a romance novelist who’d bought a bond to raise into a perfect little muse for her future works. He’d even pined for her for the first few years of the academy. But thanks to help he received while there and what he saw of other beasts interacting with their bonds, he managed to break free.

As Aster finished explaining all of what she’d observed with Micheal, the professor clapped her on the shoulder. “You’ve done good. Don’t feel discouraged that he didn’t suddenly flip his plans just because you expressed discontentment with them. This sort of thing takes time, and oftentimes therapy. I’ll take over from here, and we’ll get the boy some help, okay?”

“Think it will work, Professor Adams?”

He nodded. “His is a fairly straightforward case. From what I can tell, it doesn’t seem like his bond specifically prepared anything to counteract therapy, which we see sometimes, and we’ve dealt with far worse even just in the past couple of years. But you don’t need to worry about that, you can befriend him or never speak with him again, whichever you prefer. We’ve got the help he needs ready for him, and that’s all there is to it.”
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Thankfully, after that, her schedule settled down, and for the whole next month, nothing unexpected happened.

No new incidents, no new trauma causes for her to look out for, no new house-wide brawls she needed to stop, no new anything. Things were nice and simple.

Until they weren’t.

Aster was leading a new group through a delve when things went wrong. They were supposed to enter a blaze ape rift, but instead of the seven-foot-tall monsters, her group was almost killed when an ape the size of a building crashed down from the canopy that was a dozen times larger than normal.

A rift challenge.

Casting [Winter’s Harvest], she immediately followed it up with [Headwind], causing the monster’s attack to slow down considerably.

Still, her inexperienced team was too slow on the uptake, and were attacking instead of running away like they should have been.

Needing to save them, she cast [Snowpack] to summon a large wall of ice to delay the ape for a handful of seconds. That stopped the first swing of the ape’s fist, but she still needed to cast [Lifeline] on Amber, who was too slow to dodge a beam attack that the monster spat out.

A Tier 15 rift challenge increased the difficulty of a rift by at least one Tier, if not two. But from the initial attacks, she pegged this monster as a fresh Tier 17. She could normally handle a Tier 17 rift solo, but if she was to protect the team, she needed to kill this monster as quickly as possible.

[Cutting Hurricane] served to distract the monster even as she started sending mana into [Glacial Spear], which created a massive ice projectile, and [Glacial Strike], which was a support skill that helped the skill it was paired with stick to the target like a mouse trap.

The spike punched through the ape’s abdomen, and when it went to rip the projectile out, it learned that the ice was sticking to its guts and hand.

Seeing the time was right, Aster cast her upgraded [Cracked Shatter]. She put a good portion of her mana pool into the spell, and the explosion leveled an area fifty feet wide. It would have done far more damage, but she was using her Innate [Ice Manipulation] to contain it.

She still needed to protect the others.

Her charges were looking at her like she had grown a second head, and Aster laughed. “Hey, you guys got your first rift challenge. That means the rift is a little low on mana and thought we were an easy team to bully if it just put in a little more work.” Seeing that she hadn’t reassured them in the least, she continued to speak as she led them to the rift entrance. “You know, this is how I was found. A rift challenge. My bond soloed one! It was only a Tier 1 rift, but that’s still really impressive.”

When she was about to kick the kids out, the nominal leader asked, “Aren’t you coming out?”

Aster cocked her head in confusion before laughing. “No way! I want to solo this baby. Think of the rewards. Don’t worry. I’ll take it slow, so tell the coaches not to worry. Also, tell Cameron she can do all my paperwork while I’m busy.”

Seeing a confused look still on his face, Aster gave him a good shove and sent him out of the rift.

In theory, the coaches could still disrupt her delve by destroying the rift so she’d be forced out, but she really doubted they would do something so drastic. She was known to be a very strong Pather bond.

Pulling out a number of mana stones and her rapid mana converter, Aster grinned as she got ready to let loose for the first time in a while.

She imagined a grumpy black cat sitting over her shoulder and critiquing every move she made and let that guide her.

