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Sergeant Ballor flew through real space around the farthest planet in the Hwah system while tending to his assigned patrol with his squad.

Everyone was on edge, and Lance Corporal Alvarez had almost let loose a dozen different spells at eddies of space dust, but Sergeant Ballor neither reprimanded nor blamed him. Word from higher-ups was that Light and Shadow were almost done with The Path of Ascension, and everyone with half a working brain knew that meant war was looming over them.

As a garrison bordering the Federation, and especially as one stationed near a gateway to a five link nexus system, they would be on the front lines.

This region was registered as a Tier 23 battlefield, restricting anyone above that from participating. Ballor himself was only Tier 22, but he was glad that only a small minority of the people here had Intents, which was why he and his team had been assigned here despite the Tier gap. Someone needed to fill in the gaps and Imperial High Command had decided it would be him.

While he didn't understand the history behind the treaties, he well understood the effects. The agreements segregated battlefields by Tier, putting a legal cap on the Tier of the participants, and a practical floor on who would participate, while also limiting fights to taking place in the outer systems on specially-made fortress planets, like the one his squad patrolled around. Whichever Great Power controlled the fortress controlled the system, but they weren’t allowed to interfere with its population beyond collecting a reasonable, set amount in taxes. They would only permanently change rulers in the negotiations at the conclusion of the war, which was infinitely far away as far as most of the mortals were concerned.

Ten generations of mortals could come and go before a war ended.

Sergeant Ballor had thought it was an odd way to wage war when he was a low Tier, but now, as a Tier 22, he was grateful for those rules. When he was a child, he hadn’t even known that the planet he was on was occupied by the Republic, as life had been basically the same as usual under the occupation. It did explain why his parents were so worried at the time, but there had been no blown-up cities or anything of the like.

Civilized fighting was a good thing, as far as he was concerned.

Once upon a time, he’d thought that Tier 15 would have the weakest battles, but that had changed after actually experiencing it. It had the largest battlefields by far, with up to millions of people involved in a single engagement. Those areas were home to some truly old monsters who had spent tens or even hundreds of thousands of years honing their skills, wringing every scrap of power they could from their limited essence and the mere two Talents they had to work with and contend against. He much preferred the low 20s.

A rare few people stuck around even if they had developed an Intent, but the fact that there could be more than one on a battlefield managed to make them less dangerous overall, as they checked one another while everyone else fought around them. It basically created two battlefields in one, and a victory in either would usually result in the other half surrendering, cutting down on casualties.

Getting ransomed back was humiliating, but it was better than being dead.

Sergeant Ballor was scanning a suspicious-looking meteor when Corporal Vetta held up a hand and everyone froze, getting ready to fight.

“I felt a ripple in space.”

Her words caused Sergeant Ballor to immediately call back into headquarters, and he found the channel inundated by reports of a similar nature.

Waiting for a moment, he got the order he wanted.

“All patrol squads return to base.”

Calling out through his squad's channel, he relayed the order and they all turned and fled back to the super massive fortress of stone and enchantments.

It was beautiful, and normally a sight that he loved to gaze at, but with his position protecting the rear, Sergeant Ballor kept most of his attention behind him. The spatial ripples were now so apparent, his spiritual sense could feel something in chaotic space trying to tear a hole open into reality.

They were halfway there when the message reached them as a system-wide broadcast.

“Light and Shadow have reached Tier 25, and war has been declared by the Republic, Sects, and Federation.”

Sergeant Ballor felt his stomach sink, and with his best speed, he grabbed half his squad while Corporal Vetta copied his actions. They had a Tier and speed on the Lance Corporals, and speed was what clearly mattered.

They almost made it.

Behind them, Sergeant Ballor cursed as seven hundred and fifty-two ships ripped their way out of chaotic space like a tear in a fabric.

The ships seemed slow as they drifted through, but Sergeant Ballor knew that was for good reason. Before they fully materialized in real space, their cannons fired with a pulse of mana, sending a torrent of projectiles in their direction.

Sergeant Ballor cast [Bulwark] behind himself and didn’t bother to dodge. Corporal Vetta fell into his pile of troops, and they all grabbed onto each other and him.

The first salvo passed them by, and most of the shots splashed on the planet's shields harmlessly.

The salvo of point defense shots were directed at the returning scouts, but that was what Sergeant Ballor wanted. They took the hit and were sent flying to the planet even faster.

Sergeant Ballor’s nascent Intent was strained, but he had protected his squad, and with the additional boost of speed given to them by the attack, they passed through the shields and flew to the indicated rendezvous position.

Healers flew to his team and inspected them and their light mana burns, but after they were okayed for duty, they got their first assignment.

Their squad and entire platoon was being used to reinforce the defensive battalion.

Sergeant Ballor sighed in relief. That was exactly what they had prepared for, and it indicated that things weren’t going too badly.

The sky flashed overhead as more shipboard cannons fired hundreds of thousands of mana with each shot, but their planetary shields would hold for quite some time. His squad had just reached their position and rejoined with the other scout squads of his platoon, when the planet seemed to shake as the anti-ship cannons fired.

The beams of mana were as wide across as an elephant, and with his spiritual sense, Sergeant Ballor was able to watch as eleven ships’ shields failed and were blown into glowing bits of molten metal.

Eleven wasn’t a bad first salvo, but it was a drop in the bucket when compared to the hundreds of ships disgorging their troops as fast as possible.

The ships stopped their bombardment as they increased the power of their shields, trying to protect their troops, but another two dozen ships were blown up as the planet's cannons focused on them.

Then, all at once, the cannons stopped firing and returned to their shielded positions

Sergeant Ballor sighed. “Squad, get ready to repel the assault. We are here to reinforce any teams that look like they are struggling. Follow me and watch your asses.”

With the ships defending their troops, the mana cannons weren’t cost effective anymore, and they would need all the mana they had to weather the storm surge of the war.

It took almost an hour for the Federation ships to empty themselves and form a defensive line that could act as their own base of operation, as well as a shield against any additional mana cannon shots.

Sergeant Ballor watched the Federation squads form into platoons, then watched the platoons form into companies and, finally, the companies into battalions.

He counted almost fifty thousand troops and cursed. That put them at almost three-to-one odds, which would be a problem as it looked like these were some of the Federation’s elite soldiers. The Empire was used to outnumbering their opponents, so even with a fortress planet behind them, their chances were less than ideal. He wouldn’t bet on them keeping the planet, but it wasn’t a guaranteed loss either.

The first probing attack came down at another section of the planet, so Sergeant Ballor and his squad had to sit there and watch as spells and blades flew back and forth.

A giant fire elemental appeared and started killing Federation members, which let him know Lieutenant Poplar was there defending the position.

When the losses started to rack up, the Feddies pulled back with their wounded carried between the ambulatory members of that platoon.

Another dozen probing attacks tested the planet's various sectors before their section came under attack.

Sergeant Ballor kept his cool despite watching well over a hundred Feddies falling on their location. He wanted to let loose his attacks, but that wasn’t his job, and the defenders opened up with coordinated bursts of fire, targeting the weakest sections of the formation.

The Feddies deployed shields, both magical and physical, but they still lost almost a dozen of their members that were caught on a bad angle or had their shields bypassed in various ways. Still, they pushed through the spells and arrows to close with the defenders.

Defenders took to the air to engage with their sector’s assailants, which kicked off the full-fledged melee.

Spells and blades flashed back and forth, causing blood from both sides to flow, but Sergeant Ballor just kept watch.

When he noticed that one of the teams was taking more serious injuries, he called out. “Mark, Corporal Vetta, Attack.”

“Aye.”

Her single-word response was punctuated with a shining blue bolt of mana that punched through the chest of one of the attacking Feddie Tier 23 leaders. He wasn’t dead, but he reeled back, blood spraying even as the defenders pressed the advantage.

Sadly, his subordinates were able to protect him long enough for them to retreat into a mass of their comrades.

Their squad only occasionally intervened in the fight with a handful of precisely aimed strikes, which led the Feddies to cut their losses and run before too long. Eight dead Imperials compared to thirty-two dead or captured Federation soldiers was a win for this particular fight, though not every front had such good luck. Before too long, Ballor’s squad was put directly on the wall.

It took the Feddies almost a week to test each sector at least once, and in that time, their side had started taking serious casualties. After the probes, they settled into the real siege.

Sergeant Ballor knew this would be a slow whittling down of their defenders while the Feddies tried to keep their troops as intact as possible. Eventually, they would go for one final push.

The planet might fall in a week or a decade, but it would fall.

The Feddies were the only ones getting reinforcements here, making it a simple game of math. They just needed to survive.
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Lucius tried to control his breathing, but exhaled out a little too heavily, prompting a coughing fit that seemed to clear the lung that was full of blood. Spitting to clear his mouth, he took a deep breath as the healer came up to him and repeated the healing for the hole in his chest.

He was well over his healing limit, but their side was so close to victory, and he wanted to earn as many merits as he could before the end of the first battle. He was so close to completing his Aspect that with just a little time with a master, he could become a true powerhouse.

With his body mostly intact, he rushed back to the fortress and rejoined his team in trying to break into the last bunkers of the Empire, still holding onto the planet with their fingernails. He’d rather kill them all after the friends he had lost in this siege, but capture was the order of the day.

They had spent almost seventy thousand lives to take this Tier 35 fortress down in a record six months, and they were so close he could taste it.

There were only seven bunkers still standing, and his Cohort had the honor of taking one of them down. Just as he was gathering his mana to help burn through the reinforced bunker, he felt a small ripple in the space right outside their base in orbit of the planet.

One person stepped out.

Lucius’ initial reaction was to laugh at the ridiculousness of the planet's reinforcement being one person, but when he saw the blue hair waving like it was underwater, he knew they were all dead.

Duke Waters had arrived.

No matter the humiliation, their army scattered like so many bugs dispersing after a rock was lifted.

Lucius tried to tear through space, but he felt Duke Waters' power commanding space to stay still. He had come in through a door then shut and locked it behind him.

It was utter madness for anyone, but Duke Waters was crazy enough to do it.

Lucius waited for the order to surrender, but it never came. Two hundred Tier 35s from their reserves swept in, unleashing lightning bolts which could crack mountains, fireballs that could burn away the oceans, beams of light blinding to even look at, and orbs of darkness swarming like flies. All a deluge of attacks falling upon the lone figure.

None of it even came close.

The air around the Gladiator rippled like a pond with a stone tossed inside, and it swallowed the first spell, then the second, and the third. Attacks dimmed and sank away, as effective as an unawakened seeking to attack the ocean itself with pebbles.

The arrogant asshole spoke far too slowly, his every word stretched out as he mocked them with his inferior cultivation, but his voice and smile alike echoed as it reached each of them. “That's not nearly enough. Where are your elites? Where are your generals? Heck, where’s Maya? I haven’t been able to slap her around lately, I’d love to catch up.”

The way he spoke of Grand Shaper Maya was disrespectful, but Lucius would have cursed her ancestors to her face if someone said it would get their Gladiator to arrive.

She was the only chance any of them had to survive this encounter.

He cast his mind back to one of the speeches their generals had granted for morale, saying that Duke Waters would be focusing upon the Sects and Federation. He wouldn’t stop the Republic, with Grand Shaper Maya aiding their overall assault.

Oh, how wrong he was.

The generals were rushing forward at Duke Waters, and Lucius hoped that the seven of them could take, or more realistically, delay or distract the mage long enough for the rest of them to flee into chaotic space. That still wasn’t entirely safe for them, but Lucius was confident that most of them could follow the teleporter connections back to the Republic and reenter real space before their Domains and spirits were too weakened.

Lucius cursed his lack of an Aspect once again, as it would almost entirely shield him from the aquatic demon’s ravages, but he could still manage.

As their dwindling reinforcements attacked Duke Waters once more, Lucius threw his Domain at the fabric of reality and could feel the others near him doing the same, but it did nothing. Horror overcame him as he realized his life was at the mercy of the man slaughtering the strongest members of their army with his arms crossed above the fortress planet.

The fear started to make it hard to breathe, and Lucius struggled against it, but the horror turned to terror as he realized he shouldn’t need to breathe.

He tried to use his essence to cover that biological need, but found it was already doing so.

His body demanded air.

His body demanded he breathe.

Lucius started to panic as he felt his vision going black as his brain started to starve.

He tried to urge his essence into providing for his body, but it seemed useless.

He needed to breathe.

The air seemed like a distant memory, but that could have been the fading grip he had on his consciousness.

It seemed almost like an unimportant afterthought, but his [AI] blipped out a message that he knew he needed to read.

With the last bit of his consciousness, he read that the seven generals were dead, and command had been passed onto one of the colonels, who thankfully initiated a surrender vote for the army.

Lucius never got to see the end of the vote as he passed out.

He woke up a second later as the power demanding he couldn’t breathe vanished like the tide drawing back.

He and his entire cohort coughed and sputtered as they tried to orient themselves. Lucius coughed so hard he felt his recently healed lung tear once more, and forced his body to stop breathing despite the instinctual horror that had held him. It told him he needed every breath of fresh air in case Duke Waters decided to change the rules of reality once more.

The monster himself snorted and waved. “Bah, I should have stuck with the Sects.”

Lucius twitched as he repressed a shudder.

It wasn’t cowardice to know when you faced an opponent stronger than you could handle. And when a solitary Tier 31 could repress tens of thousands of Tier 35s, they were officially a monster.

“Put down your arms and allow yourselves to be taken into captivity. Yada, yada, yada. I’m sure you know the drill. Try to fuck around, and you’ll find out.”

Lucius laughed.

Tens of thousands of dead for what? The Empire troops were freeing themselves from where they were captives in the Republic's base prisons, crawling out of their armored holes.

They had been on the brink of defeat, but they had still won.

Against all odds and reason, they had won.

Just because one man had shown up.

The only good thing was that Duke Waters couldn’t be everywhere at once, and if he was here watching them surrender, he wasn’t at other locations relieving their sieges.

As an Empire soldier with half their face burnt to the skull grabbed Lucius’ hands and cuffed them with a cultivation suppression manacle, Lucius let himself get led to a cleared-out area that they were all sitting in. Healers from both sides moved among the worst of the wounded, stabilizing them, and when one came to check on him, Lucius shook his head. He couldn’t get more healing if he wanted to.

They might have lost this battle, but he was just glad to be alive.

So many others weren’t so lucky.

[image: ]



Su Yu laughed as his fist surpassed the pitiful flesh of the Empire’s cultivator, vanquishing their arm in a single strike.

His [Thousand Fists of Heaven] once again proved its utmost superiority as his Sect’s greatest technique bypassed shields, slipped past armor, and annihilated the flesh of all those it struck.

A fighter sought to exploit a perceived weakness, striking from the side with a spear crackling with blue lightning.

But Su Yu was no novice; he had cast aside all his foes within this chaotic melee, and had in fact withheld much of his aggression in anticipation for this very maneuver.

He gracefully spun, lashing forth with a kick carrying a perfected [What Was Once Complex Returns To Simplicity]. Mana rippled and splashed as though it were water from a cupped palm, and while the Empire’s cultivator sought to dodge and attempted to interpose her shield, trying to sacrifice a portion of her body to survive, it was for naught.

He had been personally mentored in his creation of this technique by Lady Yun Me, as a reward for exemplary service in a previous border skirmish.

It was his grandest accomplishment, standing proud above all else, and he hoped to live up to his previous legacy this day. [What Was Once Complex Returns To Simplicity] was an adaptation of Lady Yun Me’s own metal specialty. The Unyielding Anvil was a master of defense, armor, and protection, having forged five wondrous techniques of her own which she would only bestow upon those who proved themselves worthy through blood.

Three defensive techniques wrought to stop a mountain and two offensive techniques to flatten one.

Su Yu knew the simple truth, that to survive was meager when contrasted with the glory of victory. He had chosen his reward to enhance his capabilities of tearing the life from the meager barbarians, where he was close enough to feel the spray of their blood upon his jade like skin.

Even then, [A Finger To Tear A Hole In The Sky] had been truly difficult to decline. The Unyielding Anvil was truly set to become one of their most venerated Elders, such was her might and her wisdom.

With nothing remaining of the interloper but a dispersing cloud of essence, Su Yu returned to vanquish the man still recovering from his suddenly-missing arm, closing the distance with a smile. For each barbarian he slew upon this battlefield, he grew closer to earning yet another personal lesson from the Lady, and the honor that such an achievement would bring him.

The glory it would bring his Sect.

With two lessons from Lady Yun Me herself, his petitions to his Sect to permit him to ascend to Tier 25 would surely be met, and with his third Talent, he would bring them and himself honor and glory upon those hallowed battlefields.

For all that he may have been no Young Master or Dao Child, Su Yu had glimpsed the truth beyond that.

He followed the path of the Unyielding Anvil. The titles of the young meant nothing. The resources dedicated to those who were believed to be worthy were nothing more than a shortcut to power that he could reach through hard work and time. And power earned by oneself bestowed the greatest honor upon its bearer. Then, those around him would be forced to give him face.

Seven blows later, the Empire cultivator died with a grievance on his lips as he tried to surrender.

Su Yu couldn't allow that.

He needed to collect as many heads as possible before his Sectmates decimated this fortress enough for the Empire's cowardly leaders to surrender. For once that order was given even he would not dare draw the ire of the Elders and Watchers.

Still, there was a silver lining to the Empire cowards being used to surrendering. The laughable wretches expected him to allow them to surrender, which provided the perfect amount of time to dart in and finish them off.

Fools, all of them.

The only way to fight was to remove the option of victory without the death of your opponent. It bred cowardice and weakness in cultivators that might have otherwise won the fight, or at least taken their opponent with them.

Su Yu was fortunate enough to kill two more foes before the general surrender was called for. Sadly, both of those kills had their merits shared with others, but he had gotten the lion's share, as was his right. The Flowing Hammers Sect warriors had been too weak to finish off their opponents themselves, and their failure stood as a blemish upon their honor.

His Sect brothers and sisters would have never needed help to kill weak Empire cultivators.

Returning to their mobile base, he was called into Senior Sister Song Zexian’s command tent, where he was bestowed the accolades and rewards he had earned. To his satisfaction, such rewards included a Natural Treasure to enhance his body’s strength.

The strong got stronger, as was their right.

To consolidate his gains, he returned to his quarters and meditated.

Five breaths in, three out. Two breaths in, four out. Su Yu repeated the same pattern until his heart and mind were calm, and he was able to reflect on the battles he had fought in the last year.

He could have finished off the dozen Tier 23s who ambushed him much more cleanly if he had held back a little. The scar on his abdomen was a reminder of his mistake, and why he had requested it be left. The fight with the ambushing Tier 24 had been as clean as could be, but he needed to be careful of letting future ambushers get that close.

The Empire was weak, but the Drowner proved even the most pathetic could possess hidden strength. It would not do to underestimate them.

Once he had settled his mind and body, Su Yu started to absorb the treasure.

They would be fighting once more before too long.

Of that, he was sure.

And he needed to be at his peak.
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Darok sighed as they flew through chaotic space away from the teleporter tethers that linked the Great Powers.

Flying away from the established lanes was rarely done for good reason, and he felt the terror of being lost to the known realm to wander the emptiness of chaotic space, until they either went mad or found a planet through sheer time and chance.

He had seen the reports of such survivors, and he had no wish to be one of them.

Still, this was their mission.

That didn’t mean he liked it.

Shoving his lunch away from him, he went to the hangar where his crew was working on their armor.

The Cavalry and Juggernaut division's armor that had been devastated in their last mission were now fully repaired, and they weren’t sore thumbs when compared to the Skirmish Squadron.

As he walked through, his men returned his nods, and the ones not actively working on their armor called out greetings. He could tell the men weren’t exactly happy with this mission, but none of them had balked. Mercenaries were rarely picky, though. Darok liked to think his men just had more of a conscience.

It was good they were in top shape physically and mentally, as this mission had one way it could go right, but a million ways it could go wrong.

Still, the rewards were just too damn good to pass up.

On the far side of the hangar, he looked at the small squad of Sect cultivators slowly moving through combat poses. It looked almost meditative with how slow the movements were, but there was more to it than that. Even Dao Child Maven did those sets of movements daily without fail.

The woman had walked out of a meeting halfway through without so much as a word when it had run late, simply to join the others in their…stretches, he supposed.

He had seen some weird things from Sect fighters in his time, but this one took the cake for the most outlandish.

After checking in with his supply officer, Walter, Darok went to his meeting with Dao Child Maven.

The woman, with her snow-white skin and ink-dark hair, was objectively attractive. Contrary to most Sect stereotypes, she was a flirt too. Every woman on board who was even remotely interested in the same sex had been hit on. That could have caused problems, but Dao Child Maven took both polite and direct refusals with good grace and aplomb, which he was grateful for. Some other Sect cultivators wouldn’t have.

Thankfully, Maven had set her sights on his second in command, Emily, which was about as good of an ending as Darok could hope for. Emily wasn’t necessarily a lesbian, as Dao Child Maven seemed to be, but she identified as ‘horny’ and would sleep with anyone who caught her interest. She was also a consummate professional, and wouldn’t do anything more than flirt with anyone when on a mission, but the degree to which they were circling around one another kept them both occupied.

And that was all Darok could ask of his people. What they did in their personal time was none of his concern; what they did while under contract was.

Meeting up with Emily, he found her checking in with their squad leaders and waited outside the door for her to finish. It wouldn’t do to step on her toes after all.

When she exited the meeting to go to their meeting with Dao Child Maven, Darok asked. “Any new problems?”

Emily nodded. “Alliva and Miguel got into a fight, but their squad leaders handled it appropriately.”

Darok nodded. If it was officially reported to him, he would need to act as the mercenary company leader and punish them officially, but Emily wasn’t so tightly bound by the rules. That was by design, of course, as it allowed them to play good cop bad cop, and a number of things could be handled before becoming larger issues.

A fight amongst the company was hardly unique, and half the company would happily break a glass over someone else's head while off duty. Fighting when they were underway, though, was another matter, and he’d have strung the two of them up if necessary.

The feud of the few couldn’t endanger everyone else.

Emily knew that, and if she said it was handled, he could trust that it was.

Changing the subject, he asked, “What do you think of the mission Dao Child Maven outlined?”

Emily shook her head. “It's fucked. Capital ‘F’. I don’t like it, but no one is asking us.”

Darok nodded his head. Emily was right, or at least she shared his viewpoint on the mission.

They weren’t technically breaking the set laws of war, but they were skirting damn close. Too close for his liking, even with the historical precedent backing them up.

Closing his eyes for a moment, he promised himself he’d retire when this mission was over.

This job was just too damn stressful.

When they reached the meeting room, they found Dao Child Maven waiting with a stack of paper in front of her. Her second in command, Yuan Chu, might have been a muscled wall for how he stood behind her without moving.

“Good day, Captain Darok, Lieutenant Emily. The Elders have finalized their designs for our approach, and desire that our first strike be as impactful as possible, to redirect attention from the primary engagements. This one trusts that you will keep a firm grasp upon your men, as we come ever closer to overstepping our proper bounds, and a single hair out of place will result in our unbinding from the rules of war, deep within enemy territory.” Her mouth worked for a moment before she gave a sardonic smile. “None of us will survive that, and I don’t intend to die so young.”

Darok nodded along with Emily. They were both worried about the same thing. Even then, one rogue Tier 36 could squash them all, even if they didn’t technically break the rules. Grief and loss were more than enough to push even the sanest of cultivators over the edge.

That was why they simply wouldn’t get caught.