“You shouldn’t need two debuffing skills on a single Tier 17 monster Aster! I’m a stinky cat! You need to read the battle and predict the best place to be. I’m a grumpy cat! You need to land each spell, or you are wasting mana. I want my belly rubbed, but I’m too proud to ask for it! Don’t let yourself get surrounded or backed into a corner; always have a path of retreat available.”

School was fun, but at times like this she realized just how dreadfully boring it was to have no challenge all that time. Aster could admit that she had gotten a little rusty in the eight years she was away with no engaging fights, but she had grown in that same time, and just needed to relearn how to integrate those skills into her fighting style.

Her main improvement was in her time spent honing her manipulation skills.

She felt like a new fox when she cast her ice skills, with each one seeming to respond to her very thoughts. Even her wind spells felt easier to manage, proving that she had deepened her bloodline. She wasn’t remotely close to changing her bloodline into a Level 4 mana type with Aurora, but she was getting closer to finishing the step of building out her first Winter bloodline.

Only once she had squeezed every possible ounce of power out of her current bloodline would she switch.

The cat in her head might only be a phantom of her playful side, but it was still spouting good advice.

When she finally killed the mountain-sized ape boss, she dispelled the distortion to find the reward.

Seeing it, she froze.

A crown seemingly made of the clearest ice.

It wasn’t an item. She could feel that immediately.

It was some kind of consumable that neither she nor her AI recognized, but she could feel it was useful to her.

Picking it up, she walked out of the rift to see two of the coaches and a healer waiting for her.

“Fancy seeing you three here! Anything I can help you with?”

After they scanned her up and down twice, the three instructors seemed to let out a sigh and started lecturing her.

Yes, she was very sorry for making everyone worry.

Yes, she was very sorry for not leaving immediately.

Yes, yes, yes.

Aster was pretty sure she was apologizing for things she hadn’t done by the end of the lecture, but she really didn’t mind.

Once they finished, she pulled out the crown and asked them what it was.

None of them recognized it, nor did the apprentice appraiser they took it to next, but the senior appraiser mentoring the dragon took a few measurements and said that while he didn’t know if it had a name, it was functionally a natural treasure that better connected a Domain to reality, making Concept manifestations easier to produce, and paved the way for obtaining an Anchor.

Hearing that, Aster happily plopped the crown on her head, where it seemed to melt into her and produced a wonderful chilly feeling. She felt it settle into her spirit easily, and with a mental shove, she formed a staff of ice and willpower in her hand.

It nearly fell apart under its own weight as she held it, but it was incredible for a first attempt. Trying to cast a spell through it broke it entirely, though she had a sneaking suspicion that Luna could help her train the ability.

Tail shaking with excitement, she hurried back to her room so she could message Matt and Liz about her new loot and brag about her delve.
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Aster rocked on her heels with anticipation as she watched the stream of young bonds.

Fen’s bonds were arriving in this batch, which was understandable but made her sad, as she wouldn’t get to spend much time with them before she graduated at the end of the year.

Still, she understood them wanting to wait for Azure to reach Tier 8 so they could go to the academy without having to worry about her and the two other youngest bonds Fen had acquired in the meantime. Though, understanding didn’t mean she was happy with only having a year to interact with them, as they were some of her oldest friends.

When she heard a crash of thunder, she knew her targets had arrived, and she was proven right when Bow and Arrow pushed their way to the edge of the crowd and started scanning for her.

Aster jumped forward, ignoring Cameron’s glare digging into her back.

Really, the otter should have expected this when she warned everyone she was going to say hello.

Fen had stepped off the Path immediately after reaching Tier 15, and along with him, the rest of his bonds. Aster most regularly talked with Arrow, who described the struggle they had in advancing at Path rates with such a large group, and how Fen had barely made it to immortality on the Path, only three months before his birthday. It was a little sad to hear that there was one less group on the Path with them, but they had little expectation of making it any further, especially with the bonds coming to the academy for a decade. Still, from the messages she received from Bow and Arrow, none of them were upset with the decision. Best of all it gave Fen more time to care for Azure and his other young bonds, letting them have a more traditional childhood.

She wished she could have seen the dragonling, but getting to see the others was still nice.

Seeing the wolves, golden mouse, porcupine, and oversized earthworm, Aster waved. “Hey, guys. It’s so good to see you. I can’t linger, but we can talk in the coming months. You can take any seats you like, but I’d recommend you stick with the people who you met up with along the way.”

As she pointed to near where she and her pod had sat, she had a pang of sadness at the memories.

This was her last year at the Academy and the last year with her friends.

Not letting that get to her, she gave a few quick hugs to the group of bonds before returning to her place in line with the student council members.

Cameron tsked at her. “That was unprofessional, Aster.”

Aster waved her off with her tail as she straightened her uniform. “I know them, just like I said. I can’t say we’re besties, but I spent a good amount of time with the wolves before we were sapient, and we’ve kept in touch. At our Tier 10 tournament, they got Azure, a baby dragon. I spent a good while with her when she was with the other bonds who weren’t fighting. They are my closest beast friends from when I was young. I was going to say hi.”

Cameron just gave her a blank look at her explanation. “Everything you said is an excuse. And not even a good one. Stay in line so we don’t give the student council a bad name. We are the example they should strive for.”

Aster set her face in a more neutral expression but sent Cameron a quick message of her blowing a raspberry.

She zoned out for the long speech by the headmaster that she’d had to sit through for five years now, and only woke up when the students got assigned their rooms.

She had hoped all of Fen’s bonds would get put together but knew that was an impossibility. Like the lioness twins, Leia and Lauren, if a human had more than one, they were always separated as much as possible to foster more independence.

Bow and Arrow were sent to the water and air houses, respectively. Garnet, the porcupine, was sent to the earth house. Ruby, the earthworm, went to the water house, and Kenny the mouse got the air house.

Seeing that two of them would be in her house, Aster made a note to slip into their dorm area and say hello. She was Roc house but they were Eagle, and right next door, so it wouldn’t even be too hard.

After the deans and the prefects led the new students away, Aster quickly slipped away before the headmaster could corner her. With the look in his eyes, she was sure she’d be getting a stern talking-to and would rather not.

Instead of that, she decided she’d rather get some of her actual work done.

As tenth years on the student council, they had more than their fair share of work on their plates. She also needed to finish up her little bargain with Alyssa in the next few months if she wanted to get a cut of the profits. Together, they had bought out a number of businesses in high-traffic locations through The Nest. Aster owned fifty-one percent of the shares, but as she wasn’t remaining here and couldn’t manage the businesses, Alyssa needed help keeping everyone in line.

Her own reputation for being willing to ice cube Frank had spread far and wide with a little push of the rumor mill, and no one pushed back against her orders. That, and her connection to Mara, but Aster liked to think it was just the ice cubing that kept them in line. Alyssa, who was a ‘simple’ Tier 13, and originally from a vassal kingdom, wasn’t treated with nearly as much respect.

And Aster wasn’t willing to let her portion of the Feathers that those businesses earned slip out of her fingers with creative accounting. The Feathers could be converted to goods, but that wasn’t why she wanted them. No, she wanted to establish her ice cream business in a location with limited competition.

In the last two years, she had created over a hundred unique flavors of ice cream centered around bonds and those with a bloodline’s unique tastes. The samples she and her now much larger ice cream club gave out were always in high demand, but Aster wasn’t in it for the money, and was selling at a loss just so more people could enjoy the deliciousness. That was why she couldn’t let even a single Feather go.

Alyssa had the original idea to buy a business in The Nest and was willing to run it if Aster put up the capital, but Aster had wanted to be more aggressive, so they ended up buying a dozen shops. The peahen would be doing most of the work of running the day-to-day businesses, so Aster couldn’t just let her get run roughshod over.

That didn’t mean she had a magic answer, though.

After she finished her paperwork, she went to her ice magic club to enjoy herself and chat with the others. Thankfully, Michael showed up despite looking like a kicked puppy, but Aster and Professor Adams were quite happy with that result.

It had taken him two years of therapy to even get a glimpse of what was wrong with his bond and their relationship, and he was taking it hard. Thankfully, those who knew him were rallying around him without any prompting from her or the others.