A million ways to go wrong.

One way to go right.

“I have assembled a full list of contacts and reports; review it and inform me of any concerns you notice. This one has been as thorough as possible for it, but possesses not the experience the two of you have in such situations.”

Darok looked down at the packet of information Dao Child Maven slid over to him, and that Emily had labeled ‘Operation Ventillyria’.

They were so going to die.
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Matt and Liz rushed forward to go and meet up with Aster, who he could feel approaching them. She had most certainly skipped the lines and identity checks given the speed she was moving, which would result in a number of fines, but he really didn’t care about that right now.

Aster was home, and that was all that mattered.

It took them almost a minute to weave through the walking people, but eventually, Matt saw the head of white hair with fox ears bobbing and weaving through the crowd, and he knew they had found her.

As the crowd parted, Aster sped up and threw herself into his and Liz’s waiting embrace.

They held each other for a few long moments before they all pushed back and got a good look at each other.

Matt was slightly emotional seeing the amalgamation of his Folded Reflection sister in this Aster, but it was in the best way possible. It was his little sister with a few additional parts.

Namely, the ears and tail that hadn’t stopped wagging.

“I’m so glad to be back together with you guys! Oh, it felt like forever! Where are we staying? Did you just drop the house or rent somewhere?”

Matt laughed as Liz shot a glare at him. “Matt didn’t want to rent, and the lots of land here are booked for a while. So we’ve been bumming it at a tea house for the past two days.”

Aster laughed as Matt shrugged. “I figured we’d be immediately leaving once you arrived. Luna has had us running missions like madmen for the last few years, but she’s been absent the last few days.”

They all looked around, as when comments like this were usually said, Luna would appear and comment how she was always watching, but nothing happened to that effect.

Aster's fox ears twitched and swiveled. “I hope she’s okay… Could she have gotten sick?”

As if summoned, Luna appeared but looked both worried and haggard. “I’m not sick, just incredibly busy. Let’s get moving. I can give the three of you two days off to enjoy your reunion, but then we leave. We need to get all of you to Tier 16 sooner rather than later, at least if the three of you still intend to push forward. At this point in training, managers generally back off so your personalities can shine through. Instead, I push even harder, so long as you’re committed to going the distance.”

Hearing the implied question, none of them agreed to step off and Aster even perked up and pulled out a small notebook and pen. Matt half figured she was pulling a prank on Luna, but she honestly looked ready to take notes.

Luna didn’t seem insulted, but she also looked so distracted that Matt wasn’t sure she had even noticed. “Ventillyria is our destination. It's a good Tier 22 world that we can more easily get rift access in.”

Liz opened her mouth to speak, but Luna’s eyes narrowed, and she shook her head. “Stick to this city and keep your masks on. I’m keeping you three covered but don't do anything stupid.”

With a parting glance at the three of them, their manager vanished as suddenly as she had arrived. Matt took the opportunity to look at Aster's notebook, which had actual notes about Ventillyria and a few doodles drawn on the edges.

Flipping it shut, Aster grumbled just loud enough for them to hear, “Stupid cat probably has a hairball or something.”

Matt smirked, and Liz raised an eyebrow as she linked arms with Aster as she turned to leave. “Someone knows about that, do they?”

Aster mock gasped. “I would never! I’m dignified, enlightened, and an elected official. I would never vomit in someone's smelly boots.”

Matt smirked at the memory. “You really hated those boots.”

Aster’s tail started smacking his and Liz’s thighs as she let her excitement get the better of her.

“Oh, it's so good to be back with you guys!”

Matt slipped out of the arm lock and pulled Aster into a one-armed hug. “It's been rough without you.”

When they were out of the crowded spaceport, Liz pushed Aster to arm's length. “I like the dress. It's cute. Are you going with dresses mostly?”

Aster twirled, and the flowy sundress-like thing spun with her. “Not normally. The tail is great to have, but gets in the way of anything that isn't low-waisted or made with it in mind. So I'm usually rocking pants for the ease of use.”

Liz nodded, but Matt asked about armor. “Did you get armor made?”

Aster laughed. “I did. And it's quite good. A Tier 17 set of plated leather. It even protects my tail.”

“I can look it over if you’d like. I haven’t had as much time to learn higher Tier runes as I'd like, but I’m passable.”

Liz tsked. “He’s being modest. He’s actually gotten really good.” In a false whisper, she clarified, “Or rather, his [AI] is good. Mom and Dad got him the real skill, and with his stupid mana generation, he’s been putting it to use.”

Aster laughed again. “Oh, I can't wait to hear about how mad that’s made Luna. I bet she was ten kinds of pissed.”

They continued to chat until they reached a hotel Matt had found with a vacancy and got a suite of rooms. Matt expected they would end up waiting around for Aster to get settled in, but after changing into a nicer set of clothes, she was ready to go right back out the door.

“Let's grab dinner! I want you to cook me a rabbit dish when we settle down, Matt. Yours is the best, and believe me, I’ve tried half the businesses that serve rabbit on The Nest.”

“I think that’s mostly the taste of nostalgia, Aster. I’m decent at best, but I’ll happily cook for you. So tell us about what you have been up to. We got and watched all your messages, but it's not the same as hearing it in person.”

With his agreement, Aster seemed happy enough to chatter about her friends and adventures in the Beast Academy.

Liz was extra interested when Aster mentioned Alyssa and how she was doing.

Liz flicked a rib onto her discard plate with a sigh. “I should have known that she would rise to the top of that sewer.”

Matt had a mouthful of cornbread, and Aster had taken the pause in her narration to shove an entire husk of corn into her face, so he took the hint and grunted out a questioning noise.

Liz thankfully understood and elaborated. “Well, shit floats, so of course she would rise to the top.”

Aster choked on the rib she now was gnawing on, and Matt couldn't help but cough so hard his eyes watered from the unexpected answer.

Liz was unrepentant. “I’m telling you guys. The entire beast academy side is full of elitist assholes.” Liz nodded to Aster and continued, “The bond side sounds a million times better, but the other side is all about who can kiss ass more. Who can earn more Feathers? Who can suck up to Mom by being nice to me? Alyssa would fit right in.”

Aster, who finished her glass of beer, nodded. “They tried to make us walk like a dozen miles when we had a meeting. I just kept spam pinging their side until they initiated a teleport. Did you know their palace is huge and made of high Tier materials, while the bond side has to deal with a friggin’ office building? It's unfair, I tell you!”

Liz cocked her head in confusion. “Didn’t they repair the building yet?”

“What?” Aster looked genuinely confused, which prompted Liz to explain.

“Mom said when she was at the academy, she burnt the nice place they had down, so the student council had to move into a temporary office building. You would have thought they would have built a new building by now.”

Aster twitched several times before reaching out like she was going to strangle someone. “I’m going to roast that chicken someday. That building sucked! It had a perpetually drafty window that always leaked. I built a wall of ice in front of the window, and it still managed to leak.”

Matt looked at the barbecue chicken leg he had been eating and pondered out loud, “How would you cook a phoenix?”

That earned him an interested look from Aster and a disgusted look from Liz. “What? Don’t look at me like that. I know how to cook other firebirds, but it's damn hard, as their flesh is obviously resistant to flame, so you need a shit load of heat. The problem is, once you reach a certain heat, the meat will quickly burn. Phoenixes are even more resistant to flames and have regeneration. It seems like it would be really hard to cook one of them… I’m just saying.”

Liz shook her head slowly. “Thinking about how to cook your wife. That's messed up on so many levels.”

Aster tapped a finger on her lip before cleaning it off. “What if you froze the meat first? I know that's how you cook flame halibut. It's got something to do with breaking the resistance to heat.”

Matt nodded. “That might work, but you’d need to be careful extinguishing it. That would ruin it and you might as well just eat a normal bird.”

Seeing she was being ignored, Liz dug into their mountain of food until the conversation naturally drifted back to one of their missions.

“I was so impressed you fought a Tier 19, Matt. I wanted to brag to my friends so badly. One of the lion twins hates Quill, by the way, so we definitely need to set up a meeting between you two before we go public. It will twist the knife so much deeper.”

Matt laughed at the idea. “Yeah, Quill gets annoying to play, let alone deal with, so I agree with her. It's fun for, like, the first week. But after that, it's awful.”

Luna had said she would protect them from eavesdroppers during this dinner, so they were freer with their words than usual.

Aster turned to Liz and waggled her ears and eyebrows. “Also, Kelly loves Torch. She’s a super huge fan. Has like ten Torch shirts. Her heart only burns for Torch.”

Liz went to facepalm, but seeing how dirty her hands were, she just went back for another helping of food. “I swear, when we go public, I’m going to publicly drench a Torch shirt in blood to kill that stupid trend.”

Aster shook her head. “No way, you can’t do that. It would become a collectible at that point. Actually, you should do it; then we can auction it off for a ton of money.”

That suggestion almost turned Liz into a fireball right then and there, and the two bickered back and forth until another round of food came in. Their conversation eventually turned into familiar territory, and they just chatted about what they wanted to do in the next two days.

Aster wanted to hit a spa as a human, and the two of them happily agreed, so they booked themselves a joint massage and body work treatment for the next morning.

They all chose to actually sleep a little, and when they woke up, they found Aster back in beast form, flipping through the channels on the suite's screen.

Liz seemed to take that as an invitation, and turned into her bird form before jump-flying over to Aster. The fox seemed surprised when the mass of hot bird fell onto her as she started to wiggle.

“Noooo! Not the heat! Not the ash! I just cleaned my fur! Matt, help! An evil being is trying to melt me!”

Liz squawked, “Take it back! I’m super cute.”

Aster, who had freed herself after a few failed wiggles, shook like she was trying to get water out of her fur. “Nuh-uh. Look at me; I’m cold and pretty. Clearly, foxes are better.”

When her tail playfully smacked Liz in the wing, Liz reared up and started smacking Aster with her wings.

“Phoenixes are clearly the better bird.”

“Yeah, but who wants to be a bird when you can be a fox?”

As the two argued, Matt tuned them out and went to pour himself a bowl of cereal. He was only three mouthfuls in when two disheveled beasts arrived at the table.

They just stood there looking at him.

Looking at his cereal and back to the silent duo, he sighed before pouring them each their own bowl.

“You two could have done this yourselves.”

Aster looked at her paws, and Liz looked at her wings at the same time. “How?”

Matt just rolled his eyes. “Clearly, it's impossible. I apologize profusely for my idiotic comment.”

That earned him a snort from Aster which he took as a victory.

When he was getting up, Aster transformed back into her human form before racing off. “I’m taking a shower first.”

Sighing, Matt went to take Aster's emptied spot in front of the screen, where Liz flew over to join him still in bird form.

An hour later, Aster had just exited the shower that Matt didn’t miss was covered in a layer of rapidly melting ice.

He was going to take his own shower when Liz flew in before him. Dropping back to the couch, Matt started flicking through channels until he found a movie he liked and watched the last half hour. When it ended, he returned to flicking through the channels, eventually landing on a local news station that had an urgent red banner rolling as the anchors talked quietly amongst themselves.

The banner just said standby, and he was going to change the channel when Luna appeared right behind him.

“Stay on it. Liz, Aster, come out here now.”

Matt was just as confused as the others, but when they all sat on the couch, he felt an ominous feeling washing over him.

Luna sighed. “Word just got sent out through military channels that Light and Shadow are completing the Path.”

Matt felt like he had been hit with a poleaxe as he whistled.

Aster said what he was feeling. “Oh, shit. Already? That means they finished The Path in what? A hundred and eighty years?”

Luna nodded. “We knew this day was coming soon, but I wasn’t informed as to precisely when. This changes some of my plans, but I suppose I just have to deal with it. It's also why I’ve been so frazzled the last few days. This was a surprise to everyone.”

As the news anchors bantered lightly, Aster brought out a small bucket of skills and assorted valuables. “Oh, and I got some cool stuff from graduating from the Academy. It’s mostly utility skills, nothing super fancy, but the amount of thought put into it is really nice. Let’s see, there’s [Create Mud] with a booklet on how to modify it to make clay for pottery practice. There’s [Damp Hands], though I’m not sure I’ll take that one, and a few more skills for pottery. Ooh [Layers] is a great drawing skill, too…” Matt had raised an eyebrow at that one. “It lets you draw on different magical layers, shifting, merging, or erasing them, before you release the spell and your sketches are finalized on your paper. [Mechanical Motion] is another good one, great for drawing the same thing over and over. You have that for enchanting, right Matt?”

At his nod, Aster continued, “There’s a few of the cheaper sword skills⁠—”

“Aster, you’re not going to use a sword. Not in a real fight. I’ve been to the academy. I know the sparring club you were in and while it can be fun and can teach good skills, you don't have the cultivation to actually use any of those skills in a real battle,” Luna chided.

“No, no, I get that. But some of the skills look so cool, especially the impractical ones. And I have plenty of slots in my outer spirit, so what’s the harm? Anyways, here is the shining jewel of the bunch, worth more than all the others combined.” Aster held up a pair of skill shards that had actually been polished.

From the theatrics, Matt assumed this would be some of the cracked skills from King Frederic. Possibly some unbelievably great ice skill for Aster. Maybe even a powerful winter ability.

“[Toucan’s Tongue], which enhances the taste of fruit and berries! I got one for each of you. It's a really nice skill,” Aster exclaimed, even as she shoved the skills into their hands.

Luna rolled her eyes as Liz and Matt laughed, and Aster continued, “It looks like I got my skills from Fred⁠—”

“King Frederic,” Luna said.

“From Fred. [Black Ice] and [Cracked Ice Canopy], the first is a real aurora spell that makes my ice, air, and winter spells harder to notice through exotic senses. The second is a good support skill, summoning an ice aspected mana barrier around a target, with the crack letting it work on summoned entities too. Both of the skills were very thoughtful, I’ve already sent him a thank you card and a fruit basket.”

They talked about Aster’s new things for a while as the reporters went over the comings and goings of celebrities and politicians. While Matt was inspecting a nice air magic wand from Aster’s graduation gifts, a breaking news banner appeared over the screen.

“Word is that Light and Shadow have just finished the ceremony to complete The Path of Ascension, and we should be receiving the transmission packet any moment now.”

It took a few minutes of building tension, but then, the male anchor started narrating as a highlight reel started showing parts of the ceremony.

Light and Shadow walked down an aisle in the throne room in ornate outfits while the Emperor and all the royals watched on. Then, the video jumped forward slightly until their masks melted away and revealed their real faces.

The news anchors had something to say there, but Matt had missed it as he studied the two.

Light, or Zack Varon, as was apparently his real name, was an ordinary man who could have been a run of the mill mortal on half the Empire worlds. He had lightly tan skin, brown hair, and brown eyes. The man was utterly unremarkable.

Shadow, or Allison Spein, had gone a little too far on the body modifications, though Matt couldn’t be sure if they were part of a mask or her real body. Her eyes were swirling pools of violet and blue, and her skin was practically jet-black and covered with white freckles in the shape of famous constellations from all over the Empire. Even her hair, as short as it was cut, was a riot of grays, silvers, and blacks. And with each step that she took, her hair bounced and created a tapestry of shifting shadows.

She had really leaned into the shadow motif.

Now that he had seen them, Matt would bet every penny he had that Light and Shadow had swapped personalities when under the mask, like he and Liz modified theirs. There was no way someone as deliberately and intentionally bland as Zack had come up with half the colorful things he had been quoted saying in the past. His spirit was far too no-nonsense for that.

Allison, even with a carefully-schooled expression on her face during the entire ceremony, positively radiated fun and mischief.

Together, the four of them sat in silence as the news anchors cheered and clapped.

Matt knew what was coming next, and figured the two immortal news anchors did as well, but they seemed carefully reserved.

Light and Shadow completing the Path meant that war was upon them.

The video replayed the envoys declaring war and the female anchor nodded. “As we feared, but predicted. Everyone please remain calm. The Empire has known this would happen and is well prepared. Our planet is far from the borders, but don’t worry, even if you have family there. These conflicts can last hundreds of years, and no one will interfere with the mortal populations. If you want more information about the war, we will have twice daily updates, in the morning and evening. But if you follow our sister channel, they will be dedicating themselves to the war coverage day and night.”

When there was a pause, Aster sighed. “Damn it. Why did it have to happen so soon?”

Liz nodded along. “They’re also so casual about it. Sure, this planet is far away from the frontlines, but there is no reason for them to brush it off.”

Luna raised an eyebrow. “If you think that was casual, look at the Tier 35 plus channels.”

The screen in front of them changed and another pair of reporters were on the screen. They seemed to be watching the highlights as well, but when the video turned to the envoys declaring war, the anchors laughed.

“Well, it's about time. We haven’t had a good war in a while, and our boys and girls deserve to get their hands bloody. Push back the invaders and earn unmatched glory and honor! When I was Tier 25, I killed dozens of those Republic weaklings. Anyone who dies before them is worthless.”

The male anchor nodded as his counterpart spoke and then touched his ear, interrupting her. “We are getting reports from the Watchers about the first engagements. Viewer discretion is advised for the content going forward, it’s going to be fucking awesome.”

After a pause for people to turn away, the screen changed to show a smaller planet that was turned into a giant fortress. It looked all so peaceful until the ships appeared out of nowhere and started opening fire.

Mana cannons fired bolts the size of buildings just to splash on the planet's shields. The anchors cheered, but Matt just felt sick.

That was an enormous amount of resources being spent as both sides started firing upon each other.

Ships were blown into chunks of nothingness, and many people died, but the anchors laughed and cheered those who scored kills on the Sect attackers. They, or rather the Watchers, were keeping score of each attack and its result, and the news anchors commented on the rising and falling of merit earned.

When the battle settled into simple probing attacks, the anchors returned with beaming smiles. “There you have it, people. The first attacks of the new war. Subscribe to stay tuned for all the war-related information on our sister channel, Ribble 2. They will have dedicated themselves to the war until its final attack, so get ready for more blood and glory. Betting channels are also opening up as we speak. I already have a bet on how soon until we see Light and Shadow, so join me in adding a little excitement for this fight.”

Matt felt sick at how they treated the fights. In comparison, the Tier 15 network they had first seen treated things with great solemnity.

Liz asked the question he wanted an answer to. “Is there an information source we can get that doesn’t treat this like a game, or like it doesn't matter?”

Luna shook her head. “Mostly the lower-Tier networks, particularly mortal ones, treat the war more seriously. I don’t advise relying on them, though. Remember that for most intents and purposes, this is a game. There are rules, and the destruction is kept outside of inhabited areas. Ascenders are half soldiers and half celebrities. The stakes are real, but they aren’t dire stakes for the Great Powers as a whole. Mortals don’t fight, and anyone who is fighting for the Empire is there willingly. At the end of the wars, whoever wins, whoever does best, will be paid and rewarded, just like any other competition, and so too are the wars broadcast like them. I daresay that tournaments and the like will become far less frequented for the next few centuries while there’s true battles to follow.”

Aster shook her head. “It feels so callous how the higher Tiers were treating deaths.”

Luna shook her head. “Is it truly? Consider the alternatives, should the Great Powers not utilize their armies as champions to settle disputes. Without a strict structure in place, inhabited worlds would pay the price, and everyone would suffer. But that is not to diminish the importance of these wars. When the Monster Collective broke from the Federation, the proposed reparations from the Tier 35 war were so immense that the fighting expanded fully to Tier 43 out of desperation. That fate, clawing them from the strongest Great Power to one who just barely managed to escape a death spiral, is what we fight to prevent.”

After that revelation, none of them felt like sitting around, so the four of them left the planet and boarded Matt’s shuttle. With four full-size adults, it was cramped, but that was helped when Luna turned into her cat form and curled up on top of a cabinet.

Liz copied the idea and turned into her bird form, taking a perch on Matt’s lap where they cuddled at the helm. Aster shot Liz a glare for taking her traditional spot, but took Liz’s chair in retribution, making a show of changing all the adjustments.

Activating the chaotic space engines, Matt waited for the ship to successfully tear through the fabric of reality and started following the set route to Ventillyria.

With the planet in mind, Matt looked up to Luna and asked, “What's so special about Ventillyria? Couldn't we just go to any of the other Tier 22 worlds?”

Luna held up a paw without looking up, three claws sticking out. “Three reasons. The first is that it’s near the Sect border, and will give you the opportunity to feel a bit of the war’s impact without actually participating in a battle. Similarly, the area will be flooded with spies and I want to give you a chance to engage in some light counterespionage. Thirdly, I like the system. It was a favorite planet for Pathers quite some time ago, but fell out of favor as the native population grew. I’ve spent many years there, and know the rifts well.”

Matt nodded and started going through the information he had downloaded on the planet.

He wanted to know the basics by the time they arrived.

Before he could get too comfortable, Luna spoke once more.

“While we have downtime, I want all of you to start practicing your mana control with mana patty. Aster, you stick to human form, and Liz, stick to bird form. Your control still needs work, and I need to see exactly how far you have slipped, Aster. There was a lot of time you could have been honing your skills at the bond academy. Like that rift challenge. It was atrocious. I’ve seen children handle themselves better than you did.”

Aster stiffened as she squeaked. “You saw that? How? What did you hear?”

“Did you think I wouldn’t be keeping an eye on you? I peeked in when I was close enough to send a [Clone], but I actually heard about it from Mara sending me a recording from your guide uniform. Imagine my surprise when I found out what you were saying. Now, let’s see how many debuffing skills you need to stop a Tier 18 monster, shall we?”

Aster started nervously laughing, but there was a thread of actual fear that Matt could feel through their bond.

Not really caring that Luna was there, Matt asked, “What did you say? You mentioned the rift but not what you said inside. How bad could it have been?”

Aster’s laugh got more nervous as she tried to deflect, but Liz squawked at her too.

“I was giving myself a running pep talk. Talking like how Luna talks when she's critiquing us. Her words of wisdom. And I may have added a few of my own.”

“Like what?”

“I’m not going to say it again and get myself in more trouble!”

“Come on, she already heard. There’s no reason to keep us in the dark.”

“You guys are crazy!”

“Don’t be a coward.”

“She’s glaring at me right now!”

“Cats are always glaring. Just tell us.”
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Allie followed the Emperor as they finished the first leg of their ‘trip around the Empire’. The man hadn’t been lying when he said that, but she hadn’t been expecting him to literally take her on a trip around a large portion of the Empire’s border regions to stop at important places.

But it made sense when she found out exactly what her Tier 25 Talent could do.

Tier 1: Innate free [Teleport].

Tier 3: Control space. Distance and control grows with Tier.

Tier 25: You may [Teleport] to places you are familiar with.

Unfortunately, it wasn’t so simple as the ability to teleport anywhere she had ever seen. It was more about her spirit, and Talent, learning where a given location was so she could then teleport there whenever she wanted. It would happen automatically over the course of a couple months, or she could force it to learn a single place with active effort. She could even teleport back to where she’d just left from, but only for about half an hour before her spirit ‘forgot’ where it was.

Zipping across the Empire and leaving ‘waypoints,’ as she thought of them, at strategic locations was leaving her spirit feeling like a wrung-out washcloth from the strain. But it was pretty much entirely worthwhile.

She’d been able to visit some pretty great coffee shops during this little trip, and now she could visit them whenever she wanted. She could get coffee from a different planet every day. Multiple times per day. Whenever she wanted. In the middle of a fight, even.

Now that was a good Talent. She just hoped the Emperor didn't want to turn her into a taxi.

“Wanna hop back to Relco and get a scone? I could really use a scone about now.”