She had been told about the fallout by a weepy Michael, who had struggled with his bond’s reaction to his suggestion that she join him for some joint therapy. Charlotte hadn’t seen the need for therapy, and when Michael hadn’t acquiesced to her rejection, she had sent him a message filled with vitriol about how she knew the academy would poison him against her.

Aster wanted to go and wring the woman’s neck even just hearing the story secondhand, but that wasn’t necessary. The Academy was more than capable of handling such people and slapped her with a five-planet restraining order that also included a number of restrictions on any messages.

They wouldn’t force Michael to break his bond, but Aster hoped he would do it on his own. That woman didn’t deserve him, but she also knew how hard that kind of decision could be. Losing Matt in one of her Folded Reflection lives, she knew the pain and emptiness that a broken bond could create and wished it on no one.

Still, she believed that that would be better than being tied to such a wicked person.

Beyond looking out for Michael, she watched Cynthia, who had started to take over for her in this informal little club of theirs. She would be a good replacement for guiding the newer bonds on elemental manipulation but, beyond that, she was a deft hand at interpersonal relationships. It gave her hope this club could last for a few centuries, if not longer.

Picking a good replacement was harder than she had ever considered, but she was happy with her choice.

She just hoped that the replacement for vice president would be as good.

Personally, she wanted Damien, the current scribe, to take over for Cameron, as he was the only lower-classman who had a good head on his shoulders. But she didn’t trust any of the others who weren’t graduating with them to take over her position.

Still, that wasn’t her job. She couldn’t interfere in the elections despite knowing things would be rough if Tress was elected Vice President.

If the woman did make it, Aster knew she wouldn’t be elected for a second year, but it still galled her to have her mantle taken up by such a lay about.

But goodbyes were the name of the year.

After getting off work, she went to her ice cream club, where she got tearful at seeing the two dozen bonds goofing off and making truly awful ice creams. It was even better to try each one together. Whether they laughed or gagged at the taste, it was fun.

Bound by their love of sweets, the club had grown into something she wouldn’t have thought possible when it was just her pod that started it.

Once her club ended, she hurried to the movie club, where she was really hit with a bat of emotions.

Kelly had really come into her own as a director and had made a few short films that had gotten some traction in the nearby planets. She wasn’t making anything that would reach a movie theater yet, but Aster was sure she would get there eventually.

Her bird friend had an eye for artistic shots and had a way of captivating the viewer.

She wasn’t Talented in the craft, which hurt her mass market appeal, but Aster knew she could watch her films for hours without getting bored.

In fact, she was intending to open her own studio with her human Alexa, who would be moving to help in her venture. Alexa was a delver by trade, but that was admittedly more a product of them not being able to advance without fighting than desire. She had already taken courses in business management so she could help run Kelly’s little studio, which Kelly was ecstatic about.

Juan and his human were both movie buffs, and the elephant had taken to being in front of a camera like it was a mud bath. While his bond, Adam, wasn’t as comfortable in performing, he had found his calling in cinematography and would be joining the others. With four Tier 15s, even if Juan and Adam weren’t the best delvers, they had a surplus of money to give it a fair shot, and Aster was excited as to what they would produce.

She had already made inquiries about getting them the rights to one of the awful Quill and Torch movies that would be made in the coming years, but she was informed that they needed a significant track record, and far more people, in order to even have a chance at producing such a high value movie.

Roody, Leia, and Lauren were the friends who surprised her the most. The three of them intended to continue their relationship after graduation and wanted to advance to Tier 25 in the next two or three thousand years, which was quite the rush for most people. Still, they made a good team, and the twins’ bond was apparently willing to move to be closer to Roody’s bond’s harem as it was a Tier 18 world and they could more easily advance there.

Aster still found it funny how the lionesses had so thoroughly tamed Roody. From a wannabe playboy who talked about having a dozen women in his pride, he had settled into domestic life quite nicely. Beyond some teasing, everyone agreed it was a good look on him, and the three of them were an adorable throuple.