The Emperor was surprisingly easy to talk to, she’d found, and she’d learned a lot about higher-level Talent theory during their trip. Apparently, her new Talent worked by actually engraving the locations of her waypoints within her spirit, and because he copied her Talent as-is, he couldn’t add new waypoints to their now-shared itinerary. Conversely, her temporary waypoints were permanent for him, at least until he refreshed his copy of her Talents.

She chose to interpret the twitch of his lips as a smile and continued, “Man, when I’m delving next, it’s gonna be great. Instead of being trapped in a rift for months and eating packaged food, I can just pop out and get something good. That would be amazing. A steak. Chicken marinade. Even a bagel. Ahhh.”

As Allie trailed off, she paused as the Emperor froze mid step, an actual grin spreading across his face.

“If that works…”

Before she could ask what he meant, Allie felt her own Talent coiling around her, whisking them both away. They materialized for a split second, then space twisted under the weight of the Emperor’s Domain and they were suddenly in front of a Tier 35 rift.

The guard flinched and readied his weapon before he saw who it was and stammered his apology.

“No worries. When was the last delve? Has the instance cycled?”

“Last week, sir. We can get more mana if you ne⁠—”

The Emperor interrupted him. “No, it's fine. I can handle it myself.”

Allie whistled as she felt millions of mana pour out of the Tier 50 and into the rift.

Once the rift had enough mana to support another instance, the Emperor swept in, with Allie trailing close behind.

She hadn’t even gotten her bearings when she realized everything in her spiritual range was dead. She had been less than a heartbeat behind the Emperor, and he had wiped out an entire Tier 35 rift.

Instead of gawking, she knew what to do, and blipped out of the rift instance. She waved at the very confused-looking guard, and fixed her eyes on the rift. She could feel the chaotic thrum of folded and fractured space deterring any attempts to reach inside of it. With a deep breath, she commanded her Talent to bring her back to where she just was.

Allie was taken aback when it actually worked, and set her down right next to the Emperor, where she’d been not a moment before.

She was just getting excited when the Emperor shook his head. “Don’t get carried away yet. We don’t know if it’ll still work after the instance cycles, and that’s what would be useful. Most talents which can access an existing rift instance need close proximity, and even most of those can only access rifts up to their Tier.”

At nearly an eight-to-one time dilation between the inside of the rift and the external world, fifteen minutes turned into two hours, and Allie used all of that time pestering the Emperor with questions as she established a new waypoint.

He even answered some of them.

When their wait was up, he looked at her, and Allie pulled herself to the beacon she had set up next to one of her favorite scone shops.

Buying two, she reached for her newest waypoint and pulled herself to it.

She braced herself for the sensation of slamming into a wall, or being flung into chaotic space should her blip fail, but much to her surprise, she appeared next to the Emperor. Seeing that it worked, she proffered him a scone.

“It works!” Her words were only a little muffled as she chewed her scone.

The Emperor's grin turned a little feral as he said, “It did indeed. Slight change of plans, as I believe we’ve set enough waypoints on the warfront for the time being. We should get you reunited with Light, and properly introduced to Team Zero. I think they’ll be quite pleased to meet you.”

Allie no longer had a bad feeling that she’d be playing taxi in the near future. Now she knew it for sure.

Shit.
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Matt’s first glimpse of Ventillyria was not what he expected. The way Luna had described the planet, he had expected an only semi-settled world, but the Tier 22 world was teeming with humanity to a degree that rivaled any other well-established world.

He was doubly surprised with how many people in Sect robes he saw. At least one out of a thousand were imitating the other Great Power's culture to an alarming degree.

Matt looked at Luna, but she just blinked back at him, as he now suspected her three reasons for coming here were either utter bullshit, or secondary to this. With that in mind, he started digging through the recent news. What he found didn’t surprise him; the Sects had apparently spent a great deal of effort to spread their influence to this region of space in the recent decades. If they were trying to create a fifth column inside the Empire, it seemed a futile effort. The defending garrison was composed of Tier 27 fighters, and few if any locals could be of use in that case.

Besides, most of the sympathizers seemed to be young and low Tier. The strongest person he felt in Sect-style robes was only a Tier 9, and while his sample was small, he doubted many of the older cultivators were as impressionable as the youth were.

Or at least, he hoped so.

He didn’t know what would happen to a planet that voluntarily chose to defect to another Great Power, but he found it unlikely to work in practice. He really doubted that the Empire would just give away a planet if some of the population said they wanted to defect. It was more likely those wannabe defectors would be sent on a one-way transport to the border before being told to ‘have fun.’

That bitter reality made the current social movement of the populous seem odd and…well, essentially useless. The Sects had to be throwing resources at this small opposition faction, but for what end?

To better plant spies? He thought that unlikely, as this world was the first place anyone would look for them.

To fund a terrorist cell? That was possible, but Matt knew from his Folded Reflection life that it was much harder to make a terrorist than a sympathizer. The Empire generally provided for their citizens well and ensured that no one could reach rock bottom, which prevented people from getting too desperate. That left any terrorist cell trying to find the people who had slipped through the cracks, which, to be fair, wasn’t impossible. Matt had recruited a few of them in his Folded Reflection life, but it was hard, even on a populated planet like this.

More likely, Matt figured the motive behind their meddling was to create sympathizers who would one day grow up and possibly take positions of power throughout the Empire, and would be a little more lenient on the Sects or their maneuvers.

Even that seemed unlikely, but Matt had no better explanation for their actions.

His browsing did show him why the Sects had chosen this world. The local noble had been badly injured in a rift and died shortly after an unsuccessful healing, just a few decades ago. His two oldest children were squabbling over who would get the throne while their aunt occupied the seat of power and was trying to cement her claim as the rightful heir. She was currently uncontested, as she was the only Tier 30 in the house, rendering the children’s claims fruitless and without true merit. For now.

As a result of the infighting, local security was at an all-time low despite none of them deliberately interfering.

That left this location uniquely targetable, and with its high Tier manufacturing capabilities, this planet was home to a number of high Tier crafters who helped fuel the local war effort. Most of that was centered on repairs, but this location was capable of producing new equipment on occasion, in addition to functioning as a local supply depot.

He could see why the Sects would want to target Ventillyria, and wondered if the Marquess’ death had something to do with them.

The military reports he had access to clearly showed that the local crafters’ production rates had been slowing by at least five percent since all of the Sect propaganda had become entrenched.

Officially, it was blamed on the sympathizers who held up shipments of raw resources and goods, but Matt couldn’t prove that true or false from what little information he had. The crafters could very well be chafing under the Empire's rule, and could deliberately be slowing down production.

It was just impossible to know from simply reading the reports.

They were nearing the outskirts of the city when Matt watched a group of Tier 4 men in Sect robes harass a younger Tier 3 man for some perceived slight.

He wanted to interfere, but knew it wasn’t a good idea. They weren’t doing anything physical, and he knew that if he did do something, they would most definitely report it to their superiors. Even if they thought that he was just complaining, Matt didn’t want the sympathizers to know they were there yet.

While he had good control, Aster didn’t, and was about to march over there and yell at them, but Matt held her back.

The missions he had done in the last decade had shown him that it was sometimes better to be more circumspect than he wished, but it was usually safer.

“Not now, Aster. They aren’t pushing the rules.”

Aster shrugged off his hand but didn’t approach. “That doesn't mean it's not bullshit.”

Liz nodded. “I agree, but strong words don’t give us a reason to interfere.” She then turned to Luna, who had been walking silently behind them. “Is this what you expected? You said there were spies, but this seems a step beyond.”

Luna didn’t speak until they reached the edge of the city and set down their house in one of the set-aside spots. “I had seen the reports, but it was a slight surprise to me as well. This place is a powder keg that could go off at any moment.”

Matt looked to Liz and then Aster. “How do we want to handle this? Aster, you haven’t been with us on the missions the last few years, so feel free to chime in if you have questions or suggestions.”

Aster nodded and pulled out her pocket notebook, which Luna smirked at.

Liz started out with their usual questions. “Do we keep it low-key, or start breaking noses?”

“Low key. This place seems too volatile, and the Sect factions are too established to just start punching answers out of them.”

“I agree. Best to move carefully. Let's get an identity or three going, and we’ll try renting out a few Tier 17 or Tier 18 rifts around here. That should get us in touch with the delver population, which should help us interact with some wannabe Sect people.”

Aster raised her pen, and Liz nodded to her. “How are we going to handle my identity when we’re using the Quill and Torch masks? I assume that will be our final covers?”

They all turned to Luna, who shrugged. “We will do what all teams do, and try to hide you as best as possible, which generally means having you not appear in public. You’re perfectly able to do tasks unrelated to Quill and Torch, if you wish, though it’s not precisely my role to find such jobs for you. If someone does notice your involvement in the official Path missions, then it will become known that Quill and Torch have an ally with an ice bloodline, as Queen is suspected to have, but it is hardly the end of the world.”

Aster sneered, but Matt could feel that she was already adjusting her tail to be more wolf-like through their bond, along with making her coloring more gray instead of white.

“Okay, good to know. I can use my full abilities?”

“Yes. There’s no reason to hide what you can do. Remember, the masks are to protect you and allow you to go out and live a normal life during breaks. They aren’t vital, so if someone sees through it, so be it.”

Matt turned to Luna and asked, “While we are buying rift slots, are there any you think we should get? You said you knew the rifts here.”

Luna waved her hand, and the screen on their living room wall showed a number of Tier 17 and 18 rifts. “There are a few excellent rifts for training on the list, and if you buy these, we can have you delve every three days in a one-month repeating cycle.”

Aster noticed it before he and Liz. “Some of these rifts are in the ocean. Does that mean the rifts themselves will be underwater delves?”

Luna grinned. “For the most part. This is, after all, a Tier 22 planet, and anyone here to delve is immortal. Underwater rifts are unique in their challenges and rewards. They aren’t popular, but there are people who swear by them.”

Aster snorted. “It counters all of us, you mean. I delved into an underwater rift a few times as a guide, and I hate them.”

Matt grinned. Rifts that spawned underwater were usually rifts devoid of air and land to stand on, which meant a drastic change to one's fighting style if you wanted to successfully delve them. Melee fighters had their attacks slowed, and mages who relied on energy spells had their attacks weakened in range and power. Mages who used more physical elements, like Aster, suffered less, but their attacks were still slowed to a noticeable degree.

Water was practically incompressible, so it was much more taxing to zipper through water than through air, and he expected he would be getting a lot of practice shortly. Liz, on the other hand, would need to keep her blood wholly separated from the water. If too much mixed with her blood, it would stop being blood, and she’d lose control over it.

Aster would need to part the water in front of her faster attacks, like Matt, or she would need to get used to drastically slowed and shorter range spells.

Matt was looking forward to it.

Scanning the other rifts Luna had indicated, Matt thought there were interesting choices, and even a few he thought might be easy rifts. Luna wanted them to get used to fighting as a group together once more.

After all, Aster had a human form now, and that drastically changed how she would fight with them.

They discussed what they were going to do for a little longer before Aster took a few minutes to get settled down in her old room. Once she had put away her things, they all used their masks to change into disposable identities.

Armed with them, they went around to local guilds, corporations, and government sites, where they inquired about the rifts on Luna’s list.

They were able to get most of them, but a few were backordered for decades, and even throwing around loads of money wasn’t enough to buy out a single team’s slot. They could have used their Pather privileges to skip the line, but that would only get them a spot if one opened up directly. If a team sold their slot, that privilege meant nothing, so they didn’t bother, as it might draw unwanted attention to them.

When they went to register for the underwater rifts, Matt got to experience a new side of the Empire. The underwater rifts were, well…underwater. Most people liked to be close at hand to the rifts they delved, which caused underwater cities to spring up on the ocean floor.

It took them a while to take a train down through the ocean but they arrived in the city. It was similar to the underwater auction site that they had been to on the vassal war planet, but this one was a dozen times larger and had outside areas cleared of water through formations that created bubbles of air.

A young woman in formal clothes at the information desk nodded to them before asking, “How can I help you three? We currently have a dozen free rooms available in a number of configurations. We also have an auction happening in four days if that is better suited to your interests. If you are here for leisure, we have a number of well-respected spas and other such amenities.”

Aster walked forward and asked, “What about rifts? Who manages them around here?”

“I’m sorry, but while there are two rifts owned by the Relsor, the rest are owned and managed by the local guilds. I can get you their contact information if that is what you wish.”

“Oh, I would love that. Speaking of the guilds, is the Vibrant Banners one of them? We are new here, but I’ve heard of their guild leader, Ulrade the Beast. He’s quite impressive.”

After Aster had gotten all she could out of the woman, they entered deeper into the city, and once inside the walls, they took their time to explore the numerous shops and stalls set up. There was even an open market where delvers had laid out their goods for perusal while they lounged back, eating and drinking to their hearts' content.

Matt paused when he saw a very interestingly enchanted item. It wasn’t a rift item, but rather something Talent made. At least, that was what he suspected judging from the mana flows radiating around it.

After picking it up and analyzing it, he looked to the group selling it. “Where did you get this? It’s very interesting.”

A woman who looked to be in her early thirties waved a single finger. “I made it, and you have a good eye. It's a breaker talisman. Single-use, but it can blow through damn near any armor. We use them and sell them to anyone who delves rift A7B14. Iron crab at the end of the rift, and he's a bitch to kill if you can't break through his shell. I sell them in bulk if you are interested.”

Matt shook his head. “Not really. I’m interested in your methods. Using Ahwhen piercing rune and a Gerald sticking rune is an interesting combination. Sure, you get a touch more power out of the combination, but the Ahwhen piercing rune’s damage falls off almost immediately if they aren’t directly touching the target. I’d have gone with a more standard Wendy's piercing rune and a Balder sticking rune. It's a touch less damage, but it’ll work no matter how it lands on the target. That is, unless the odd mana flows have something to do with a Talent?”

The woman leaned forward and waved the three of them into their little circle. “A fellow practitioner! I’m impressed. Most people don't notice the issues, and I don’t tell them. You are partially right about the Talent, but it's mostly a difference in design. That one is a display model.” She waved her hand and an identical stick appeared. “This is the real one.”

As she handed it to him, her two teammates watched on with interest, clearly waiting for something.

Matt looked at it before whistling in appreciation. He wasn’t even faking it. “Now that's interesting. You’re using part of its shell as a homing function. That’s not a runic Talent, it’s an archery Talent. Something with tracking and or homing in on a target, but you learned to imbue it into your runes.”

The woman laughed and seemed genuinely surprised that Matt had figured it out. “Good deduction, and correct! I obviously won't go into detail, but yes, that is the crux of it. The name’s Beverly; that's Shane, and that's Yosef.”

The other two nodded at their introductions, and Matt returned the introductions. “My name is Ken; that is my wife Tulip and little sister Kelly.”

Shane winked at Aster, who returned the gesture, but before they could start flirting, Yosef asked a question. “So, are you guys here for a rift?”

Liz nodded. “That's our intention, at least. We talked to the woman by the entrance, but she basically said the rifts are all bought up, and no one is looking to sell.”

Beverly finished off her drink and agreed with Liz’s statement. “That's generally true, but not exactly correct. What kind of time frame are you looking at? What kind of rift? What kind of limitations do you have? We’ve been here for close to a century, and know damn near everyone actively delving this area.”

Matt smiled and thanked her. “We are looking for a short-term delve, and we are flexible on the rift slots and rift types. We aren’t looking to push ourselves much. Just get our feet wet, pun intended, with underwater rifts. We realized that we had been immortal for a while, but have never really traveled from Apple’s Harvest, so we wanted to travel around and see more of the Empire. Try new rifts and all.”

Shane perked up at the mention of one of Tur'stal’s more famous planets. “I grew up right next door to good old Harvest. Great place, but I get why you wanted to leave. It might be a Tier 16 world, but everyone is taking life in the slow lane there.”

It was a good thing they had actually visited Apple’s Harvest in their early travels, so the three of them were able to banter their way through pretending to be locals.

In the end, Beverly's group was able to help them secure a rift slot from a team who had just taken a bad injury, and were looking to rent the slot out for a year and a half to both offset their medical bills, and ensure they didn't lose the rift slot through inaction. Rifts needed to be delved to prevent monster breaks, so any team who missed too many of their scheduled delves would lose said slot. It led to incapacitated teams doing precisely what this one was doing, or just outright selling the slot and waiting for something else to open up.

The three of them also made plans to meet up with Beverly’s team, who offered to act as local guides in the coming weeks. They had, after all, been on Ventillyria for a hundred years, and knew the local haunts better than they did.

It would also be useful to see what the other team knew about the Sects' growing influence in the area, which was a topic on all their minds.

Before any of that happened, they first had to change identities into Tier 18s and start delving.

Matt was as excited as Aster was, and their excitement fed off one another’s until the two of them were giddy and couldn’t sit still. Thankfully, there was no line for the standard Fire Bull Tier 17 rift they had purchased.

When they entered, Luna simply stood to the side and said, “Clear the first bit as you would, and we’ll go from there. I need to see how you interact in an actual fight.”

Matt took the forward position, with Liz holding a middle position between himself and Aster.

After they were all buffed and ready to take on Tier 17 monsters, Matt rushed forward and stabbed the first lone monster in the shoulder with a clean lunge, using just his physical strength to close the distance in a blink.

The bull screamed in rage as it tried to gore him with its horns, but Matt was already spinning. Anchoring himself with his Concept and using his blade as a lever, he threw the monster to the ground where Liz pounced on it, driving her spear into its neck.

Even as it bled out, its blood started to form spikes that were driven back into its body.

Aster stood there with a spike of ice, ready to launch.

Matt winced, as he already knew they had failed the first test. They hadn’t acted with Aster in mind, and immediately fell back into the habit of it just being the two of them.

He sent her apologetic feelings through their bond, but Liz outright stated it. “Sorry, Aster. We didn’t even plan for your assistance.”

Aster shook her head as her icicle fell into powdered snow. “No, that's on me as well. I should have started debuffing the monster, but I got ready to save you guys like you were one of my students to protect. Falling into a routine we've been out of sorts with won't be easy.”

The next encounter on the ashy plain was a herd of a dozen bulls, and this time, Aster started the fight with a [Dispelling Wind] that caused the bull’s flames to dim and flicker.

[Meadows of Rime] almost immediately followed that up, but with the general flames and monster element, the skill was less effective at creating blades on the ground, and had its range limited.

It was still useful, as Liz used the blood she had gathered to aid her in her attacks, but refrained from using it to cast with. Meanwhile, Matt tried to limit his spell usage to what a normal melee fighter would have access to. A Tier 17 rift wasn’t really enough to push them to their limits anymore, and they could manage it pretty easily with some general restrictions that Luna had set down for them over the last few years. Those limitations, more than anything else, helped them realize and shave away any flaws they had in their combat styles.

Matt’s imposed mana limit on external spells forced him to hone his blade work. Liz was limited to [Blood Manipulation] as much as possible so she was forced to pick and choose the uses of her blood, as Luna wanted her to fight with as little blood accumulation as possible as practice for future fights where she might not have access to a storage item.

Aster was at an elemental disadvantage with the rift type, but she proved her worth when Matt was going to take a hit from the side, courtesy of a bull that cast [Bull Rush] and accelerated wildly. It wouldn’t have killed him, but it might have broken a bone or two with the flaming horns enhancing its armor penetration. Aster had been able to pull him out of danger with a well-timed [Lifeline], preventing any issues altogether.

Now out of the way, he lunged forward to skewer the bull in the heart as it rushed past, and Aster cast [Cutting Hurricane] at the same time. A move which gathered the attention of the rest of the herd, which immediately charged Aster in unison, sensing that she was the biggest threat.

Things had officially gone sideways with the support being charged by all the monsters.

Matt cursed as he cast [Mana Slash] twice in quick succession before changing his blade to its mage form, where he used its bolstering effect on his wind spells to send out two [Wind Cutter]s backed by [Hypersonic Edge]. Three of the bulls fell to the ground with grievous injuries to their rear legs, but there were still more charging at Aster.

Three versions of Aster appeared and darted off in different directions but while that caused a few of the monsters to chase the illusions it wasn’t enough to get Aster out of danger.

Seeing that, Liz used some of the blood that she had accumulated on the ground to cast [Bloodthorn Vine], creating a patch of vines that entangled the monsters just enough to slow them down. Her [Blood Clone] then appeared under the monsters and stabbed two of them in their softer undersides before being trampled.

Between the two of them, there were only two bulls remaining, but Aster still needed to leap into the air to dodge their glowing horns that shot out gouts of flame. Just as she was going to land, one of the bulls spun and kicked the ground, sending out a [Magma Spear] right where Aster was going to land and forcing her to throw herself higher into the air with her Concept. Before it could even get back to all fours and make a run at Aster’s new landing spot, Liz had thrust her spear through its eye, killing it instantly.

At the same time, Matt redirected the attack into the ground with [Lava Manipulation], even as Aster cast [Glacial Spear] and obliterated the final bull that had charged her.

Seeing the monsters were all dead, they all turned to Luna, who simply blinked at them.

Her silence seemed worse than anything she could have said, as she just watched them, and all of them felt the tension build.

Matt shrugged with a sigh. ”Let's take out the swarm of bats, then go hit another group of bulls.”

He hadn’t missed the harmattan-like bats that had formed out of the floating ash that their fighting had created just as Aster jumped into the air. But they were still coalescing, and the few that had already formed hadn’t charged yet.

Aster cast [Cutting Hurricane] the instant the last of the bats formed, scattering their bodies, but the monsters weren’t so easy to kill. They instantly started reforming before shooting fire and wind spells at them, kicking up more ash and adding to the group's numbers. No matter what they hit the monsters with, they seemed to just scatter and reform moments later. They were starting to become more of a problem than a nuisance as they unleashed attack after attack.

Liz ended up finding the way to kill them when she hit one with a larger than normal glob of blood that wasn’t hardened into a cutting edge. The monster finally died when it was completely drenched and no longer able to reform. With the method to kill the bats discovered, Matt used [Create Water] for a few seconds, and the three of them used [Water Manipulation] to capture the monsters out of the air with giant sheets of water before burying them in a hole that Matt dug with [Earth Manipulation].

They all looked to Luna, expecting her to say something, but she was stoic as ever, so they continued to the next pack of fire bulls.

They were more careful when fighting the monsters, so as to not send ash into the sky or fly themselves. But while relying on their [AI] to shot-call, they worked together and started slipping back into old habits. It wasn’t exactly the same with Aster's human body; she was a larger target, but she was also now better defended. With her armor, she could take hits that would have been devastating to her in fox form and with hands she could use more traditional weapons that had been impossible for her to wield as a fox.

On their third pack, things started to actually feel good. When Matt dove into the herd of bulls, he used [Diffusion Shield] combined with a low-powered [Dispelling Wind] from Aster to weaken the fire projectiles that the monsters attacked him with, letting [Cracked Phantom Armor] take the flames without worry and greatly reducing his burdens as the tank of the group.

With the monsters' attention firmly on him, Matt cast three quick [Bolt]s, letting the lightning arc between the monsters and stunning them for a few brief moments. That small delay in their response was all the time Liz needed to ram into the flank of the group, bolstered by a [Swift Strides] cast by Aster. With the boosted speed, Liz was able to weave in and out of the fight long enough to deal damage and kill one of the bulls before retreating. The buff helped her ensure that she never caused enough damage to get the pack to turn on her, letting the monsters focus on Matt.

She had to block a few times, but that was exactly why she had the shield. Each time she did so, it once more proved itself worth every credit they spent on it, as it easily blocked the physical charges of the bulls combined with their magical flames. All without letting an ounce of heat or force affect Liz at all.

By the time the final monster fell and they finished absorbing the essence, Matt was feeling a lot better about their teamwork, but that was when Luna poured a bucket of cold water on his head.

“That was pitiful. We can do better than that. Aster, damage is important, but you need to trust Liz and Matt to do that. You don’t have enough damage to outweigh your contributions by just using debuff spells. Weakening [Dispelling Wind] to not kick up ash was a good idea, but why didn’t you just create a barrier above the ground to prevent any ash from rising in the first place? That goes for all of you. You all have [Air Manipulation] and could have done the same. Additionally, you could have used your ice spells and intentionally let them melt, getting you water to use in a similar manner. Matt, you’re in the center of the fight, but you aren’t a tank. You can act as one, but you should have been able to deal more damage, even with the limitations I put on your usage of spells. There was no reason for you not to be using [Hypersonic Edge] during the fight to cut through their thick hide. It might not be an actual armor piercing spell, but it's close enough that it would have helped you. Liz, why weren’t you more aggressive? I’ve seen you dive into harder packs of monsters just last month. Just because Aster is back, you don't need to hold back waiting for Aster to cast on you. Trust her to get the boosts onto you before you reach the monsters. She's the support; she needs to conform to your actions just as much as you do to hers.”

Luna pointed off to the side, where another pack of monsters roamed a mile or so away. “Keep what I said in mind and go take on that pack. Aster, I want you to fully focus on supporting Matt and Liz until you are more comfortable in that role. Then, and only then, do I want you to work on adding damage to the fight.”

With that resounding critique of their fight, they once more threw themselves into battle, just to have more flaws pointed out by Luna.

By the time they killed the boss two days later, they weren’t quite back to the level of synchronization as before Aster left for college, but they were doing much better. They were actually anticipating each other's movements after delving just this single rift, which helped their combat capabilities a ton.

When combined with the skills Aster had picked up during her time away, they would be a much more dangerous team if they could stop tripping over each other's feet.

Despite all the issues, Matt was happy with their progress. It was nice to have Aster back, and they were returning to their peak form quickly. By the end of the month, he hoped they could be back to where they were before she left, if not better than that.

The only good thing was that they were only 70 years old, and halfway through Tier 15. With 8 more years to reach Tier 16, they didn’t have to rush to advance and could hone their basics a little more.

He had almost forgotten Ventillyria and its Sect issue, but seeing the robes on one of the guards reminded him of their other duties.

There was always something else to do, but that was what kept life interesting.
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As much as Matt wanted to keep delving back to back, he knew that wasn’t possible. Ventillyria had a serious problem with the Sect influence creeping into the local culture.

While they were still waiting for their newly purchased delve slots to open up, the three of them started to look into what the Sects were doing.

Under two layers of disguises, just in case anyone was actively protecting the known Sects sympathizers' locations, the three of them went to snoop around. Matt didn’t think there would be any Sect agents holding down obvious strongholds, as that was just asking for trouble, but there was always a chance that they were betting on someone thinking that.

The agents could be using that assumption to blindside anyone checking them out. It was all they really could do, as ‘double think’ of that sort just led one to a spiraling pit of madness, second-guessing every decision and wondering if your enemy was one step ahead of you. They chose to prepare against Sect spies, but going by that logic, they didn’t expect to find any.

Through historical information gathered and sifted through by Matt’s [AI], then compared to and confirmed with the Empire's own information networks, they found that the initial Sect influence had spread from a martial hall run by one Ian Yestara.

The ‘Sect Master’, as Ian had started styling himself, had been a fairly unknown Tier 15 until his change in style, when he ‘invented’ a few easy-to-grasp modifications to common skills like [Fireball], [Mana Slash], and [Mana Strength] after a failed venture into an exploration of worlds that drifted by in chaotic space.

All of his ‘inventions’ were fairly common Sect skill modifications, but it was enough to create a small splash in the city he was stationed in, and no one really saw any harm in it. It wasn’t like modifying skills was anything new. The Empire did the same, and even had Madam Del'vir's guide, which focused on Tier 8 skills and was commonly available. They just didn’t have the cultural heritage that said every dropped skill needed to be modified before use.

Matt inwardly groaned as he read over the reports that had come out in the wake of Ian’s inventions. Yes, those modifications were usually improvements, but they were also limited in ways that a lot of people who just looked at the raw damage of a skill could overlook. The [Mana Slash] was a perfect example, as it had more damage per cast, almost double the basic skill, but its mana cost also ballooned to two and a half times the initial cost and the cast time was slightly slower.

Ian waved away criticism by saying that a fighter should only need one use of the technique to win a battle, and that spamming the attack was for those who weren't good with their blade.

On the surface, that might seem like sound logic, as ‘use spells effectively’ was basic common sense anyone could agree with, but his modifications had practical flaws like mana inefficiency and excessive force. Anyone who tried to point out the practical flaws was called inadequate for not being able to see the technique’s improvement, and weak for needing to rely on numbers to overwhelm their opponents.

Matt took note of the news stations that supported Ian’s ideas and the reporters who wrote the articles as people to look into, but continued focusing on the instigator of this entire fiasco.

After a year or so of gatherings from Ian's new 'Sect', increasingly obvious changes happened, practically screaming, 'Sect influence'.

First, Ian’s Sect had had three ‘disciples’ join from off world, and those three Tier 5s were suspiciously good at combat, proven when they swept the competition in a local tournament while only using the three techniques that his Sect was teaching.

Second, Ian himself had a very public inspiration which he claimed to be from ‘accepting the truth about fighting’, which garnered him and his Sect a lot of attention both locally and off world.

Third, the Marquess' healing failed just after, sending the local political landscape into ruin, with none of the three succession candidates able to get an upper hand for a suspiciously long time.

Matt was pretty sure the Sects were happily rotating their support between candidates to ensure none of them took full control over the throne, but that was pure speculation on his end.

Finally, a wave of new recruits joined Ian’s Sect, and three more Sects opened up in quick succession after seeing how well he did.

Without a doubt, the Sects were throwing money and resources at the little uprising.

Aster looked up from her pad and bit her lip. “I think I know what they want from this whole charade.”

Liz pushed back a lock of hair that had fallen across her face as Aster continued.

“Look at this place on the Empire map. It's a nexus point between six other worlds and is essentially a choke point to the frontlines. We are eight jumps away from the frontlines, but this is the most direct path from this duchy’s capital to…” She quickly traced her finger along the frontline, “Fifteen worlds. If they can hold this area, they can starve out those worlds and prevent them from getting any logistic resupplies between attacks.”

Liz nodded once Aster stopped speaking and gestured to the screen on the wall to display another view. “I agree, but I don’t think that’s all. This is a logistics depot as well. They carry tons of military equipment ranging from Tier 15 to Tier 30 for the battlefields around here. That's a tempting target. With the support they are drumming up, they can and probably have infiltrated the depot, and when they take over, I bet a lot of gear doesn't get destroyed per standard procedure.”

Matt flicked his finger and replaced the information Liz had thrown on the wall. “Also, look at this. I was going through the history of the Sects' infiltration of Ventillyria, and the stuff with Ian is both obvious and a —”

Aster raised her pen, interrupting Matt, and she asked a question he hadn’t thought of. “I saw him as well. What are the odds that he is who he says he is?”

Liz perked up. “You think they killed and replaced him?”

“Maybe. I know it's damn hard to do, but it's not impossible. If, when he was venturing off to new worlds, he got captured and they cracked open his AI, they could faithfully recreate most unique identifiers that the PlanetNets look for. Like I said, it's stupidly hard, but it's not impossible. In fact, it just happened four thousand years ago, when Baroness Opal got captured by the Federation. They were able to replace her with a spy for close to five hundred years before the person playing her slipped up and was questioned.”

Even Luna, who had been silently watching them, gave Aster an odd look, so Matt asked what they were all thinking. “How do you know that, Aster?”

Aster smiled, and Matt felt the pride through their bond. “Kelly wanted to make a movie about the situation, so we spent a few weeks looking up information about the case. It was a really fun movie! I got to play the torturer's assistant in it and had a really fun monologue before Baroness Opal broke free and killed me.”

Matt laughed at her antics and demanded to get a copy of the movie before Liz brought them back onto topic. “It's possible, as Ian was gone for almost thirty years, but it's damn hard to pull off, and I’m not sure it's worth the effort in this case. Ian owned a failing martial hall, and Baroness Opal was, well, a baroness. The effort for position doesn't seem worth it when just getting him to turn to their side is way easier.”

Matt mulled it over and brought their attention back to the screen. “It's an interesting idea, and when my [AI] stops cross-referencing false identities, I’ll set it on looking for actionable personality changes. Though that will be hard, considering he did change personality when he came back, so I doubt anything will be conclusive. But that leads me back to my earlier point. Ian is the obvious entry point, but look just three years after his return to right after the Sect infiltrators won those tournaments. That's more useful information for us. Over ten thousand people joined his martial hall, and security from the surrounding areas shows a ton of increased traffic. On the surface, it’s all good and legit, but that traffic falls off almost the moment the locals start joining his martial hall. When you look at the other martial halls, or rather Sects, that opened up almost immediately after that, you see almost ten thousand people join those Sects in the first few weeks.”

Liz whistled. “And then once the locals start to join, they fade back. Fuck, I wouldn't have caught that.”

Aster chewed on the back of her pen as she thought. “Does that mean we have ten thousand agents working here? We are good, but I don’t know if we’re that good.”

Matt shook his head as he denied that. “I very much doubt that. Those were fighters with dubious identities. My [AI] is currently trying to compare the body shapes and sizes of those who joined the various Sects with the limitations of known masks. From everything I can see, those ten thousand really were Tier 3 through 5, so they can’t have mastered shapeshifting. It's more likely the Sect behind this operation just shipped in a bunch of their younger members and had them drum up attention. Once that was done, there was no reason to leave them in place, and it would have been riskier to do so. Tier 3s mean the people they sent were at max thirty, and I really doubt that kids like that could have kept such a secret for the last few decades without a single one slipping. In fact, I don’t even think it was a full ten thousand people. It was probably closer to one thousand, and they just had each of them play multiple people. The identities are all incredibly suspicious once you start digging into them. All from far away baronies in other kingdoms that changed over rulers recently, making digging into local records harder than usual.”

Throwing up another few projections and graphs on the screen, Matt showed the three of them where his mind was going.

“This all culminates into the question. How did they get here? And I think I have my answer. Warren’s Whalers is a shipping company that, surprise surprise, smuggles goods. It's not unreasonable to expect them to have been used as the muscle to move a few people around. In fact, I’m almost certain, thanks to the shipping records showing them having large shipments arriving right before Ian got his influx of students and when those students vanished.”

Liz pulled his information up on her AI, and her eyes twitched as she started skimming through it.

Aster did the same but spoke around her pen. “Are they just dirty shippers, or are they compromised? The first isn't surprising, but the second could have an Inspiration’s worth of information for us.”

“That's what I haven’t been able to figure out yet. I think we need to infiltrate them and find out.”

The moment he stopped speaking, Liz raised a finger and asked them to wait. It took her almost a minute, but she finally explained. “I knew Warren’s Whalers sounded familiar; look here. Almost a century ago, they were getting harassed by their competitors, and it was speculated that some espionage and piracy were going on, though it was never proven. But then all of a sudden, they started getting really lucrative deals. Deals that all originated from Ventillyria.”

Aster pointed out the largest flaw in that argument before Matt could. “Sure, but the timeline doesn't add up. Warren’s Whalers troubles ended almost a decade before Ian left for chaotic…space. Oh damn, do you think they already had a spy team here before that, and either followed him or had already turned him?”

Liz shrugged. “No clue, but it's not like it's surprising that the Sects might have teams embedded this close to the border. I’d bet everything I own we do the same in their territories. It's just a question of if we can find out who the original moles are or not. If you look, there are a dozen other planets with lesser but similar levels of Sect influence along the border.”

Matt asked his own question. “Does that even matter? Like, I’d love to solve that question for my own curiosity, but does it really mean anything if we do? Sure, we might get some merits and Empire Points for the solution, but the real issue here is that the culture is kind of fucked. Really, does any of it mean anything? Even if we pull out the spies and show the planet that they were being manipulated, will it fix the problem? I don’t see how.”

Aster shook her head. “It might not solve anything, but it's not like we can sit here and ignore the problem. Firstly, we have a duty to help where we can, and second, the cultural drift will shift back after a few decades if we can solve the root of the issue. It's like an infection. If you can get rid of the source, the body can usually solve the rest on its own. Luna, what do you think? You have probably solved this whole situation already, right?”

Luna glared at all of them. “I think they are following the letter of the agreed-upon rules of war, and I can’t interfere in any way, shape, or form as a higher Tier.”

None of them were too happy with that answer, but it did tell them that they were on their own.

Eventually, they decided Aster was right, and they needed to do their part, which included ripping out the source of the infection: the spies and infiltrators.

That was a tricky bit of work, but it was always possible. The real issue would be finding the source. They could capture a dozen lesser spies, but if the mastermind was left free, more people would be turned to their side or brought in from the Sects. If they were able to take out the mastermind, they could either root out the remaining spies through interrogation of the leader, or the spies would naturally go to ground where they couldn’t do any real damage until the Sects managed to reestablish a presence.

The latter wasn’t ideal, but it was good enough for them. Without instigators, Ventillyria could heal itself.

With a goal defined, they moved out to investigate everyone they found suspicious in their overview of the situation.

Matt felt that Ian would end up being nothing more than a plant by the Sects. He still went and used his spiritual sense to scope out the area of the ‘Sect’ but quickly had to retreat when he felt a spiritual perception comparable to his.

That put Ian further up on their list of suspects and, instead, they turned to investigate the shipping company. That turned out to be a much easier prospect, and after a day of scouting the location, they felt comfortable enough to break in and download all the information off the internal servers. Or rather, they cloned the servers and used copies of the copies as practice for his [AI].

His [AI] was in no way specialized for that kind of work, but he had millions of mana to throw at the problem, and an unlimited amount of cloned servers to test his luck on. It took almost an entire night, but that was less a comment on his [AI]’s skills, and more a comment on how bad the security of Warrens Whalers was.

They didn’t find anything obviously incriminating on the documents, but they were able to nearly confirm that the Warrens had moved the Sect cultivators Matt had noticed. Their records noted a shipment of perishable foodstuffs that, for an unexplained reason, had needed to use their animal hauler. While they had described it as an unfortunate incident due to the normal ship being out of commission, a few shady-sourced payments happened once a year for the next decade, indicating it was much more than that.

Matt put Warren on his list to talk to if they ran into a dead end, as he was sure the man would know more, but he was off-world, and had been for close to a decade. He was the head of a large shipping conglomerate and moved a lot, but his location was at least known, and they could get to him if needed.

Wanting to check more locations, they took Beverly, Shane, and Yosef up on their offer to show them around the planet.

They socialized and visited a few of the more hidden locations that catered to high Tiers and their needs as a cover while they expanded their investigation. As they suspected, there were no people flaunting their Sects loyalties. When they finally did see a pair of people in Sects dress during a visit to a local bar, Matt knew it was safe to ask the three of them for their view on the situation when Shane nearly spat upon seeing them.

It could have been a trap to see where their loyalties lay, but there was a level of vitriol in his expression that Matt didn’t think was false.

Beverly grabbed him by the arm and said, “Don’t start anything. Not again. We can’t afford the fines.”

Shane wrenched his arm free but sat with them. “Fucking assholes deserve to get their asses beat every time I see one. Traitors, the lot of them.”

Yosef explained as Shane glared at the group in Sect robes. “His mother was in the military and was killed in the last border skirmish with the Sects. With the increase in Sect sympathy, he hasn’t taken it well.”

Shane turned his glare to Yosef, who just raised his hands, showing he wasn’t trying to start a fight.

“We should have started shipping them out to the border the moment they started sympathizing with those maniacs. What good are traitors? Nothing. We lose nothing of value with them gone. Mark my words; nothing good can come from allowing this farce to play out.”

Aster patted his arm and asked, “How did this even start? You could say it was a bit of a shock when we arrived. Thought our teleporter might have dropped us off at the wrong planet.”

Beverly explained after she thanked the waiter who delivered their drinks. “Oh, I don’t know exactly, thirty years ago? Maybe forty. Whatever the number is, it doesn't really matter, but the point is that some asshole started showing off Sect skills or whatever, saying they were better than what we use….”

She went on to repeat what they already knew, but Matt filed away the little bits of more personal information that the three of their guides spoke on. For instance, Yosef waved away the idea of the Sects using the people as a fifth column, and instead gave the theory that they were simply aiming for the local weapons depot.

Apparently, there were a number of failed attacks that never reached the news, but had circulated through the local rumor mills.

It was the bits of information that only a local would know that Matt was happy to get. It gave them a better picture of the overall situation and some nuance that they might have missed otherwise.

That, and Beverly, Shane, and Yosef seemed like genuinely good people, even if a little distant from the overall situation, as immortals who could easily leave before the war arrived.

With the new information, the three of them moved to investigate the army depot.

Located on Ventillyria’s moon, it was an ostensibly secure location and was considered a restricted airspace while still being close enough to the planet and the local nobility. Matt had asked Luna why it wasn’t part of the actual fortress planet, and she pointed out that a supply depot that was part of the fortress would be vulnerable to attack, which would risk the crafters.

And no one wanted to put the crafters at risk.

He looked into some rules of the war and learned that while official orders said all items were to be destroyed if it looked like the world would fall, that was taking advantage of a gray area in the rules of war that all parties abused enough to avoid closing the loophole.

That said, the moon was a hive of activity.

Close to ten thousand craftsmen between Tier 15 and Tier 30 were responsible for repairing all broken items in this duchy's war effort.

When not in an active war setting, they acted as a repair point and as a new item creation point when they had free time. But in a war environment, they had their hands full fixing the arms and armor that were broken by waves of attackers. Currently, only two planets in this duchy had fallen, but the rest had repelled attackers, and that came at the cost of items and people. The people could be replaced by reserves, but the items needed to be repaired before being sent back out to arm the fortress planets and cultivators who defended it.

All of that meant the moon was incredibly well defended, but it notably wasn’t staffed by the army, and was instead supported by the local Marquess’ guards to ensure they were compliant with the laws of war.

That introduced a number of possible flaws and ins for the spies to infiltrate, but it wouldn’t have been easy. That said, the spies had close to a century at least to infiltrate those systems.

They gamed out how they would break in, but all of their efforts came to naught, as they just couldn't do so on their own and had no idea what level of equipment the spies might have or where they might be positioned.

If the spy was the captain of the guard or had turned him, the way they infiltrated the depot would be different than if their mole was an ordinary craftsman. Despite the uncertainty, Matt’s [AI] churned through billions of mana as he tried to process all the possible information, looking for flaws in any of the information available to them.

For all that work, they still came up with nothing, and their only remaining lead was Ian and his Sect.

So, they decided to once more attempt to scout the premises.

Unlike last time, when Matt simply skirted around the edges, they decided to go in a little more directly.

Using their masked identities, they openly walked through the front door. Academy Storming wasn't technically applicable to martial halls, but it was close enough to the inter Sect battles that if Ian complained, it would ruin his image.

It was also a risk to show their masked identities on Ventillyria, but they were out of options, and there was an air that the three of them didn’t like. The mortal populations had started shying away from those in robes who started acting more and more unbound. So far, no one had crossed any legal lines, but it was quickly moving in that direction. Matt suspected that if the Sects kept pushing their agenda, there would be civilian casualties in the next decade.

They needed to, if nothing else, show the Sects that the Empire was watching, aware of them, and wasn’t sitting back idly.

Hopefully, their identities as Pathers would do that.

Or at least put some fear into the spies.

To that end, Quill sauntered in as Torch kicked one of the large, ornate doors down. It hadn’t even been locked, but if they were going to create a scene, they were going to hurt Ian’s Sect's pride as much as possible. That, if nothing else, might force out a reaction. After all, their entire theory of superiority was reliant on them being stronger than everyone else. If that aura was broken, a large amount of their support might vanish.

A few Tier 7s who had been doing stretches in the garden looked at them with shock written on their face and Quill gave them a rude gesture.

“Where are your seniors? We are here to kick ass and take names. We arrived and looked at what we saw. Wannabe Sect members. That's just not a good look.”

Pulling a broom out of his spatial ring, Quill swatted the two kids. It was pure theatrics, meant for the two dozen Tier 15 spiritual perceptions that had locked onto them the moment they kicked the door down.

“Torch, don’t you think it's a little too green around here? I feel like they could use some redecorating.”

Torch raised her spear and said a single word. “Burn.”

The moment the syllable left her lips, the garden and outer walls caught flame.

Wanting to add to the drama, Quill threw out a few talismans that created flowers of flames, which Torch spun into small tornadoes of fire that tore their way through the rest of the green spaces.

All the flames carefully avoided the low Tier students, but their job was completed when the doors opened with a slam.

“Who dares intrude on my Sect?” Ian was a physically imposing man standing at almost seven feet tall and well-muscled, but being a Tier 15, it was less impressive, as anyone could get the same with a few months of dedicated shaping.

Torch raised a fist, and when she clenched it, the flames extinguished.

Quill laughed. “Ahh, the puppet arrives.”

He let his mask smirk at Ian’s face twitch, but inside, he was cold and watching the rest of the disciples' actions.

The seven people standing around Ian were all Tier 15s, and Quill's spirit told him they were dangerous. Not dangerous enough to make him retreat, but enough to know they were a cut above normal Tier 15s. These were Tier 15s who had fought their way to their Tier.

Torch cracked her neck as Ian snorted, putting up a strong front. “I demand you apologize; promising Pathers or not, you can’t just go anywhere you wish.”

Quill laughed. “Let's test that. Let's see what happens when we pull away that veneer of Sect talk from you. Torch, if you would.”

At his command, Torch exploded in a burst of flames and launched herself forward. She was currently boosted by the physical cultivation portion of Matt’s buffing Concept ability, her own potions, and her spells. All of which made her Tier 15 even split of magical and physical cultivation as strong as a melee Tier 17.

Two of the Tier 15s rushed down the stairs but were defeated by Torch in a single exchange. When they reached her, their fists raised with mana coiling around them, Torch twisted in the air as she kicked the one on the left in the gut, hard enough to make him instantly vomit a mixture of blood and bile, while the other caught an elbow to the face that ripped his jaw off his head.

That caused the others to all rush down, but they were all quickly decimated and left bleeding by Torch before she stopped at the foot of the stairs, flames billowing around her armored form and following the pattern of her slow and even breathing.

Quill walked over the broken bodies of the spies and made sure to step onto each of their bodies. He was sure most would think that it was a simple method of humiliation, and he played that up by stomping on one man who tried to stand up, but he was really imprinting weak runes onto their bodies. The runes would fade in a few days, but it would let him track them until then, and if they went to a secret base, he would be able to find it.

Ian tried to regain control of the situation, but Quill cut him off. “You might want to move, Puppet Ian. Torch?”

Flames flaring, Torch rushed up the stairs past Ian and into the building, where she started burning everything. As people ran out, Matt smiled as he felt the other dozen Tier 15s fleeing through the back of the building.

The array that Aster was manning would hopefully mark them the same way that he had marked the Tier 15s on the floor.