Katherine, on the other hand, was a partial success when compared to Michael. Her bond really had seemed to shape up in the last few years, and he was even willing to go to a therapist of his own to work through his own issues.

That said, they both agreed they needed more time apart, and Katherine wanted to have a career beyond delving, so she was going to secondary school to become a therapist, specializing in bonds and those with bloodlines. Aster was proud of her for coming through her ordeal so much stronger but was also relieved that her human was truly changing for the better.

Being treated like a pet was not nice.

But seeing Katherine laugh with one of the younger club members with a tail and cat ears was like a success story of its own.

Though, it was still more change.

Cameron, who had joined the club as sort of an unofficial member last year, came over to her and bumped her side. “Why do you look like an ice pop left out in the sun?”

Aster sighed and gave the other woman a half-hearted glare. “It just hit me today that everyone is leaving at the end of the year, and we won’t be able to just hang out like we do today. It makes me sad. We all agreed to keep in contact, but that’s easy to say and hard to do.”

Cameron’s usually bright hair dimmed a little as she nodded. “Agreed. It hit me a few weeks ago when I was trying to sleep. It will be nice to see my human again, but I’ve made some good friends here. I’m going to be sad to say goodbye.”

Aster nodded. Her magma otter ‘frenemy’ hadn’t lost any of her ambition just because she was going to graduate. No, she had been taking extra classes on leadership and politics and intended to return to her hometown to run for its mayor position. Not that the place was badly run, but Cameron had a knack for making each mana stone go a little further and getting everyone what they needed, even if not all of what they wanted. She intended to run for a governorship after proving herself before getting accepted into a noble family as a retainer, where she would fight to get her own noble title.

For most, it was a long shot where they needed to beat the odds a dozen times, but Aster never doubted that Cameron could do it.

Cameron must have said something to the others, as that weekend, everyone got together and they went on a picnic in the woods. Once there, they transformed into their bloodline forms and just let loose.

Cameron burned down a dozen trees, Juan crushed a dozen more with his large body, and Kelly flew around everyone like a hummingbird. The three lions mostly lazed about until Roody made a comment about the women hunting for him, where they promptly jumped him and turned him into a pillow.

From the stupid grin on his face, that was his intention all along, and everyone knew it.

Aster stretched her legs before chasing Frank around with some spikes of ice and playing a sort of tag with him.

By the time the sun set, they had settled in and watched a small fire die down after they had eaten far too many smores.

It had been a good day, and it reinforced to Aster that just because they were going to separate physically, they didn’t have to lose their friendships. Not if they put in the work to keep each other involved.

And they had forever.

So what if they fell out of contact for a decade or two? It wouldn’t be ideal, but their friendships could survive that.

Once things got back into the grind, Aster’s melancholy faded to a tolerable state, helped along by being able to talk to Fen’s bonds after the six-month mark.

It was fun being able to see their new bodies and new names. Apparently, Fen’s bad naming sense had already faded to the point they were going by new unofficial names, even in beast form.

Fen had taken their choice to rename themselves with grace, which Aster was happy with. Having met the man and forming a good impression of him, she would have been disappointed if he had shown any red flags.

Bow and Arrow had officially chosen the names Bowyer and Arya, respectively, and Garnet had gone with Gavin. Ruby and Kenny, however, chose to keep their original names.

She did get to hear about the adventures, or rather misadventures, that Azure, June, and Barry got up to as the youngest bonds in Fen’s little pack. June and Barry were a shadow sparrow and light butterfly respectively, and their clashing elements put them at friendly odds all the time, forcing Azure to act as referee. Aster had needed to ask if Bowyer and Arya meant Azure stopped their bickering and fights, but no, Azure decided the winner of each bout, game, or prank that one pulled on the other.

She was a little jealous after hearing about the things they got into thanks to having so many other bonds near their age around.

It sounded fun.