“How dare you do this? This is against the law! I will⁠—”

Quill punched Ian in the face, interrupting him. He hit hard enough to make the punch be felt but not hard enough that it risked killing him. Despite that Ian gasped as his nose was broken.

“No one gives a shit, puppet. We are here for your master. The one pulling your strings. Are you going to be a good boy and tell me who that is?”

Ian spat on Quill, but a flex of his Concept froze the bloody phlegm in the air. “That wasn’t very nice.”

A talisman flared to life on his glove as Matt punched Ian far harder in the gut.

As the Tier 15 dropped to the ground, he got a message from Torch. “I’ve gotten scans of half the building. Buy me two more minutes.”

Quill let his mask smile as the building started to burn around him and he grabbed Ian by the hair, dragging him down the stairs and toward the gathering crowd. “Does everyone have a good view? This is what your undefeatable Sect Master is like. Cowering the moment someone stronger than him appears. Saying it's against the law. But that's an Empire law. The Sects encourage what I just did. They want conflict between Sects. If this was the Sects, I could kill him and all of you, and I wouldn’t be in trouble. I’d be applauded. Maybe all of you should think carefully about what you’re supporting and the tangential consequences.”

Shaking Ian, he dropped him on the pile of beaten Tier 15s.

Then, Torch came out of the now inferno behind him, and he slowly walked down the stairs as the building started to collapse behind them.

“Torch.”

Hearing her name, Torch raised a fist, and the flames that danced around the building turned into a massive flower before finishing in a puff of smoke.

Once they were past the spectators, they went through a few crowded areas and changed identities a dozen times before meeting back up with Aster after ensuring they weren’t being followed to check on their runes.

Two more Sects, and the bait would be set. Then, they just needed to see what they would catch.
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Once they had hit the three oldest Sects and marked the Tier 15s inside with tracking runes, Matt had expected the spies to lead them to bases or meet up with someone in command, but he was disappointed.

The Tier 15s went to their registered homes and called local healers, who were clean as far as Matt, Liz, and Aster could tell, and then did…nothing. They just sat there recovering without meeting anyone, going to any secret bases, or calling anyone on their AI. They couldn’t scrounge up a single lead.

With their big plan failing to accomplish anything of note, Luna started lecturing them about normal spy operations and typical fallback procedures. Taking that in mind, they were able to go and refresh some of their markers, which did take them to a rarely used warehouse where two of the Tier 15s from each Sect met up.

As much as Matt wanted to get close, Liz properly pointed out that it was obviously a trap, and the area was probably littered with tracking spells waiting for them to set foot inside their range and become marked themselves.

Matt knew the real world didn’t operate on movie logic, but he hadn’t really expected to run into a wall after their first step. During his past missions, he was able to identify and capture spies in short order, but the situations were vastly different, and he had to admit that before coming up with a new plan. Spies who had been there for at least a few decades were going to be well ingrained in the local populace, and would know better than to rush back to their secret lair after a pair of wannabe Ascenders came kicking down their door.

Adjusting their mentality to a longer-term operation, they set up simple spying formations around the apartments of Tier 15s to see who visited them and if there were any repeat or connected persons. They were clearly not going to solve this situation in a weekend and needed to get into the proper mindset.

A mindset that involved massive fines for their destruction of private property and a harsh warning that if their antics near low Tiers injured one of them, their punishment would be far stricter than simple financial penalties.

Settling in for the long haul had one benefit at least; they were able to hang out with Beverly, Shane, and Yosef a little and meet a number of other local immortals and integrate themselves better.

That, and their first delve into an underwater rift came up. Beverly was as good as her word, and had gotten the recently injured team to loan them the slot while they recovered for the low price of five Tier 17 mana stones. Normally Matt wouldn’t care about saving money, but with the fines they had had to pay, their official accounts were dangerously low.

Unlike most who would worry obsessively about delving three Tiers up, they were looking forward to the Tier 18 rift and the challenges they would experience. Not everything was a surprise, like they would have preferred, as the team who sold it to them wanted to make sure they weren’t going to kill themselves. But the rift seemed really interesting, and they needed something stimulating to do after their failure with the Sects.

When they entered the rift, Matt let his spiritual perception spread out and whistled. Or rather, he tried to whistle but just blew bubbles.

They knew from the questions that there would be a portion of the rift that was based in a city, but the city they found was visually impressive. A fully underwater civilization must have been the inspiration, as each building had entrances every few floors, instead of just at the bottom layer. The layout of the buildings was also less grid-like than cities in the Empire, and the buildings themselves seemed to be more freeform with their design, with some buildings starting out thin at the base before blooming into wide canopies that covered other buildings.

The city streets were equally as disheveled as the buildings seemed, littered with statues of something vaguely humanoid that held a crown in its left hand and a key in its right. If there was only one statue, it wouldn’t have been that odd, but there were dozens on each visible street.

He looked over to Liz and Aster, who floated next to him, taking in the sight. With Tier 18 rifts being so large, the city was correspondingly massive, but while his spiritual perception couldn't see beyond it, he could do so with his [Telescope] enhanced eyes. And in the distance, he could see three other cities separated by a seaweed and kelp plain that he was sure was full of monsters.

Floating away from the others, Matt tested slashing with his sword, trying to adapt to being underwater. They had spent an evening doing this in one of Ventillyria’s seas, but they all wanted to ensure that nothing was different in the rift. Thankfully, the conditions were the same, or close enough that he could fight almost as well as he could on land. At least with his melee style. His spells took a noticeable hit, as he had never really needed to practice parting the air for them like Aster and Liz had to.

If he needed a spell to move faster in the air, he just used more mana to cast it, whereas the ladies had been forced to learn how to do it with their Concepts.

Even though he couldn’t see her, he could feel Luna’s eyes burning a hole into his back.

Ignoring their manager, Matt floated over to Liz and Aster, who had finished their own tests, and they floated over to the first city.

Matt took the lead with both layers of [Cracked Phantom Armor] running at full mana, ready to take any surprise hits.

The team who had sold them the rift slot had asked if they could take armor-penetrating attacks, and Matt would rather not get chewed on today.

It was a good thing he was prepared, because out of an optical illusion created by the light filtering down from the false top of the water, a lamprey lunged at Matt from his blind spot.

The monster was only six or so feet long and as thick as his thigh, but it was fast, and its teeth glowed with at least two spells that gave Matt the shivers.

Twisting, he slashed at the monster even as a coating of ice slowed it down.

Instead of trying to dodge, the monster bit his sword, and Matt could feel the strengthening and repair enchantments he had put on the blade drawing more mana as they tried to keep the monster from biting through the sword. Cursing mentally, Matt cast [Mana Charge] and [Mana Slash], which blew part of the monster's head off. To his surprise, it didn’t outright kill it, and the monster tried to swim away, but Liz was ready, and her spear finished the job.

Blood swirled and accumulated around Liz as she grabbed it before it could diffuse too much. She could concentrate diffuse blood from the surroundings, of course, but it generally wasn’t worth the effort when compared to keeping it under control after a new creature died.

Aster also noticed something interesting about the lamprey's hiding spot.

“It's a light-based illusion. Let me see if I can spot them with [Illusion Manipulation].”

As it turned out, she could spot the illusions, but that didn’t mean they could find every lamprey. The monsters, instead of casting the spells themselves, seemed to just take advantage of naturally occurring illusions that the rift produced.

That was an interesting bit of information, and they slowed down their approach toward the city so Aster could check all of the illusions. A decision that paid off when they found a small chunk of crystalized light that their AI recognized as a pseudo-natural treasure that was possible to find in the rift. The small, solidified light was useful to any light or illusion mages, as the item could capture a scene and then replay it all on its own, acting as a backup to their arsenal. Crafters, on the other hand, used the item as the core of illusion-based items and could do some interesting things with its copying abilities, but that was all beyond Matt’s level of skill.

It was still a fantastic find, and would help recoup their fines, so they spent a good hour trying to find another one in the light illusions scattered throughout the rift’s depths.

Sadly, it was an hour wasted, as they only found ravenous lampreys intent on eating them.

Realizing it was a lost cause, they headed into the city, where the water got cold enough to force Liz to activate temperature enchantments on her gear. If this wasn’t a rift filled with high Tier water, it would have been ice instead of liquid. Aster, on the other hand, thoroughly enjoyed the cold and teased Liz for needing protection from the frigid temperatures.

Their first encounter was with a fish only the size of Matt’s hand that darted in to try and slice Matt’s throat. It even penetrated the first layer of [Cracked Phantom Armor], but its small size didn’t provide enough force to push through Matt’s various reinforcements.

Killing monsters by looking down really hard felt a little anticlimactic, but the rush of essence was a nice reward for almost getting a new hole in his neck.

Pulling the monster out of his neck, Matt looked at the razor-sharp fin on the monster's back. “This rift seems to have a theme, and I don't like it.”

With his lungs full of water, he didn’t even bother to try and talk and just used his [AI] to transmit his thoughts.

Liz agreed, even as she collected the blood from the fish. “Lots of armor piercing. Not really fun for anyone. I think I’ll copy Aster.”

Blood coalesced around Liz, solidifying into full [Blood Crystal Armor] and broadly matching Aster’s tactic of encasing herself in a block of ice.

While it stopped the fish, they were left relatively defenseless as squid darted from the darkness and sprayed them with sticky, obscuring ink. While Matt was able to repulse the ink with his Concept, the ladies weren’t as fortunate, as they were unable to dodge the squids’ crushing tentacles.

They escaped easily enough before they were actually injured, but were forced to shed their outer layers of armor for the required speed. Matt and Liz coordinated to flush away the squid’s ink with a joint [Water Manipulation], and Aster turned their surroundings into an icy slush as she targeted the squids with a number of debuffing spells.

Matt made sure to attract most of the monster's attention with a few well-placed [Mana Slash]es, and then focused on protecting himself with his numerous defensive skills. Liz used the change in the battle's momentum to block a tentacle with her shield and slice another off with her spear, before using the spilled blood to stab another squid in the eye as it slipped around her defenses and sought to break her arm.

The Tier 18 monster didn’t die, but its appendages were wracked with tremors from the nerve damage. Liz quickly escaped its clutches and finished it off, letting its death empower her as she went after the next closest monster.

Aster handled the ambush differently, leading the squids after her on a chase while she froze their tentacles and nudged the monsters in each other’s way, letting them shatter one another’s tentacles, leaving them defenseless for Matt or Liz to finish off. Unfortunately, the squid kept filling the surroundings with their ink, making it all but impossible for any of them to perceive what was going on. While they could mitigate the issue via [Water Manipulation] to both clear away the ink and give them a sense for where the squids were, it was a losing battle, and the tactic forced them to relocate and regroup.
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Aster watched the battlefield from the rear while not forgetting to watch her back for any of the small fish that had tried to dart in at Matt.

Liz was finishing off three final squid, so Aster delayed an incoming pod by conjuring a [Headwind] elemental, the white ribbons snaking through the water and restraining the monsters long enough for Liz to give them her full attention. A twist of her bloodline, enhanced by Liz’s concept, was enough to turn the waters around them to an icy slush. It further slowed them and their ink from spreading, and Liz tore into the new monsters with gusto.

With Liz stable for the time being, she turned back to Matt as he held off a half-dozen of the monsters. His left leg was in the grasp of a severed tentacle, but as the creature it had come from was long dead, she ignored it. Instead, she formed a barrier of ice around him with [Snowpack] and detonated it a second later to push back a squid trying to hit him from behind.

While Matt was holding his own against the flood of monsters, he wasn’t making enough headway to deal with his current group before a new wave appeared. [Meadows of Rime] turned the tide as the shards of ice in the area scored countless minor wounds against the monsters, giving Matt the opening he needed to truly start finishing them off.

Even as he was fighting, Matt kept rotating his position to attract most of the monsters swarming them from Liz and herself. As her attention was pulled out of fighting in a support role, she noticed a squad of squids coming at her from the rear.

She instantly split into an even dozen, illusions of herself springing into existence as she redirected her [Headwind] to ensnare and entangle the creatures after her. [Frost] and [Polar Ray] partially entrapped them in ice as [Absolute White] slowed their feeble escape attempts to a crawl. Liz was able to finish them off no problem, with a blood-clad projectile smashing through the squids’ eyes and shattering their frozen arms.

Aster was once more covered in ink, but ignored that besides making a note that she was going to suggest they finish their city off by range once they got a moment to breathe. She was tired of getting covered in monster fluids.
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Aster grumbled as she stroked her tail, slowly working out some of the ink staining it. “Okay, can we just kill the sub-boss of the area and hope the next city doesn't have squids? Because if it does, I’m going to be pissed. I’m going to spend hours getting the ink out of my tail.”

Not wanting to deal with the ambushers any more than they had to, the three of them circled the city, looking for the sub-boss they suspected to be residing inside. Sadly, they couldn't find it, and were forced to go back into the city and start clearing it street by street. It would have taken them weeks to clear the whole city, but this wasn’t a populated city on the planet’s surface. Instead of being careful with the buildings, Matt just hit each building with a few [Arcane Powershot]s until they fell down. Sometimes, that killed the monsters hiding inside, but most of the time, they crawled out of the rubble to get blasted by all of their long-range attacks.

It created a mess, and after getting massively fined for burning just a few buildings, it was kind of stress relieving to level a city without consequences.

Their antics did bring out the sub-boss, which, contrary to their expectations, wasn’t the giant statue in the city center, and was rather an oversized squid who started the fight by inking what felt like the entire city. Matt used [Water Manipulation] to keep out most of the ink, but when the giant squid with a silver eye rushed them with tentacles the size of a train car, he was pushed hard just to avoid dropping the spell and get them covered in ink.

Unfortunately, his concentration was broken when he took a bad swat by the giant squid after one of its tentacles shifted trajectories before he could react. The hit shattered [Cracked Phantom Armor], and Matt was only just able to reform it before he slammed into the ocean floor. With a few cracked ribs and a little internal bleeding, Matt stood back up and threw most of his mana into [Arcane Powershot].

Liz and Aster had closed in with the large boss, and by using their positions and triangulating their position with his own, he was able to narrow the location of the boss to a reasonable degree.

His first shot caused a scream that blew out Liz and Aster’s eardrums. The second missed, but the third brought the beast's attention fully on Matt.

Even without his spiritual perception, Matt could feel the water rush at him as the squid tried to crush then eat him. Instead of running away, Matt cast [Bulwark] and then threw his remaining mana into [Arcane Powershot].

The fourth shot blew off a large portion of the monster's mouth, but he wasn’t able to get the fifth shot off, as Liz and Aster hit the enraged monster from the rear and killed the sub-boss right before it reached Matt. Matt sighed in relief at the rush of essence that confirmed the monster was dead, even as he cycled it into his spirit just as fast as it came in.

With Matt needing to recover and with them all needing to get the ink off themselves so they could use their spiritual sense, Matt took a few minutes to be introspective.

He had taken the direct hit of a sub-boss three Tiers higher them himself and walked away with only a few broken ribs. That was something his younger self would have never even dreamed of.

When he had dreamed of his future, he was more like the quintessential hero who destroyed the enemies, and who only ever really got hurt when he defeated the final villain in a climactic showdown.

The reality was different.

For all that he could dish out a ton of damage with a blade and spell, Matt was a proverbial brick wall, and he liked it that way.

When the monsters were striking him, they weren’t attacking his team. He went back to what Legacy Manny had said. “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.”

Matt didn’t think he was quite as focused on the defense as Manny, but there seemed to be a nugget of truth for his own style.

He and the Emperor were hyper-flexible. They could do anything, and even if they couldn’t quite match a dedicated specialist in that particular field, they wouldn't be far off. When they had that much flexibility, they could be a menace in a fight, and in that last fight, Matt thought he might have seen part of his future.

He could deal so much damage with his attacks that he would almost always become the focus of whatever monster or enemy they were fighting. If he could survive their attacks, he didn’t just become a thorn in their side, but an impossible conundrum.

Were they supposed to focus on him and the incredibly dangerous spells he was casting, or should they attack Liz and Aster?

If they went after him, they opened themselves up to Liz and Aster attacking from the rear, and if they chose to ignore him, he could continue to bombard them with a nigh unlimited amount of spells.

But that was all predicated on him being dangerous enough to force the enemy into that situation, and being strong enough to take the punishment.

Matt just wasn't sure if he wanted a tank Intent, or how that would even work. He just didn’t feel any real resonance with the idea of being a shield. Most of the time he acted as a melee bruiser who had tank level defenses, but he currently lacked most of the tools a dedicated tank would have, especially for combat against real people. He was just really hard to kill, and was able to deal out a lot of damage at the same time, putting enemies in an awkward position.

By the time they were ready to leave, Matt had no great answers, but did message Luna with a recap of his ponderings, which she said they would talk about when they were out of the rift.

They had done that before, and Matt was pretty sure that if Luna wasn’t Luna, she would make a good therapist, as she always had a knack for forcing him to look at himself differently. That was a very useful skill for when the three of them were trying to create their Intents.

With one city cleared of monsters, they went to the next, which, while not a hard task, was an annoying one. They were once again forced to deal with the lampreys that liked to hide in the rift's natural illusions. If they had only needed to cross a dozen or so miles, it wouldn’t have been too bad. But with close to five thousand miles between each city, they were forced to deal with near-constant ambushes, which limited their speed. The only good thing was the fact they found another crystalized light fragment.

The second city was much easier to clean than the first one, thanks to the fact the monsters inside were crabs that had incredibly hard shells paired with strong claws. The crabs would have been easy to kill from a distance if not for their movement spell, which could turn them into bubbles and allow them to reposition at will. Even with that advantage, the three of them cleaned the city in less than half the time it had taken them to clear the first, thanks to not being slowed by the blinding ink.

When they reached the third city, they paused as Liz pointed out the obvious incongruity. “Rifts are weird. No one can deny that, but what's with the statues?”

Matt inspected the city a few miles in front of them, and just like in all the others, the city was littered with statues. The first city had statues holding a crown and key, while the second city's statues had been holding a sword and key, and the third city's statues held a key and a shield.

Aster cocked her head and asked, “Does that shield kinda sort of look like the crab shell of the last city’s sub-boss?”

Liz shrugged. “I don't see it.”

“Turn more sideways. Look, if you squint a bit, it actually looks like it.”

Matt did as he was instructed and sort of saw it.

Liz still couldn't see anything resembling the crab shell, but when Matt agreed with Aster, Liz acquiesced that they might be onto something. Even if his [AI] didn’t find it to be a match.

With that in mind, they cleared the remaining five cities until all that remained was the most central city, which, like all the others, was populated by statues.

Matt was almost ready to ignore them, when one lashed out with a mace that nearly took off his head. He was able to duck quickly enough to avoid the swing and deliver a heavy punch to its stone rib, which shattered the monster.

The essence proved he was correct in his assumption that this was actually a monster, so the three of them started cutting down the statues with extreme prejudice. With the monsters acting like true statues and standing perfectly still, the three of them were easily able to kill them from a distance, but stopped when they reached the city center. There they found a giant statue, standing tall among the surrounding buildings.

Unlike the other cities, this statue had a dozen arms with its hands empty, and it actively followed their movements but never took a step forward off its pedestal.

Liz pointed at the statue and said, “Look at that. Empty hands. What do you want to bet that we can power up the boss by giving it the items? See, I told you that the thing's shield didn’t look like a crab shell. We just need to get all the items, and maybe we’ll get something special.”

Aster agreed readily. “Let's go! I want to see what we get. Secret bosses and areas usually lead to way better rewards.”

It took them almost a full day to fly through the water to retread their steps to each city, where they took the items out of the city center statues, but Liz was proven right when the items they were hauling behind them pulled themselves free of the rope and flew to the boss's hands.

Once the boss was fully armed, it stepped off the pedestal it was on, pointed the wand it was holding, and shot an arc of lightning at them.

With them being underwater, the lightning spread and hit all of them, but their defenses were enough to block the attack with only a moderate amount of the damage penetrating to them.

Matt flew forward and, using [Bulwark], blocked the fifty-foot statue's sword swing.

Flaring his Concept and [Water Manipulation], he braced himself to stop the swing in its tracks, which created a massive collision that sent out ripples of water and destroyed the surrounding buildings as if they were made from cardboard.

If the monster had only had a sword, Matt was confident he could have held it up for the entire fight, but the monster had a dozen arms, and he was forced to dodge to the side as a mace, a book, and a gem tried to smash him.

The book started to glow with the gem even as the statue kept chasing Matt down, which gave him an ominous feeling, and he prepared both [Diffusion Shield] and [Bulwark] to block the incoming spells.

Aster kept to the side, but she aided his defense by casting [Dispelling Wind], [Meadows of Rime], and [Brittle Cold], the latter of which weakened the statue's Concept, which was restricting space and preventing any teleports or spatial items from working.

When the glowing items finally attacked, Matt braced himself as two oversized [Mana Bolt]s crashed down on him and sent him flying through a dozen buildings.

He hurt everywhere, but stood back up even as he flexed his Concept's repulsion to throw the debris off him and pointed with his sword in mage form as he cast [Cracked Mana Spear] at the boss.

The spell created a wave of bubbles as it vaporized all the water in its way before carving a line in the boss's stone side.

That once more brought the monster's attention firmly on him, and Matt smiled as he settled into a rhythm with the battle, blocking another series of attacks.

Liz came in low with her spear at the ready and drove a needle of blood into the monster's leg, before growing and solidifying the blood to the ground.

With the boss unable to move one of its feet, he and Aster had free reign to open up all their attacks, as they knew Liz couldn’t keep that going for long underwater.

Matt immediately rushed directly under the monster and started building up his Concept explosion and channeling [Sheer Cold] until he started hitting the diminishing returns of the spell.

Just as Liz’s blood leash fell apart, Matt cast [Sheer Cold], and the explosion of cold and frost turned all the water around them into chunks of ice in a mile-wide radius, which included the boss and a large portion of the city.

The boss wasn’t dead, but its stone hide was littered with cracks, and Matt switched all his mana regeneration into [Ice Manipulation] then commanded all the ice to stay as far away as possible from himself. Aster conjured her staff of ice, readying herself for a finishing blow.

The moment he was ready, Aster cast [Cracked Shatter] on all the ice, and Matt unleashed his own detonation.

The explosion seemed to rock the very rift itself, and despite his counter-explosion and spellwork, he was still hit with an uncountable number of razor-sharp shards of ice.

Liz crawled out of the ground and shook her head. “Fuck me sideways. That is a little too strong underwater. I’m glad I went extra deep because the ice still reached me.”

She twisted her shield, which had divots of white where ice had hit it.

Matt coughed up water and blood even as Aster happily swam over. “That was fucking awesome! Look at what it did to the boss. It's not even in pieces. It's in whatever’s smaller than dust! Damn, we are good.”

Matt nodded even as he pulled the shard of ice from his chest. “It's great and all, but I’m not going to be doing it again. Being in the center of the explosion is a little too dangerous for my taste. Damn, that hurt.”

Aster smacked him on the arm. “Don’t be a baby. I think we did more damage than your [Cracked Mana Spear] with that attack. Think about it. A Tier 18 boss that was juiced to the gills in one fucking shot! How is that not worth a hole in a lung? You don't even need lungs.”

Matt flicked Aster’s tail but didn’t disagree. That had been an impressive amount of damage and was something he wasn’t sure they could recreate outside of an underwater rift. At least, not without a stupid amount of prep work.

[Sheer Cold] could create some ice in a normal rift, but it couldn’t create a mile-wide block of ice without a corresponding amount of humidity, limiting the damage that [Cracked Shatter] could deal.

Wanting to see their prize, they went over to the pedestal and saw a hidden workshop or science lab hidden inside.

On guard, they were ready for an ambush but found nothing dangerous in the nonsensical lab of pipes that led nowhere, nor in the beakers filled with bubbling ice. Eventually, they found a pedestal that had a pair of mechanical arms that seemed able to stick to armor.

Matt nodded, seeing it. “So that's where they get them. I’ve seen these for sale on Ventillyria and wondered where they were from. They can attach to any armor and can act as a second pair of arms. They’re decent for physical fighting, but crafters usually snap them up before anyone can get their hands on them, though once attached to the armor, they are paired with it forever. They sell for a Tier 20 mana stone minimum, so this is a nice windfall.”

Aster nodded appreciatively. “That's cool. I'd be half tempted to use them myself, but I don't really need a second pair of arms. They look awesome, though.”

Liz agreed. “Same. I’d need to run them by an appraiser first, see if they’re even worth using for fights of our level. The lack of blood in them isn’t an encouraging sign, and I’d hate to deprive a craftsman of a tool that I might only use for a few short years.”

Clearing the reward distortion, Matt collected the disappointing reward of a block of silver, and they exited back into more water.

It was weird, but Matt wanted a bath after all this salt water. He was pruney in the worst way and wanted to check on the Sects. He had a bad feeling about their actions in the last few weeks and despite a nice respite in a rift, returning to the real world only brought those concerns back to the fore.
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Matt was browsing possible ways to infiltrate the local Sect strongholds with Liz when the entire planet seemed to rock. He initially thought it was an earthquake and nothing to really worry about, but that notion was ruthlessly crushed when the PlanetNet erupted with rapid-fire warnings about a possible rift break.

Just when the first rift break was confirmed, a dozen more warnings appeared on his [AI]. In seconds it went from dozens to hundreds, and then thousands as rifts all over the planet seemed to break all at once.

What had been a budding sense of horror turned into terror as he looked at Liz, and they both had the same thought:

The Sects had made their move.

Aster sprung up from her spot on the couch a moment before Matt and Liz burst out of their chairs. They only paused long enough to change into their Quill and Torch personas while Aster got into a more neutral mask; they were tentatively calling it Snowflake until they came up with something better for her.

Not willing to take the extra time to exit the building the normal way, Quill punched through the high-Tier glass and made a new exit for them.

Luna’s message reached them as they were falling, and Quill quickly realized by her tone that Luna was talking to every Tier 15 or higher on the Planet.

“Protect the civilians. I’m destroying monsters as fast as I can, but my first priority is getting civilians out of danger. Move quickly and do your best, but be careful. I repeat, protect the civilians.”

Hearing Luna use an AI any other time would have been a shock, but that was nothing when compared to seeing the city below him start to fall to chaos.

On a well-developed planet like this, rifts were integrated into cities just like everything else, but that integration meant monitoring and defenses. Rifts near populated areas needed to be in secure buildings that were meant to slow any rift break monster’s escape, while also guarded by people of an equal Tier, which mitigated the severity and chance of a rift break.

While he was still only getting scattered reports, those defenses had clearly failed or were sabotaged, if the explosions were any indicator.

The anger that Matt had under control instantly flared as he saw a massive praying mantis ripping into a bus full of low Tier civilians. Blood and body parts flew, but whenever someone was in danger, they vanished right before their life was taken from them.

Most were saved.

However, even in the initial moments, Quill saw a dozen people die. He didn’t know if Luna just couldn’t save them in time, or hadn’t seen their danger, but the toll on the civilians was increasing rapidly.

It didn’t help that this was a Tier 22 world, and the monsters attacking everyone ranged from Tier 15 to Tier 22. The area their hotel was in had an artificially weakened Tier 15 rift, so the monsters it produced were less of a problem than in other areas, but to Tier 5 civilians, a Tier 15 or Tier 50 didn’t have any meaningful difference to their survival rate.

The only good thing was that this was a Tier 22 planet with a large number of equal-Tier delvers who all sprang into action. Just from their building, there were hundreds of cultivators flying to the worst-hit areas to help as best they could.

Hundreds to stop the millions of monsters.

Hundreds to protect the billions of civilians.

Quill just hoped it would be enough. Hoped they could buy Luna enough time to start killing the monsters that had used the initial few seconds of chaos to spread out through miles of the city.

The moment Quill landed in the street, he cast [Bulwark] via a talisman over a taxi with a family inside, even as he brought the halberd he had been using as an alternative weapon down on a rampaging insect of some kind.

Even as the Tier 15 monster exploded under the force of his attack, he started processing the broadcasts from the PlanetNet, digesting the information that came in as quickly as possible.

The situation was, as Luna had said, not great. While the larger picture was still being figured out, a base level analysis of their predicament was readily apparent.

The terrorists had first sabotaged a number of rifts by entering them with enough mana to cause rift breaks in hundreds of rifts all across the world. Just as he suspected, they had also targeted the rifts’ security, and had blown holes through the outer walls while attacking the guards, thus buying the rift monsters enough leeway to spread through the cities like a plague.

They hadn’t even spared the smaller cities; the outlying settlements had also been overloaded, which caused hundreds of thousands of monsters to start rampaging and seeking out the nearest sources of non-rift life, after running rampant through the less dense population centers.

From the initial reports, that was where Luna seemed to be focusing her attention, as there were few immortals there to take the brunt of the damage.

Quill’s mind was surprisingly calm despite the similarities to what happened to his own hometown all those years ago, calculating exactly what he needed to do in this situation as he drove the halberd through two more Tier 16 monsters. But as soon as the thought that this was a deliberate attack hit him, Matt’s anger started to leak through again.

Still, while anger had its uses, blind rage wasn’t good in a battle where a stray strike could kill dozens, if not hundreds of people. That wasn’t something Quill was willing to see happen, so he tamped those feelings down.

There was enough death going on that he didn’t need to add to it. At least, not until he found those responsible.

Sending a stream of mana into [Fire Manipulation], Quill grabbed the flames from a nearby burning building and sent them at a small horde of monsters that were trying to breach the walls of the building’s neighbor. It took precious moments for him to burn through the high Tier monsters, and each moment cost lives.

Lives Luna wasn’t able to save.

Lives he wasn’t able to save.

While the first building he had stolen the fire from was empty of people, with only a few corpses inside to speak of the former occupants, the second was filled with people who had seemingly taken shelter inside. They had apparently used a variety of earth spells to block and seal the windows and doors on the lowest two floors. A great idea that had undoubtedly saved lives; Quill couldn’t fault them for that. The issue wasn’t their plan, but the fact the monsters could sense the people inside, and were digging through the false walls faster than the mages inside could repair the damage. The moment the monsters got inside, those walls would turn the building into first a prison, then a coffin.

Quill couldn’t save everyone, but he could at least stop that from coming to fruition.

Even as he washed the building in flames, Quill ensured that he didn’t let too much heat transfer over into the building, as cooking the very people he wanted to save would be an incredibly stupid move. There were unawakened children and building materials that couldn’t handle the level of heat required to kill the Tier 16 monsters.

Torch, who was also grabbing flames and earth using her staff as a medium, started crushing the rampaging monsters that were attacking another building, while Snowflake started creating massive ice fields to both put out the fires and slow the approaching monsters.

Feeling Torch pull at the flames he was controlling, he relinquished control of them and focused on [Earth Manipulation], sculpting a wave of compacted earth around the inhabited buildings that circled the intersection they were fighting in, just to buy everyone more time.

In doing so, he realized two things.

The first was that people were vanishing more and more slowly, and the second was that there were small monsters in some of the buildings already tearing their way through the inhabitants. It was those inhabitants who were vanishing. While they were usually pulled out before a monster could get to them, from the bodies Luna hadn’t bothered to remove, it was clearly a losing proposition.

Flaring his AI enhancement for a brief moment, Quill located each and every monster inside the nearby ripped-open building with his spiritual sense, before tearing them all apart with a rapid series of localized gales created with [Air Manipulation].

Blood and guts flew, but it was all monster parts. It was a close thing, though, as he did send a shard of wood into a woman's leg when he was tearing apart the kobold that was trying to kill her and her two children. That injury wasn’t life-threatening enough to immediately kill her, as evidenced by the fact she wasn’t teleported away, but it reminded him that he needed to be more careful.

Thankfully, the local bureaucracy was getting a handle on the situation, and the information being sent out through the PlanetNet was making things easier.

Those who could fight the monsters should do so.

Those who couldn't fight should hunker down inside an enclosed room until the danger had passed.

Those who couldn’t fight but were in danger would be prioritized by the higher Tiers who would teleport them out of danger.

Quill hoped the pluralization of high Tiers meant Luna wasn’t the only one saving people, but he feared that she was.

The massive explosions that were happening outside the city limits, like a rapid-fire staccato, told Quill that the worst of the fighting wasn’t happening within the city. Now that he had a moment to focus on it, he sensed squads of delvers killing most of the monsters before they ever reached the city in wide area attacks they could easily maintain, letting Luna focus on the delicate Domain work of pulling civilians out of immediate danger.

It just wasn’t enough, as evidenced by the dozens of attacked cities and millions of people put in danger every second.

That was where people like Quill, Torch, and Snowflake came into play.

Like Luna had said when she broadcast to the entire world, their job was simple. Protect the civilians by killing the monsters and relieve the pressure off the higher Tiers as much as possible.

Simple in concept, but far from easy in reality.

Even just the portion of the city they were in had tens of thousands of monsters crawling around, trying to attack any living beings they could find with extreme prejudice.

Launching himself forward and away from Torch and Snowflake, Quill drove his halberd through a bear-like creature with glowing, oversized paws that were tearing into the side of a skyscraper. The bottom few floors were mostly shops and were rapidly emptying out, even as Quill approached. He still needed to stop the creature, as it was big enough to possibly weaken the structure of the building if it caught a support pillar. And if the building came down, thousands would die, since like most buildings in the city, it had apartments on the higher floors.

To make matters worse, smaller creatures like kobolds and insects were using the opening as a means of entry where the much thinner inner walls might as well not exist in their efforts to find the humans.

The bear was a peak Tier 19, and it would be a struggle for him to beat in a rift full of them, but as a lone monster, Quill went with the easy route.

Overwhelming damage delivered in a single attack.

[Hypersonic Edge] to deal with the physical armor, [Dispelling Edge] to deal with the magical armor he could see as a layer of mana under its skin, and [Cracked Air Slide] combined to give Quill an armor-piercing attack backed with a massive amount of physical force. With it, he drove the halberd through the hide in one fell swoop.

Sadly, his weapon did not survive the impact and splintered inside the monster, where it detonated as the durability runes were overloaded, causing even more damage to the monster.

Unfortunately, the blow didn’t outright kill the bear, and even as it started to bleed out, it turned to him with mana gathering at its maw in preparation for either a beam attack or a breath weapon of some sort.

Quill didn't intend to find out, as he already had a dozen [Fire Bolt]s cast from Tier 19 talismans flying at the monster's mouth, thanks to his [AI] anticipating the move.

Even as the monster fell and essence rushed into him, Quill was already rushing deeper inside the building while he grabbed earth from the rubble and ground to cover the gap in the outer wall in an ugly patch job.

Withdrawing a hammer he had delved with a few months ago, he started swinging through a number of monsters trying to force themselves through a hole in the ceiling. His appearance thankfully caught most of their attention, and they turned on him, trying to bite and tear through his flesh.

Without [Cracked Phantom Armor], he was comparatively defenseless, but he had other skills to make up for it.

[Barbarian's Hide] empowered his flesh and skin while a layer of [Earth Manipulation]-controlled gravel gave him an extra layer of defense that the monsters needed to dig through, and he flared his repulsion effect at its highest power to push all attacks off course. While none of that was as good as his signature skill on their own, together, they earned him enough time to crush most of the monsters that had turned to attack him.

The hammer and its war spike made short work of the goblins and insects, despite their own innate armor and the lack of offensive enchantments on the weapon, but that was more a product of Quill’s own skills, both magical and mundane.

Even so, charging into the center of a dozen different monsters without his main defensive skill wasn’t without its risks, and he took half a dozen small wounds all over his body from where attacks punched through his defenses.

After all, monsters had their own Domains, even if they rarely used them beyond the most basic applications, and dozens of them were enough to punch through his repulsion.

Needing to move on quickly, Quill tossed out a dozen talismans, activating them and using the appropriate manipulation skill to direct the attacks into the monsters without breaking the stride of his melee slaughter, killing most of the horde still trying to get to him.

With the death of the last monster attacking him, he flared [Lesser Regeneration] and threw himself into the room above while pulling a scimitar out of his storage ring and using it to slash down half a dozen stragglers who managed to get through the opening in the floor.

Monsters died, but that didn’t stop them from taking out two young men who were trying to hide behind a table.

Unable to stop and mourn their loss, Quill ran through the nearest wall as his spiritual sense found the next family that was in the most immediate danger.

A father and his daughter were caught mid-stride sprinting for cover, a man-sized centipede menacing them and beginning to spit a green acidic liquid at them. Some scraps of clothing behind the centipede, slowly sizzling with the same liquid, suggested that there had previously been another running in the same direction, but Quill had no time to contemplate it.

[Air Manipulation] intercepted the acid before it could claim another victim, blasting it to the side, an [Earth Spear] knocked the insect on its back, and a [Hypersonic Edge] coupled with a [Wind Cutter] kept it from recovering and sent its head spinning through the air.

The [Wind Cutter] carried on, and while Quill was able to deflect it to the side, the trailing edge of the projectile was just close enough to cleanly bisect the man right above the waist, and leave a scar on the floor beyond him.

Quill cursed. He didn’t have the few hours he’d need to stitch the man together properly, but [Air Manipulation] kept the top and bottom half of the body together, [Ranged Heal] got the healing started, and [Bandage] ensured that he would at least live long enough to make it to a healer who would finish healing the man's legs.

That was all he could do, but it was good enough— it had to be for now.

He didn’t even stop his sprint, but made sure to send an AI message to the father explaining what had happened. He probably hadn’t even noticed the centipede.

For two of the families, he swept the monsters threatening them outside and impaled them with flying debris using only [Air Manipulation], but he needed to personally kill the other monsters to avoid doing damage that would bring down the entire building.

Wanting to endanger the civilians as little as possible, Matt switched to mainly using [Water Manipulation] thanks to water’s abundance and tendency to cause less collateral damage.

As he let his spirit spread throughout the city once more, he found Snowflake and Torch had separated, with Torch inside the buildings trying to clear the monsters out, and Snowflake running interference on monsters in the streets, throwing up [Snowpack] walls and [Cracked Ice Canopy] barriers to protect the civilians.

Thankfully, the influx of monsters had seemed to stop, so while there were still a number of monsters running around, there were fewer and fewer of them for those fighting. At least on the streets.

The buildings were turning into the battlefields, as the fighters on the streets slowly tipped the scales on the bigger and more threatening monsters. The corpse of an enormous anglerfish blocked off one street, providing some cover as several squads of fighters protected the entrance to a large apartment block.

They were still outnumbered by the influx of monsters that needed killing and the civilians that needed protecting.

Things seemed like they were turning around for the better when a new sun seemed to be born in the sky.

Quill paused just long enough to see that the moon had been cracked like a pebble, and debris was ejecting from the celestial body. Hundreds of miles of lava ran down the face of the moon in jagged fissures, radiating from a single point near the northern pole even as more debris ejected from the impact site.

It didn’t take a genius to understand Ventillyria’s supply depot was just attacked, but that was a battlefield for the Tier 27s, not Tier 15s like him. If the attack was focused on just the base, Luna wouldn’t be able to interfere, but it made Quill wonder just how the attack hadn’t broken the rules of war. If the attackers had any connection to the terrorists, Luna should have been able to crush them like so many ants beneath her feet for breaking the articles of war, but he wasn’t able to ponder that for more than a second before he was forced to refocus on the besieged city around him.

Quill passed by two buildings on fire, and then a third already being cleared out by a pair of Tier 15s, before he threw himself into the air and through a wall. He crashed into an apartment just in time to catch a dagger with his invulnerable left hand that a Tier 19 goblin was trying to drive through a woman's back, the monsters moving at a speed slow enough for the low Tier woman to know the horror she was being subjected to. Her calves and tendons were already sliced to ribbons, and the monster was preparing for the last strike when Quill burst through the wall.

While holding the monster’s blade with his left hand, he put a [Fire Bolt] talisman on the creature’s head, which caused a small explosion of gore but ensured that the woman wasn’t put at risk.

Now that Quill was inside, he threw a large portion of his mana generation into [Create Water] and then sent the water through the nearest walls in tendrils reminiscent of Liz. With them, he captured each of the monsters and crushed them with all the force he could muster.

Having cleared out that complex, Quill threw himself into another building, repeating his actions again and again. He was willing to kill with melee when he had to, but by relying on his [Water Manipulation] and [Create Water], he was able to take out most of the monsters quickly with minimal collateral damage to the inhabitants.

A few people had their sinks and dishwashers explode as he stole the water from there, but he considered property damage a small price to pay for people's lives, and he didn’t stick around to hear any complaints.

Quill was just entering his tenth building when the world vibrated for an instant, and every monster in his perception exploded into purple motes of darkness. Soon afterwards, the alerts from the CityNet and PlanetNet changed their reports.

The higher Tiers— Luna, it seemed, though her name wasn’t included in the message— had gotten a handle on the situation and, together, had earned themselves enough time to stop teleporting people and target the remaining monsters. Those who were wounded would still be teleported to hospitals, but there was no more risk of attacks. Civilians were asked to report to the PlanetNet with their situation, location, and physical status before doing anything else, so they could ensure they had records of those who made it through alive and could start making arrangements for those who had passed and left loved ones behind.

Those who were able were asked to start assisting local officials with whatever they could do. Healers were directed to hospitals and trauma centers that had been rapidly set up in a grassland, as it was adjacent to the dumping ground that civilians had been teleported to.

Not that the reported dumping ground was nice. Luna had apparently decided the dumping ground needed to be sterilized, and had done so with an attack that had removed any creatures and leveled the area to a mirror finish before putting anyone there. That had created a nice safe area, but now they were in a crater in the middle of what was once a nature preserve, and were lacking a lot of critical infrastructure.

Infrastructure which, according to the reports, was being brought in as quickly as possible but was ultimately insufficient. Hospitals all over the planet tried to absorb the influx of patients as fast as they could, though they were already using everything they had available with little to spare.

Calls for healers seemed to be the most demanding, and Quill headed to the local healer's station. It wasn’t even a proper hospital, but rather a clinic for the neighborhood that was overrun with casualties, as it was the designated healing area for this portion of the city.

As he floated in, a worker scanned him before dismissing him as she tried to stop a woman from bleeding out from a severed leg using only mundane tools. Seeing the arterial spraying, Quill cast [Bandage] on the wound, which startled the worker, who looked up to where he was standing and gasped. “Oh, thank the Emperor. Over there, people I didn’t think I could save. I have no healing spells. Please help them.”

Following the woman's finger, Quill found four people who seemed to have been pulled directly out of a monster's mouth, if the wounds he saw lined up with his experience.

A dozen quick casts of [Bandage] covered the worst of their wounds, and Quill hesitated to cast an actual healing spell. He was no healer, and undirected healing spells weren’t nearly as efficient at patching up wounds as a directed healing spell. But after a second inspection, he wasn’t sure if they could make it with just [Bandage] until a healer got to them anyway.

Making up his mind, he cast [Ranged Heal] on them. They needed to be prevented from dying in the near future, full healing could wait until the people who were bleeding out could be treated.

An AI notification from Snowflake told him she was helping to shuttle the wounded and that she was almost upon them, just before a sled of ice slid around a corner to them.

The still unnamed worker helped Quill get the people off the ice sled, while Snowflake immediately moved to go rescue more trapped and injured people who were inside collapsed or collapsing buildings. Torch was doing the same, but she was helping another district, having gotten farther away from him in her effort to save civilians.

Snowflake was just the first of many to bring in casualties. Before long, dozens of higher Tier fighters were bringing people into the healing station in whatever manner they could before heading back into the city. Everyone was wounded, but those higher Tiers ignored their wounds long enough for Quill and the hospital worker to stabilize the low Tier civilians. Despite that, they were still overwhelmed.

Quill was just about to ask Torch to send one of the official healers at her proper hospital to them, when an influx of teleports happened and set his teeth on edge, thinking it was another attack.

Thankfully it wasn’t.

With the attacks under control and seemingly no follow-up attacks targeting first responders, the nearby and untargeted planets had sent over most of their healers to assist them, along with a shockingly delayed response by the border guards and their healing teams. The reports Quill was getting indicated that this wasn't an isolated incident, and the garrison had been attacked in conjunction with the moon depot and terrorist attacks, which explained their delay.

As a man and two women appeared in hospital robes, they immediately assessed the situation before they started to bark orders while rushing to the most injured.

The apparent leader, a Tier 22 woman, called out, “[Bandage] caster on me!” even as she started stuffing the intestines back into a woman’s abdomen.

As Quill appeared, she seemed surprised he was the one with the skill and asked, “Do you just have the talisman, or have you gotten the skill?”

“Both.”

The woman let out a slightly relieved sigh and ordered, “Cast on her lower abdomen. She’s pregnant, and we need to try to save the fetus. The shock from healing will render it non-viable if we aren't careful, but if you can protect it, I can save both of them with an extra [Bandage].”

Quill did as he was instructed and then cast the skill two more times on the patient, who seemed more in shock about the pregnancy than about being slashed apart, but Quill didn’t have time to listen to her confused babbling.

The other two healers, seeing he had [Bandage], had him casting it as fast as possible. Quill kept up appearances by absorbing Tier 10 mana stones into the bandolier of rechargeable mana stones on his belt, just like the healers who were doing something similar with their own mana stone racks. They were just as fast as Quill’s rechargeable mana stone, but much more efficient.

None of them could afford to run out of mana at a time like this. Eventually, they had to fall back on his [Bandage] talismans, but that was their last resort, as the talisman was less controllable than the skill.

Thankfully, things started to stabilize after the first three hours. Those that were savable were brought from death's door, and those who could wait for healing were given what triage they could be before being forced to wait until they were able to afford the mana cost of non-vital things, like limbs being reattached.

With so few healers to go around, there was little else they could really do.

Quill and the other combatants who had undirected healing spells offered their use but were generally refused as that would just prolong a patient's injured status. [Bandage] was more useful, as it gave the healers some much-needed time.

[Bandage] was so useful, Quill was actually directed to a few of the more remote healing centers to assist them as much as he could. Thankfully, he wasn’t the only one with the spell; it had been close to thirty years since the spell was ‘discovered.’ There were a few thousand of them able to cast the spell who weren’t dedicated healers, mostly among the support staff teleported from the neighboring planets.

The next two days were a blur as everyone worked at a frantic rate, but eventually, things stabilized.

Quill and Torch were able to stop casting [Bandage] on the needy, and Snowflake was able to stop reinforcing damaged buildings with her ice constructs. Though that had only lasted the first few hours, and his bond had spent most of her time as a [Bandage] caster too.

Disaster had struck, and it had struck hard.

Out of a population of twenty-two billion, there were two hundred and twenty-seven million wounded, and fifteen million dead. A shockingly large number, but a relatively small portion of the planet's total population. That was less an indicator of the terrorist's bad planning and more an indication of the rapid response by the high Tiers, as the entire situation had been handled in less than ten minutes.