Bowyer and Arya, just like their younger siblings, were quite the handful, as they caused heartbreak anywhere they went with their propensity for flirting with everyone. The student council had to break up five fights in as many months because one of the wolves seduced someone who was in a relationship already. On the plus side, they had seemingly taken another Lightning Wolf named Lydia under their wing, a girl who wore her trauma on her sleeve and had trouble making friends. Unfortunately, part of their improvised therapy included getting her to step out of her comfort zone which manifested as her choosing to ask out anyone who caught her eye. A decision that caused more than a few issues when she didn’t show up to the date or would teleport out halfway through.

That was starting to become a pattern, and Aster wished the professors good luck in corralling the wolves in the coming years. That was exacerbated by the fact everyone and their mother wanted to court Azure. Some people were apparently playing the long game and attempting to establish ties to Fen’s family long before Azure was ready to enter immortal society. There were a thousand and one noble families that had no bloodline but would love to add one of the strongest Rank 2 bloodlines to their family. Not to mention the million and one families who were willing to add a bit of dragon’s blood into their own mix.

While the union between two bloodlines usually resulted in one or the other being the singular bloodline, there was an infinitesimally small chance that the bloodlines would find harmony and become their own stable bloodline. Dragon turtles were one of the more famous examples, where they got most of the strengths of both bloodlines. Though the dragon turtles didn’t get the natural Talent set about bloodlines that dragons got, they did get the increased essence per Tier from dragons, making their potential substantially higher than normal. Also, their bloodline Talent set was about defensive shields and reinforcement, making them stupidly tough.

Thanks to the dragon turtles, everyone wanted the chance to become the founders of a new bloodline that was part dragon.

As the days passed, she felt the pangs of sadness come back.

Thankfully, seniors had an abundance of free time, and despite her duties on the student council, she had carved out time to spend with her pod.

She had wanted to just go wander the city and do some shopping with Kelly, and the bird was always down to shop, which made it an easy go-to activity for them.

“I’m going to miss you, Aster. Are you sure you can’t convince Matt and Liz to come join us in the movie business? It will be fun. That’s our goal after all. Not to make money but to have fun.”

Aster sighed. In other times she would have kept a happier appearance, but she just wasn’t up to it today. “I wish, but we have other responsibilities.”

Finishing the Path.

“With Matt marrying into royalty and Liz being part of the royalty, there are now a bunch of things that she wasn’t doing while she was on the Path that we need to catch up on. And I can’t just leave them to do it alone. You know how it is.”

Kelly ruffled through some clothes with a little more force than was necessary. “I know, but I’m going to miss you.”

Aster pulled the shorter girl into a hug from behind to earn a light elbow to the side. “You are too damn tall, Aster. Why is a fox six feet tall?! Damn genetics.”

Aster laughed as she blew a raspberry into Kelly’s feathers and got a light shock for her trouble.

Pulling away, Aster ruffled through a few more clothes and found something that she thought would match Kelly’s usual style.

“Look at this one. A nice blue jean dress with jumpers. It’s cute and fits the munchkin thing you have going on.”

“Munchkin thing?”

Aster ignored the dangerous lilt to Kelly’s question. “Yeah, being all of five foot nothing and all. It fits.”

Kelly reached up and pulled Aster’s hair, causing her to yelp and hip bump the smaller girl into a rack of clothes where they started play fighting and laughing until the attendant cleared her throat.

Separating, Aster shoved the dress she had picked out back onto the rack just to have Kelly pull it right back off with a humph.

It went onto the pile and they moved around until they each had two new outfits to get tailored to their exact sizes by the shop. The nice thing was that the dresses would make their way to their rooms within a week, so they didn’t even need to come back. Being Tier 15 helped there, as their sizes could be scanned by their AI, and they would be able to skip the need to meet with the tailor to get the clothes altered.

They ended their evening watching an up and coming chef put on a show at a decent restaurant before heading home with some nice ice cream.

It was a nice time and it reaffirmed their friendship, but it didn’t solve the larger issue.

Their time was running out.

All the tenth-years seemed to have a perpetual cloud of sadness around them as the year neared its finale.

As the elections came in, Aster knew the Vice President position was doomed but couldn’t do anything more than shrug. Her time was over, and if the current students wanted an idiot to represent them, she had no control over that.