Luna, when she finally returned, was clearly in pain, with even the violet eyes of her cat form bloodshot and lightly crusted with dried blood, as if she had been crying tears of blood. Their usually taciturn manager had clearly pushed her still recovering Domain to the limit to assist. While most of the civilians didn’t know of her assistance, it being attributed to high Tiers in general, Matt did know, and kept it in mind whenever he wanted to get mad at her for not stopping the attack outright. With her destroying monsters left and right, she had prevented the situation from getting worse. Matt knew few others could, region by region, wipe out individual monsters that were killing civilians without also killing millions of those same civilians in the process.

Just two days after the attack, the acting Marchioness gave a speech about how they would rebuild stronger than ever and punish those responsible, going as far as to show the speedy preliminary trials of the terrorists who had been captured. Only a few dozen, but that was more than enough for the people to fixate on— especially when the involvement of the Sects was confirmed by those captured.

The attack on the moon was being dismissed as part of the terrorist attack, but Matt heard from the military channels that nearly seventy percent of the supplies had been looted by one Dao Child Maven, who had personally cracked the moon open and led the attack.

When they were finally able to sleep, Matt had one name on his mind.

For the first time in his life, he truly hated someone.

Dao Child Maven.

Someone who was willing to collude with terrorists to complete her mission of crashing the supply depot. He made sure to memorize the information the news stations broadcast about her and her supposed ability to counter Light and Shadow. He didn’t care about any of that. If Light and Shadow could kill her, that was great, but he promised himself if she was still alive by the time they finished the Path, he was going to kill her himself.
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Maven smiled as she entered Ventillyria’s real space, right at the very edge of the parent star’s gravity well in a small, single-man vessel.

Once she confirmed she was well away from the outermost planet that was the Empire’s local fortress, she looked down to the spherical artifact she had been given for this mission. As the result of secret formulae from a Talented crafter, it was made to connect two people across vast distances in a way that was nearly impossible to intercept, unlike [Spiritual Self] communications. The only limitation for the tech was the two devices needed to be in the same universe to function, meaning the communications couldn’t cross over to worlds that were nearby in chaotic space, but whose planets were not in the same universe.

Calming herself, she sent her spirit into the artifact and waited patiently in the illusionary realm that the device created. It was quite nice, with a seating area near a waterfall hidden inside a verdant valley, nicely contrasting the perfect baby blue sky. There was even a small pond filled with fish that came up to investigate the new person in their home, which added a touch of liveliness to the surroundings. If she didn’t know better, she would think this was a real-world miniaturized inside the orb.

Finding a tea set, she made herself a pot and then settled in for the wait while enjoying the scenery. It took almost a week for them to arrive, which was three days past the agreed-upon time, but finally, the local spymaster appeared in the illusion, and she got her first glimpse at them.

Normally, Maven would be respectful to someone so dedicated to the Sects, and her own Sect in particular, but she was irritated at the woman's tardiness.

An attitude the nondescript woman immediately picked up on. “Do not seek to question me, Dao Child. Things are not as they were before you entered Chaotic Space. The Empire’s Elder Luna has arrived with her newest charges.”

Maven required a moment to properly recognize the name, but her eyes narrowed once she had. The Empire had few Elders worth remembering, but the Elder specializing in training Young Masters certainly had been worth remembering. Her legacy extended across multiple dynasties, and she had no less than four Masters and dozens of pinnacle elites listed among her successes. She’d supposedly retired, but had returned to train another one of the Empire’s whelps, undoubtedly coaxed from her rest as a means of implying they had another group of potential Masters. A ploy that would work should their boast not be so utterly impossible.

Her presence complicated things, for certain. Their latest intelligence had the Elder at Tier 43, and as such, capable of foiling their entire plan should she decide to meddle. It was unseemly for a Dao Child to show distress, so her face was unmoved even as she realized just how close they were to disaster at every waking moment. Should their sleeves so much as cross the rules of war by a hair’s width, the Elder would end their lives before they could so much as think. Their requirement of explicitly following every letter of the law was never more important than it was now.

Furthermore, while the Elder was not a warrior, she did not need to be one to foil their plans. It did excuse the woman’s tardiness, at least. As a spy, she was not covered by the wartime treaties, and no doubt had to perform impressive legal wrangling to ensure Luna did not capture or kill her with a spare thought.

“What has she done?” Maven asked, as she was quite afraid that a large part of their mission was now ruined.

The spymaster’s fists clenched. “Nothing, yet. I do not know if she fully knows the scope of our plan, but she is aware of something. I know she suspects me, but I have been careful and there is nothing that she can do, in accordance with the Empire’s own laws. Not that there is much she even can do, before we make our move. Have you brought the final payment?”

“I did. Do we need to report this to the Sect elders? If she chooses to interfere, our mission is impossible.”

The spymaster shook her head. “It matters not. Everything is already set. The attack’s schedule remains unchanged, with most of the rifts already planted using the mana we were able to smuggle in beforehand. When combined with our Heart Of An Elder Tree still serving as a prime distraction for all others above Tier 35, we can simply hope that she prioritizes protecting her own proteges over interfering with our plan.”

Maven nodded, then had a thought strike her. “Indeed. In fact, I believe she may not be as much of a threat as we initially feared. When her students emerged from Minkalla, it was reported that she nearly broke her Revelations attempting to suppress an inspiration from one of them. It has only been a few decades since, not nearly enough for her spirit to recover, or possibly even her body.”

“As you say, Dao Child.”

Yes, this could still work. There were not many cultivators over Tier 35 present upon Ventillyria, simply a few parents who had not left alongside their children. And the prize they were leaving for them would serve as more than an adequate distraction. It was, after all, partially why the world had been chosen.

The spymaster flicked a finger and a file appeared on the table next to Maven, but she didn’t read it until she had finished her tea. The spymaster might have let her mannerisms skew to the Empire, but Maven was a Dao Child, and that meant being proper.

When she was ready, she adjusted herself to sit at the table appropriately and read the packet of information about the supply depot.

It took Maven a few minutes to digest everything, but when she finished the information, she let her gaze harden.

“The elders said you have cleared most of the obstacles. Why is there a new team of mercenaries stationed at the depot? This is an unacceptable deviation from the plan.”

The spymaster waved her concern off. “It's a wrinkle, but better than it could have been had I not interfered. It was only possible thanks to the spies I seeded throughout various sectors in the surrounding worlds. The only thing the three idiots vying for the throne agree on is digging me out, and they initially wanted to hire another three teams. Thankfully, I got advance word and activated a few other contingencies to pull the teams away. Now it is only one team of above-average Tier 27 Empire delvers. You should have no issue in neutralizing them.”

Dao Child Maven allowed the authority that she had cultivated during her training to shine through her normal persona. “This is still an unacceptable level of deviation. I will report it to the elders with the recommendation that your performance be more carefully scrutinized. Spy work is hard, yes, but I see the dates. This team was hired two years before the war declaration, so there is no reason it shouldn’t have been in your other reports. Do not expect me to clean up your messes.”

Standing, Maven looked out to the distance, deliberately not looking at the spymaster. “Watch carefully to ensure that nothing goes awry. Especially with Luna’s charges. I and my people will not be near them, let alone interact with them. That would be a flagrant violation of the treaties, and I will not throw my life away on a fool's errand. I hope there are no more surprises, or your head will roll.”

Calling attacking someone under the care of a Tier 43 a fool's errand was an understatement, but she needed to make her stance clear as this spymaster seemed all too willing to force her into precarious situations.

Yes, she could handle a team of Tier 27s. She was a Dao Child, after all. Her blood, spirit, and Revelations had elevated her to greatness, and she had forged them into an unassailable weapon through her own determination and the hand of fate.

She might not be able to go toe to toe with someone like Master Waters, but even the Senior Elder had never seen such might in his immeasurably long life. Normal delvers, even with a small Tier advantage, were of no consequence. She was confident that she could at least match Light and Shadow, no matter what abilities they had withheld. She had prepared counters for all of their displayed capabilities, and counters for many things which could be in their arsenal. She was no mere foot soldier to be tricked by withheld information; she was a Dao Child, and was the embodiment of all that the title entailed.

The spymaster looked like she wanted to say something, but eventually, she lowered her head. “As is your command, Dao Child.”

With that taken care of, Maven broke the connection and returned to her body.

Once she was there, she immediately spoke out, “I apologize for any brashness or rudeness of mine, Elder Luna. I hope that we might interact in accordance with the guidance of our elders, following their agreements and treaties to the letter.”

Normally she would never have been willing to remind a Tier 43 like that, but she felt it was worth the risk, as an angry Elder was something she couldn’t handle. An irritated one, she believed she could deal with.

She waited a polite minute before getting no response, then activated the necessary formations to tear through the veil of reality and return her to the main ship.

There she quickly rendezvoused with Captain Darok and Lieutenant Emily, where she filled them in on the complications.

Their reactions were as she expected, and while they might have emoted more than she would, they were expressing her own feelings.

When Captain Darok finished cursing, he looked through their plans and brought up one of the issues she had already seen.

“The team is sitting directly on the vault of the moon. That's dead center. Our original plan was to infiltrate it quietly and then blow the vault free when the rifts start to break. That's no longer possible with the team guarding the vault. Do we have any ideas?”

Maven had a few ideas, but she wasn’t entirely set on any of them as they were uncertain at best. The spymaster wasn’t completely incompetent, and had been able to get an inventory of the vault's contents, which were more plentiful than the elders' predictions.

Lieutenant Emily, on the other hand, had one readily available. “What if you simply crack the moon? That should be within your described capabilities, and while going in loud is risky, we don’t have many other options. Besides, being quiet is already shot since Luna would have quietly warned the security teams to be on guard after arriving on the moon. The only question is if we cross the line. Speaking of which, I suggest that I take over the exchange of goods and do it alone. We’ll need to dump the ship, as I can't move that many items myself, but it's safer than risking anyone else crossing a line. It’s unlikely, but still too risky for my taste.”

Maven nodded with Captain Darok even though she could see the hesitation in his eyes. He didn’t want to send his second in command into that level of risk, and from the profile she had on him, she was sure he wanted to do it himself. He had always been one to volunteer to accept the riskiest missions, but as the captain, he was no longer able to do so.

Taking the risky missions was Lieutenant Emily’s job now.

Maven knew the woman didn’t need the reminder, but spoke up anyway. “Remember, you are simply buying the keys to bypass the security codes from the Empire citizens. You need to be careful and not interact with any local law enforcement.”

If Lieutenant Emily did interact with the local officials, she was dead, but that was why they were doing the exchange deep in space. Getting the payment back to Ventillyria was the spymaster's and her local stooges’ job, not theirs.

For all the woman's apparent lapses, Maven knew she wouldn’t dare let the spatially expanded storage chests full of Tier 35 mana stones get intercepted.

That was the line they were walking. They were paying a terrorist network for critical information, but that was within the letter of the law, even if it was a known and accepted gray area. All the Great Powers used spies and local dissidents to funnel information, which was why they could pay the locals for the codes without breaking any of the non-interference rules that forbade active combatants from acting on inhabited planets during the war.

They just needed to be careful not to engage with the spy in a way that could be proven, so they could still claim those protections. Paying for items and goods was the loophole to supply the spies and underground organizations, but if they interacted with the spy, they would be crushed by Elder Luna. Yes it was risky, but Maven knew the Sect elders didn’t intend for the operatives they had built up in Ventillyria to last after this.

They only needed them long enough to take out the supply depot so the border regions would fall faster, which was why they were going out with a bang. The plan to take the supply depot was important, yes, but it was the best way the elders had to get Light and Shadow to the frontlines before they were ready. That would be the perfect time to try and capture them, even if the chance was remote. If that failed, they would still be able to take this entire region of space faster than predicted, and could hopefully use that advantage to snowball their lead.

Thankfully, Lieutenant Emily was able to complete the exchange of goods that got them the security codes to bypass the defenses around the moon. In the original plan, these codes would have allowed them to impersonate a shipment of raw materials and get them into the moon, but now they just needed to get close. Lieutenant Emily had brought up a good idea. It would be messy, but Maven was confident she could crack a Tier 12 moon in a single hit with a little preparation.

The two months it took for the spymaster's operatives to get the mana stone loads into the selected rifts was agonizing, but thankfully, nothing happened to derail the plan. Luna’s two proteges crashed a few of their local strongholds, but the spymaster simply let them act with impunity and didn’t retaliate. They didn’t need those strongholds anymore, and it wasn’t worth showing their hand to protect assets that would soon be burned.

A few Sect members they had planted next to their local operatives would get burned in the operation, but that was the fate of being too weak, and they weren't even important pawns that the spy master had been able to plant in other worlds. They would be uncovered no matter what after the coming attacks, so little was lost with their failure.

Maven was just happy that Luna didn’t seem to be directing the kids or interfering. She wasn’t sure she would be able to follow the Empire's stifling rules in Luna’s place, but she was grateful the woman wasn’t impulsive. Those even remotely related to terrorists could and should be called traitors, which should allow Luna to capture and kill them all, but the woman seemed too soft to go that far. It was a failing of the Empire as a whole. She knew that she would have rounded them up and used torture to find out who was guilty and who wasn’t, but maybe the woman knew or suspected the attack was already a forgone conclusion.

In her introspections, she wondered if those who brought the latest bags of mana stones into the rifts would realize what they had done afterward. They only had a select number of Tier 17 local loyalists who were willing to enter the rifts and knowingly deposit the bag with a very precise mechanical timer. In the past decade, the spy master had been using the true loyalists to seed rifts, but with the last shipment being so large, they would need to use less trustworthy assets to fill the remaining rifts. She hoped none of those extras would think too hard about what was in the bags and back out. The items were disguised and shielded from casual probing, but there weren’t many uses outside of causing a rift break for a device designed to vent the entire contents of a mana stone into a rift at a very precise time.

Greed could be a powerful motivator, but she hoped none of them got too smart. Fifty thousand rifts needed to be seeded in total, and it wasn’t an easy feat when each one that failed would mean one less rift for Luna to stop.

Contrary to her expectations, nothing seemed to go awry, and she was stationed with Lieutenant Emily and half the Cavalry division. The other half and the Juggernauts were with Captain Darok and were ready to attack the fortress to keep them penned in, splitting their forces between the fortress and the chaos below, and rendering them wholly incapable of reinforcing the supply depot.

Dao Child Maven stood in the hangar as they neared the moon, wishing she hadn’t ordered the shield deactivated so she had an atmosphere to sigh in. Sighing in a vacuum just wasn't the same, and she loved moons. Part of it was her bloodline resonance, but they took her breath away.

Power welled within her blood as the Lunar Rabbit within her spirit bounded forth, sending shivers through her body and Revelations alike. She loosed her power, and light shone around her as her Anchor manifested, turning her into a living eclipse.

From there, three of the half-dozen techniques she had derived from [Awaken The Beast Within] activated, resonating with her Talent and First Revelation to empower her and transform her into a hybrid beast of unmatched ferocity, even as she threw herself at the lunar body below.

Most of her body was from a Steel Bull, empowering her strength and granting her their [The Unstoppable Charge of a Rampaging Bull] technique, perfect for accelerating her and growing her momentum. That momentum was further enhanced by the Grasslands Bear’s [I Am More Real Than Reality], enhancing her already-metal body and making it even more dense than it had been before.

Lastly, the Greater Firmament Tortoise not only made her metal body nigh-indestructible, but even a fraction of its damage reflection abilities would aid her immeasurably.

Her Second Revelation ensured that there was no fantastic crash when she struck the surface of the moon, and instead she simply passed through it into its mantle. Then, she released her intangibility and returned to reality. Pressure sought to crush her, and she pushed back. The moon was her birthright, and she would brook no disagreement.

It yielded to her will, and the moon cracked down the center, a fissure opening upon her and letting a ray of light strike her face.

Using [The Caress of the Fanged Moon], she shoved the two largest pieces of the moon apart, opening a larger hole even as the crafters and support personnel were trying to run from the unexpected attack.

They weren’t her target, so she didn’t seek them out, but when five Tier 25 cultivators rushed her, she didn’t hesitate to eviscerate them, her unbreakable claws rending them into pieces after just a few strikes.

Lieutenant Emily and the Cavalry division were close on her heels, and their rifles spat out concentrated spell projectiles at all the depot guards who tried to close in on them. It was a good thing that the guards were mostly reserves, and not the best fighters of their Tier, as it allowed her free reign.

Maven led the charge, allowing her unstoppable body to serve as the ultimate bulwark for her supporting troops.

For better mobility, she cast [To Race The Far Winds And Emerge Victorious], allowing the spell, in conjunction with her Tier 25 Talent, to lengthen her strides and turn her body from a lumbering bear into a bounding and unstoppable predator. Her shell and silver fur effortlessly shrugged off the surviving defensive formations embedded within the base, reflecting them back to where they came from.

A cloud of smoke temporarily clouded her vision, but she charged through. Fire and lightning lashed out, but in this form, she may as well have been invincible. Average Tier 27 attacks couldn't do anything to her unless she stood there without using any techniques while they attacked en masse.

With her enhancements, she was able to quickly reach the first group of guards, who seemed to have a level of cohesion, and once more cursed the spymaster who had failed to do her job properly. She should have been able to bypass all of this, but instead, she was forced to slow down and deal with the new obstacle.

Techniques flew, but she relied on her armored merged form to get in close and unleashed her own techniques. [Striking Claws of the Crescent Moon], her favored melee attack, lengthened her claws and lined them with ethereal light. Where they struck, blood ran, and the glittering motes of light they left matched the dust in the air, forming a wondrous tapestry of scarlet and silver.

She merely dispatched the guards as confirming their deaths would be too costly in time, and she wished to reach the next group of guards before they finished forming up.

Lieutenant Emily and the Cavalry division kept up with her and broke through another two formations of guards, but in front of her was a nearly intact defensive station. In lieu of tearing it down, she transformed into a thunderbird, became intangible, and tore through the meager defenses against incorporeal enemies as though they were gossamer. She never fully re-manifested into reality, relying wholly on her claws and techniques as she tore the defenders apart.

Just as Lieutenant Emily and the Cavalry division arrived, Maven deactivated the shields and they progressed deeper into the moon, where they could finally see their prize. A massive vault the size of a small warship, defended by a dozen teams of guards in defensive positions, reinforced by a team of more elite fighters.

Maven transformed once more, primarily becoming an Earth Dragon with just a hint of Void Sparrow. The void would exact its toll, but the price was well spent empowering her claws and wings.

She crashed into their defenses, allowing her dragonscale to protect her from the mere Tier 27 foot soldiers until the real fighters joined the fray.

Three of their attacks all landed on the same spot of her armor, and one of them had a Revelation that tried to tear apart her defensive techniques. She responded with a flurry of void-enhanced feathers, her [Ten Thousand Feathers Which Are Mightier Than The Sword] enabling her to utilize her own wings as true weapons and ensure that the stone feathers cut through flesh and armor alike.

[The Hand Which Grasps Fire Fears No Spear] reinforced her wings and head as a second barrage of attacks struck her, and as she received covering fire from Lieutenant Emily and the Cavalry, she struck out once again. The armor of the Corporations truly was impressive, she had to admit to herself, and she mentally decided to investigate the feasibility of obtaining some for herself.

Captain Darok’s band were elites, and even while outnumbered and out-Tiered, half the Cavalry division led by Lieutenant Emily cut through hundreds of Empire reserve troops in just minutes.

The more elite team, on the other hand, was her problem. And even with her superior bloodline and techniques, it took her an unbearable amount of time before the last one fell.

Once the fighting ceased, Maven called out through her [Spiritual Self]. “Let's get the vault free.”

Letting her transformation fade, she joined the mercenaries in digging the vault out and then attaching it to cables that led back to the ship.

Maven and everyone else held on as their ship turned and ripped the vault out of the moon. Guards tried to chase them, but with the vault as cover, they were able to unleash a wave of techniques which prevented the guards from getting too close.

Maven took the opportunity to check her [Spiritual Self] and see the situation on Ventillyria.

She clenched her fist when she saw that in ten minutes, Luna had already cleared up the situation, and from the reports she was intercepting, the Elder had prevented thirty thousand rifts from even breaking. Or rather, she had simply vaporized most of the monsters around the thirty thousand rifts, leaving only twenty thousand to spew their monsters across the cities and create chaos. Even then, the woman had been able to annihilate every monster that had been rampaging in the cities in just ten minutes. She hadn’t even had to destroy a city or two to do it, which Maven had hoped for. A high Tier obliterating civilians for any reason, no matter how justified, would have made for great propaganda, but they haven't even gotten that out of this attack.

Maven shook her head in a combination of shock and awe.

The attacks had still served their purpose, and allowed them to complete their mission, but she had wished the monsters had longer to rampage. It would have sent a better message.

Captain Darok reported not long after that he was disengaging, having dealt considerable damage to the garrison, which wouldn’t be easy to repair without their supply depot. That would allow the Sects attacking in this region to quickly sweep through the border and up to Ventillyria before using it as a staging ground.

It hadn’t been a perfect mission, but they had done their job with only a few casualties on their side, meaning they were still combat capable for the next mission.

Maven and Lieutenant Emily had just put the vault in the ship's cargo bay and returned to the command station to meet up with Captain Darok. They were ready to celebrate a successful mission when she realized that Captain Darok was frozen next to the table.

Her spatial perception found nothing, but when she took a step to the left, she also froze, her body going stiff after seeing the woman standing in the room.

Luna stood there. In her ship.

At well less than six feet tall, the woman had to look up to all of them, but Maven didn’t feel like she towered over Luna. No, she felt like she was standing in front of a mountain, and it was glaring back at her.

She wanted to say something, but the hostility that radiated off the dark-haired woman was stifling.

Her rational mind wanted to say that this was clearly just her intimidating them, but Maven felt hostility. Actual killing intent. But that wasn’t quite right; she realized this was hollower than that, and if Luna had wanted to kill them, they would just be dead.

Her bloodline gave her another possible explanation.

Luna was a cat, and she had seen cats casually killing small animals before. It might be for food, but it also might just be because they were bored.

The Tier 43’s spirit radiated something between the two, and it paralyzed her.

Her only hope was that when their ship ripped its way into Chaotic Space, the Luna in front of them would just be created with a First or Second Revelation. They weren't able to leave the universe the main body was in, but her hopes were dashed the moment she felt them tear through reality.

Luna was still there, which meant this was either a clone created by her Third Revelation, or her main body. Regardless, she could trivially kill everyone inside without leaving a trace, which made her wonder if Luna really was just a house cat toying with her prey before killing it.

It felt like hours, but her [Spiritual Self] told her it was only minutes when Luna finally spoke. “I was tempted to just obliterate you all. Millions are dead because of your distraction. If you had stepped out of line, I would have, but you were careful.” Maven was letting the breath she had been holding out, when Luna’s next words caused it to stick halfway out. “I’m still tempted. There may be punishments for attacking you, but my patience has worn thin. But I won’t. Stay alive when Light and Shadow come after you, because I want to watch you die when my charges come for their revenge. I won’t take that from them. That is the only reason you are alive. Treasure your remaining time, for it won't be long.”

Maven was sure that she should stay as an implied threat, but the Luna in front of her started to dissolve into purple motes of light from the feet up, moments after her final word was uttered. The last thing to vanish was her slitted eyes.

Eyes that contained barely restrained anger.

Eyes that Maven was sure would haunt her dreams for weeks to come.
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When Matt woke up a few hours after his nap, he stealthily slipped out of Liz and Aster’s embrace, quietly padding into the kitchen, where he spent almost ten minutes looking out of their living room window at the world beyond.