Kelly, Juan, Roody, and herself all made an effort to spend a lot of time together, which was like a balm to her spirit. They talked about their plans and tried to workshop their ideas and point out pitfalls in each one, but they had done this for years, and it was simply old familiar ground. That didn’t mean they didn’t enjoy it.

Aster was sad she had to lie to them, but knew they wouldn’t hold it against her. Officially, she was joining Matt and Liz in being royal lay abouts but, in reality, she had a Path to complete, and with Luna, she knew relaxation would be the last thing possible.

That said, she wanted to show them how much she had grown and see how much they grew.

Despite all their attempts, time still passed. Even immortals couldn’t stop time, and even through all their efforts to keep things the same, their final day at the academy came. Aster stood with all the other bonds of her year in human forms in their formal robes in the greeting hall they had arrived in ten years ago.

She had to use her Concept to clear her watery eyes a half dozen times during the ceremony, just from standing with the rest of her year, even before the headmaster came out.

“Ahh. It feels like yesterday when I remember you all standing in front of me in your beast forms. Now you are in your human forms and far more independent. You have had some fun in an environment built for that, but you have transitioned into self-reliant adults who I am sure will go on to do great things.”

Aster lost control over her tears but didn’t really mind; everyone else was crying, so why shouldn’t she join them?

“Do not be sad. You may be scattered through the Empire, but as immortals, you have all the time in the world. Travel. Delve. Get an office job. The Empire is your oyster, and you are now prepared to do whatever you want. But no matter what happens, I trust that you all will be successful. I know most of you are looking forward to returning to your humans, and I will not hold you up. Just remember that you are graduates of the Red Feather Bond Academy, and to do your best. I hereby pronounce you all graduates!”

With that, everyone threw their caps into the air with a shout.

Aster grabbed one that fell into her hands and tucked it away like everyone else after reading the name. Wexter Harrow. She had never met him but knew his name and of him. He had been active in a lot of the physical sports the Academy offered and was a raccoon of some kind.

She wondered who had gotten her cap, but didn’t have to look long as she felt a pair of familiar eyes bore a hole into her back. Cameron stamped over to her in a huff.

“Really? Out of everyone’s caps, I get yours? Can’t you just not interfere in my life once, Ice Pop?”

Aster sniffled at Cameron’s pout, but was happy her cap went to her friend.

She tried to speak, but choked up and just pulled the dumb otter into a hug, which lasted long enough that Juan, Roody, Kelly, the twins, and Katherine joined in.

Once they had a good cry, everyone changed out of their robes, and after a round of promises to keep in touch, they all boarded the shuttles that would take them to the space station where they would all take connecting flights back to wherever they called home. She even had a small bag of rewards from graduation to look over on her trip back.

Aster looked out over the twinkling stars and lamented the passing of what was but looked forward to what would be.

She would be able to join Matt and Liz on the Path, where they would all be able to advance to Tier 16, and before long, Tier 25.

War was on the horizon, even if everyone tried to ignore it or pretend it had nothing to do with them.

Light and Shadow were said to be almost at the peak of Tier 24, and the ambassadors of the other Great Powers would be declaring war the moment they finished the Path.

Scary times were ahead, but Aster hardened her heart to it.

If she wanted the friends she had made at the Academy to be safe, she needed to do her part and keep them safe. And to do that, she needed to be the best fox she could be.

As the ship she was on warped into chaotic space, she smiled at her reflection.

She was ok with that.

For all that she had loved her time away, her place was still with Matt and Liz. Pushing themselves every step of the way so when they joined the war, they could make a difference.

A journey was more than its starting or ending point.

It was a Path that was tread one step at a time.

Just like life.

It lived one step at a time.

She was just on her next step.

A step she couldn’t wait for.

The Path of Ascension continues in Book Nine!
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An apocalypse LitRPG about an underdog who must do whatever it takes to survive against impossible odds. 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.
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Get Beta-Testing the Apocalypse Now!

[image: ]


[image: ]
A rollicking new Isekai LitRPG Adventure filled with action, epic battles, and plenty of laughs! 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.
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