It was far too reminiscent of Lilly for his liking, with still-smoking craters and ruined buildings waiting for demolition, but that was a sentiment he was sure would be present until they left this planet. This was just far too close to his own past trauma for him to ever feel comfortable, but seeing it, he was determined to do what he could.

After running through some calculations, he settled on two, possibly three weeks before they needed to move on. He wanted to stay and protect Ventillyria and its people, but as much as he hated to admit it, the three of them weren’t really needed here. Matt, Liz, and Aster weren't construction crews, nor were they therapists… They were soldiers. Just soldiers who had been too weak to actually change things.

That was why they needed to leave.

Matt was conflicted. He knew that he should be happy as he had deliberately contributed to making the disaster just a tiny bit better, something he had always wanted to be able to do from his time as a kid on Lilly. But when he thought of Luna and her slaughtering a planet of monsters in minutes, even with a still crippled Domain, he wanted that kind of power. That level of power seemed like a distant dream, but looking up to the place where the moon had been shattered by Dao Child Maven showed him a far more possible goal.

Tier 25. He could do that.

Matt corrected himself with a shake; they could do that.

He wasn’t alone.

Looking up at the predawn sky, Matt reaffirmed his vow to himself. He was going to kill Dao Child Maven with his bare hands. The selfish part of him hoped Light and Shadow never caught up to her, as he wanted to wring her neck himself, but he would be happy as long as she died. Preferably slowly, but that was something from the movies that rarely happened in real life. An immortal of her caliber could easily escape given even half a chance, meaning any fight would either end with her dead or fleeing. And the second wasn't an option he could accept.

As much as he hated to admit it, this was a reminder of the truth of the Realm. Those who were weak were at the mercy of the strong. Civilization was a veneer allowed to exist because those at the top of the pyramid wanted it, and the only way to free yourself from the game was to become strong enough to stand on top as well. But Matt wasn’t really sure that was freeing yourself. That just seemed like another way to shackle yourself to the power structure of the world, but he also didn’t care. He needed to get stronger because in the end, only being able to kill a few dozen monsters and save a few hundred civilians, maybe a few thousand, wasn’t enough.

If he was a Tier 25, he could have saved far more people, lessening the burden Luna had dealt with. And more importantly, he could have chased after Dao Child Maven.

Sensing he was starting to spiral, Matt wrenched himself away from the window and went to start making breakfast for everyone.

If Luna didn’t show up, he intended to go and help with the reconstruction any way he could. He wasn’t a construction worker, but he also didn’t need to be; entire city blocks would need to be demolished, and the materials carted off to rifts to make way for new construction. They would need people to throw up temporary accommodations to house everyone, they would need social services and people to help distribute food, and they would need people to help watch the orphans.

Matt clenched his fist and crushed his stirring spoon into splinters at the thought. He knew how scared they would be, left to sleep in an unfamiliar place, the adults not willing to tell them anything. The lucky ones would find at least one parent alive, just receiving medical attention. The others would concoct dozens of increasingly implausible scenarios to explain their parents’ absence, despite knowing that with each minute that passed the likelihood of them being found alive diminished.

He couldn’t fix it; no one could, but he could be there. They wouldn’t see it as helpful, but he knew that in the coming years, the presence of an adult who had been through it could help. Or at least, he hoped it would.

Tossing the eggs littered with splinters in the trash, Matt restarted breakfast just in time for Liz and Aster to crawl out of bed at the smells.

They didn’t say anything for a few long moments before Liz asked, “Was it this bad for you?”

Matt wanted to speak, but the words got caught in his throat. Aster, thankfully, had a connection to his spirit. “It was worse for him. Or rather, it felt that way as a kid.”

Matt nodded in agreement. “I'm on the other side now, but there is a level of destruction where things are just awful. This is on a larger scale, but if you isolate a single city, this is exactly what happened to Lilly and me. It's still the same pain, same trauma, same tragedy, just on a much larger scale. For the individuals who lived through it, it's the same thing. I get what they are going through, and worst of all, I know no matter what we do, it's a drop in the bucket. I just wish we could have prevented this. I—” Stopping himself, Matt shook his head. “It's all awful, but it’s not a competition.”

Liz didn’t say anything until breakfast was served, but she did hold his hand the moment he sat. “Talk to us if you need to. Don’t hold it in.”

Matt nodded even as he shoved a large piece of French toast into his mouth, chewing silently, letting his mind race.

The moment Matt put down his fork, Luna appeared. She was back to looking human, and her body was in one piece, but she still looked utterly exhausted. “How are you?”

She looked at all of them but focused on Matt. He knew she was worried about his mental state.

Matt shook his head to answer her silent question. “I’m not going to fall apart. I’m just angry; I want to kill Maven, I want to scream at my weakness, I want to help however I can.” That earned him a nod from his manager, but before she could speak, Matt asked his own question. “How are you? You looked like shit yesterday.”

Luna just blinked at him, and he thought she wasn’t going to answer him, but eventually, she did. “If I am lucky, my Domain will be fully recovered by the time you finish the Path, but that is more than acceptable. I know you have questions, and I must assure you I did all that I could within my confines.

“Legally speaking, I could not act until the attack was underway. I had no legal proof of any attack beforehand without the spy in hand, and mere suspicions are insufficient for a warrant for additional investigation. You’re, of course, already aware of the basics, but the Empire has stringent laws to protect the privacy of those who could never detect, let alone block, the gaze of anyone sufficiently stronger than them. I also did not realize the full scale of the attack until then, as portions of it must have been set up for months, if not years, before our arrival. Spying into an active rift instance is far from trivial, even at this Tier difference, and forcing my way inside of one to remove one of the mana bombs would be quite challenging, even if I was at my best. They are also both highly illegal, and I would risk execution had I attempted it. Eliminating the terrorist leaders would have accomplished precisely nothing and guaranteed execution for me without the spy to link them to the Sects directly.

“So, I waited for the attack to occur. I did not know precisely when it would be, nor technically even that there would be one. I had alerted my superiors to my suspicions of a potential internal terrorist attack, but they are still approximately a week out from arriving. So, I acted in the ways I could best. In the end there were far more rifts than I had feared, and I could only hold back a little more than half of them from spewing their monsters out. I simply was not strong enough to stop the entire attack, as I had hoped.”

Matt blanched at the fact Luna had prevented even more rifts from extruding their monsters into the world. The thought that there could have been twice the amount of monsters was horrifying.

With that in mind, Matt looked at his manager with redoubled appreciation. She had stemmed the tide of monsters across a vast swath of territory, then obliterated millions of monsters worldwide in mere minutes. And on top of all that, she’d done it with a heavily strained Domain. A Domain she had stressed so he could drink a mana concentration potion. If he could turn back the clock, he would rip the potion out of his younger self’s hands and pour it down his own throat, but knew that was impossible.

Who would have guessed the Sects would stage a terrorist attack to help them raid a supply depot? Luna should have never been forced to act in a real war, but this sneaky attack bypassed logic and planning.

“How was this not against the rules? I thought the whole point of the war rules was to prevent exactly all of this,” Matt vented. “It just doesn’t… I don’t understand.”

“The Sects were very careful,” Luna replied, her voice perfectly level. “Not once did they stray over what can be easily proven as an overstep. The decision for when the attack would occur, as well as the nature of the attack, was all orchestrated by Empire citizens. The Sects likely influenced that decision, but no Sect members directly made any relevant decisions. At least, not that I could prove. I'm sure there is a spy running around here, but they are careful, and even I haven't been able to catch them. Perhaps with a full inquisition we might be able to track down some level of undue influence from a Sect member, but even that is relatively unlikely. Sowing dissent is allowable within the war, though the Sects likely pushed decorum as much as possible in that regard. From what I can gather, all that any inquisitions would likely find would be that the Sects were sowing dissent among the populace to find and recruit Empire-born informants that they could pay for information. It is, legally, not the Sects’ fault that those who they bought information from utilized the mana crystals they paid them with to bankroll a massive terrorist strike. Nor is it their fault that they attacked at a time when a terrorist strike occurred. Explicitly so.”

“Explicitly? Oh wait, that was the…Catial Resolution, wasn’t it?” Liz asked.

“Caiatal Resolution, but yes. Once upon a time, there was a law within the war rules that should a disaster befall a civilized world, any ongoing battles within the system must be paused and both sides of the army ought to mitigate the disaster. It was promptly repealed after the Empire, in the days of the previous dynasty, arranged for terrorist attacks and natural disasters to occur any time they lost a defensive battle, to give reinforcements time to arrive.”

Matt was taken aback. How could one do that to their own citizens? That was…awful.

But there was one thing that stood out in Luna’s explanation. “You said the law was repealed? Does that mean the war rules can be changed? Could we make it so that this isn’t allowed again?”

“Perhaps,” Luna nodded. “There’s not a single clear rule which could be changed to ensure nothing like this ever happens again, but it is entirely possible that there could be rules regarding influence and planning around known internal strife that could be established. But such things would only be created at the end of the war. There’s never modifications mid-war, that always leads to trouble. Now, there is one thing you can do to make it more likely that rule is made.”

“What?” Matt asked. He would do whatever it took to stop this from happening again, even if he needed to bring the entire Realm to heel.

“Win. The Great Powers respect strength, and the victor always has the most influence in the post-war councils. If the Empire wins, if you win, they will listen to you. If you can’t get it changed after this war, then try after the next, or the one after that. Earn enough favor and fame and anything is possible.”

Matt nodded, eyes hard as he internalized her words.

Liz spoke up after a moment, “I presume this was more involved than just an attempt to kill Empire citizens. What’s going on outside of here?”

Luna sighed and seemed to deflate a little. “The Sects are already redoubling their assault on the border worlds that relied on Ventillyria for resupply. Best-case scenario, they’ll likely push up to Ventillyria within a decade. Probably sooner, the loss of the supply depot means the loss of thousands of arms and armor needed for the defenders of those intervening planets. What should have taken them decades to take will fall in less than one. It's unfortunate, but the Sects wouldn’t dare to treat the civilians in occupied worlds badly. They’ve tried that before, but while they might not care about mortals, the rules for captured worlds are incredibly strict. It’s possible that they would be capable of orchestrating a second mass rift break should they control the planet, but doing so would be seen as incredibly poor taste, abuse of control, and a thousand other violations. The reparations they would have to pay should the rift breaks be mere negligence would be…immense. To put it bluntly, heads will roll, and a lot of them.”

Aster reached out and, to everyone’s surprise, pulled Luna into a hug. “Thank you, Luna. I know you don’t care about public recognition, and the media is giving credit to a number of anonymous people, but thank you. You pushed yourself, and while the civilians might not know, we do.”

Matt stood up with Liz and joined Aster in the hug for a long moment until Luna started to shift. Pulling back, he saw her face was carefully blank.

“Yes, well, we must all do what we can. You have a month before we are leaving. I heard you all say you want to get stronger, but we can spare a month. I have priority access to off-world therapists if the three of you need to talk, so don't worry about taking the spot of someone local. You need to be in control of yourself, even if you are hungry for vengeance.”

Matt nodded but was slightly surprised to hear Aster immediately ask for the therapist's number and Liz ask for her own a moment later.

He knew he should talk to someone, but Matt honestly didn’t feel like he needed to. He had been through this; he had been through the talks. It was old ground he didn’t feel the need to retread. When this was over, he’d probably need to talk to someone about helping Ventillyria’s citizens, but currently, he just wanted to help.

“I’m fine. At least for now. There is nothing new I can really talk about. I’d rather be helping where I can. When we leave, I'll check in, but for now, I’m fine.”

No one pushed him, but Matt felt Aster’s concern through their bond and Liz’s through her grip on his hand.

Once they were done with breakfast, they went out to the city. Despite the sun just peeking over the horizon, there were teams of people already working. Some of the teams stopped when they saw Quill and Torch, but those remaining active were mostly immortals and didn’t really care about them being minor celebrities.

They quickly arrived at a makeshift camp and registered themselves for work.

The first priority was healing, and since they all had undirected healing and [Bandage] spells, they were quickly accepted to help in various makeshift hospitals. Quill flew a few blocks to one of the harder-hit neighborhoods; he could see the former guildhall that was now little more than a smoking hole in the ground where the rifts had broken. From the reports, the vice guild leader, the only higher-up at the guild when the rifts broke, had fought off eighty percent of the monsters that appeared, but the twenty percent had been more than enough to level the low Tier area in minutes.

Flying down to the makeshift building acting as a healing station, Quill immediately used [Earth Manipulation] to reinforce the structure. Whoever had created it had left several flaws where they connected the quickly built building to the existing foundations, which were showing signs of cracking. It wouldn’t do for the building to collapse on the patients, so he quickly fixed it.

His actions were noticed by a man in dirty healer robes pressing an ice pack to his eyes. “You shouldn’t have, it wouldn’t have collapsed in the short term, and mana is scarce now.”

Quill just nodded, despite that not being an issue for him. “You're right; what can I do then? I have [Ranged Heal] and [Bandage] in both skill and talisman form, though I gave most of my stock of the talismans to the place I was at yesterday.”

The man nodded without removing his ice pack. “I’m pretty sure we got some of your talismans; they have been handing them out so we can stabilize those past the healing cooldown. How are you with [Ranged Heal]?”

Quill shook his head at the question. “Not great. Or at least, not at the level of a trained healer. I can use it, but it's probably better for me to act as a nurse.”

That got the man to remove his ice pack, and he inspected Quill before nodding. “It’s good you know your limits. My break is about done so let's get you inside and dressed up. You can act as my nurse.”

When the man stood, a burst of magic cleaned his robes back to a pristine state, and they entered the building to start treating those still injured. Almost two days after the incident, most of the critical injuries were taken care of, but they still had massive backlogs of people waiting for necessary healing.

Quill assisted Healer Todd and found the man a workhorse of a healer. Together, they went through a dozen patients in half an hour, and while the man was fast, he was also able to connect with his patients in the few brief minutes he spent with them. His gentle reassurances seemed to go a long way to helping them, even if Quill knew they would be leaving the healing station to a ruined city. The lucky ones would have a home to return to with their families intact, but the unlucky ones would just find more trauma.

They would at least be able to face it with intact bodies.

Quill took notes on the man’s bedside manner. For all that Torch had made incredible strides in medical magic in the past decades, her ability to console a patient was sorely lacking. Not an issue for just the two of them— now three of them once again— in a rift, but it had caused a few minor incidents when she was taking a shift at a hospital.

Sadly, Luna was uniquely unqualified to instruct her on how to improve.

Five hours after he arrived, a swarm of new patients came as the rescue teams were finally able to dig out a number of survivors from a toppled skyscraper nearby. They were sending the injured all over the city to lessen the workload to any individual healing station. None of them were at death's door, but several had wounds that needed to be tended to, and Quill was ordered to use [Ranged Heal] to help triage the patients.

It was an undirected healing spell, and Quill wasn’t able to do the intricate healing the professionals were able to do, but even with that limitation, he was able to fix two mangled arms and reattach some muscles that had ripped in a woman’s leg.

When the rush ended, Todd joined back up with Quill and inspected his patient. When they were a few steps away, he got a message requisition from the healer’s AI and accepted it.

Todd raised an eyebrow at Quill. “You said your healing isn't very good? Is that when using it on you and your team?” At Quill's nod, he snorted. “We are healing Tier 5s and below here, Quill. Even a casual healing spell by you should be more than enough for them to get up and moving. That's all we really need currently. Once things settle down, we can worry about the smaller things. That's on me for not realizing your perception would be warped. Your healing is more than enough for you to act as a full healer in this instance. It will save a lot of effort if we only need to check your work and have an extra hand around here to get through the backlog.”

Quill wanted to object, but knew Todd wouldn’t risk any of his patients, so he accepted the man's decision. Working with the other healers, the next six hours passed in a blur of healing spells and pretending to absorb mana stones.

It took until almost sunset before the healers had the chance to breathe, and one nodded toward him. “Quill. You’re an enchanter, right? I know your whole thing is talismans and related things, which by the way, thank you for the [Bandage] one. But do you think you could try and get a couple of our healing arrays working? We’ve got a handful of decommissioned ones in storage, and we’re going to need as many as we can get our hands on now that the worst has passed.”

Quill shrugged. “I can give it a try.”

He was familiar enough with healing arrays, having spent more than enough time inside them, but had never really delved too much into trying to replicate them. The ability to speed up healing for light injuries for large groups of people simply wasn’t that applicable for a small delving group that had someone proficient with directed healing.

Like all healing equipment, it was fiendishly complicated, but his [AI] was already parsing through some relevant books and giving him a summary. “Do you have the schematics for what you’ve got at the moment anywhere?”

The healer frowned and replied, “Probably. One moment.”

A few seconds later, Quill received a ping from the hospital’s AI with the full user manual and repair sheets for three different healing arrays. While even the most advanced was only Tier 15, the runes themselves were far beyond any of even his most complicated talisman arrays, where the hardest thing he needed to do was make sure they didn’t tear themselves apart on use.

His AI seemed to have a decent idea what was going on, however, so Quill nodded. “I’ll see what I can do.”

“Great! So it’s just down here…”

It took a bit of time before they found all of the scrapped healing arrays, but once they had, Quill relocated to a crafter’s workstation with a ring-load of not-quite-functional medical tech. While all around him, other enchanters ranging from Tier 5 to 25 worked on shelters and temporary housing, transportation tech, medical tools, construction equipment, and more besides, he was slowly diagnosing why his half-dozen arrays weren’t working and how he could fix them.

Enchanting at Tier 15 was complicated. The tools and machines he had available to him were a massive help; he would have been completely incapable of making any progress on the array without them. When it came to actually carving out new runes in an object, it had to be done by hand as he leveraged his own spirit and mana into engraving a four-dimensional structure into a three-dimensional material, and practically anything could make a mess of the process.

After one particular hour of aggravated testing, Quill realized that the reason one of his test enchantments kept failing its checks was because someone had sneezed while he was working on it. It wasn’t that the sneeze had somehow messed him up, it was the simple presence of the sneeze interfering with the formation of the enchantment’s ‘healing template,’ and ran the risk of giving anyone who spent too much time exposed to it a permanent sneeze.

Seeing that, he knew he needed to scrap that particular sample and start anew. It was a risk of enchanting in an open area like this, and to stop that from happening a second time, he set up an isolation field around his workstation. Not exactly ideal conditions for fixing medical equipment, but he had worked with worse.

The two days he took getting the first healing array running gave him a newfound appreciation for the work required to keep a hospital running. The healing array didn’t provide undirected healing, as he would have initially assumed, but instead used a sort of indiscriminate-directed healing pulse. Within its enchantments was a truly dizzying array of checks and balances to ensure that the energy would find any wounds and focus on them, while also having an actual runic reference to how the human body was supposed to work. There were even overrides to detect when a non-human, or an immortal human with extensive body modifications, entered the array to exclude them from the human-specific optimizations.

It was absolutely dizzying and Quill still didn’t understand at best half of it. But his AI had gotten him there in the end. He wasn’t able to test everything himself, as his personal body modifications made him an invalid test subject, but the basic functionality absolutely was a go. Quill watched as mana was drawn from a crystal, fed through the arches and runes, slowly turning a pleasing shade of green-gold, and permeated the array’s entire volume. When he intentionally cut his finger, Quill was able to watch as mana gathered around the fingertip, sent out a pulse to the grander structure, and was sealed up by several pulsating strands of gentle healing mana.

One of the healers he didn’t know that well, Healer Iris, ran through her own sets of tests once she arrived, utilizing a combination of enchanted items, skills, and even a few Concept pulses. She turned to him and said, “Thank you Quill. This will help quite a bit. It’ll need a bit of calibration once it’s on-site, but everything is working as I’d expect for this old model.”

Quill nodded. “I’m happy to be of assistance however I can be. Hopefully, I can get the others running a bit faster, now that I know what I’m doing more.”

“Every bit helps,” she thanked him, flagging down a passing warrior to help her carry the bulky array off, while Quill got back to work.

The second array, Quill was happy to report, only took him one day, most of which was spent getting the array running smoothly, rather than the sporadic and halting pulses he’d initially gotten. The third array took him another two days, as it was a different model, but the final three were all the same Tier 10 model, which, thanks to a combination of personal practice and his [AI] having more than enough time to preemptively diagnose the repairs needed, only took him ten hours to get two of the three up and running.

The final array was damaged beyond repair, unfortunately, at least at his skill level. It wasn’t a matter of Tier, all of the individual runes were absolutely within his grasp, but he simply didn’t have the capability or skills needed to create a brand new runic core from scratch. He could broadly see how it might be done, but he would need a few more centuries of enchanting experience before he could match the dense, interwoven runic structure, even with the best tools.

With the repaired arrays deployed, Quill was suddenly left in the same situation as Torch and Snowflake. Most of their skill sets were destructive in nature, and their usefulness was limited once the healers didn’t need an endless stream of [Bandage]s.

Quill ended up joining the other two demolition crews, who took apart the fallen buildings and shoved the chunks of concrete into rifts after stripping the metal from the buildings. The metal would be reforged and used to rebuild when the construction crews came through. Those crews were already on the planet, and Quill was thoroughly impressed at their skills.

He watched as a six-man team threw up a twelve-story building in two hours. If it had just been the physical structure, that wouldn't have been that impressive, but they also managed to get the building ready for enchanters to come through and add all the little features people expected in their homes. Even without those features, all the building needed was furniture, and they were fully livable and had people moving in the moment the building was inspected.

It was almost cathartic to see the empty plots of land when they were finished cleaning them up and knowing that in a few weeks or months at most, there would be buildings there.

But that was the only glimmer of hope Quill, Torch, and Snowflake had. With the deconstruction in hand, they moved to other jobs. Harder jobs.

Helping the survivors.

Snowflake spent a large portion of her time as a small dog and spent time with the youngest of the orphans acting as an unjudging pet they could swarm. A lot of them previously had pets of various types, and seeing her, they turned to her as a safe harbor in the storm. There was just something healing about something fluffy to hug that drew the kids.

Matt knew it was taking an incredible toll on her psyche, but Aster pushed through, always playing the cheerful animal for the kids. They never knew she cried herself to sleep in Matt’s arms each time they were forced to take a break, having acted as a rock for the kids to pour out their emotions during the day.

He suggested she take a break, but she refused, saying that she could handle it but just needed to get the pent-up emotions out of her.

Liz wasn’t any better. Torch was a silent protector, but the woman underneath was an incredibly caring woman and took the sight of the orphans hard. Between serving meals at the food banks, one of the uses of her flames she could get away with, Torch spent time with the orphans doing what she could, but in private, Liz broke down asking if things were this bad for Matt when he was a kid.

He wanted to lie and tell her that things hadn’t been this bad but, knew that wouldn’t help her, so he admitted it had been just as bad, if not worse. For all that Ventillyria had a larger attack and tragedy, the local nobles were at least actively working to make things better and getting help from the surrounding worlds. His city had had no such help, and it had been weeks before his group of kids had even moved out of the ballroom they had sheltered in.

That information seemed to break something inside of both Liz and Aster, who wept through seeing what he had been through, but Matt felt nothing. He was numb to it all. Objectively, he knew that wasn’t healthy, but he just didn’t have the emotional capacity left over to feel anything. He knew they meant well, but seeing the thousands of orphans, he had clammed up, wanting to just get through this for the kids. When he was on the other side, he could process things, and he only had a month to make things better.

And it was hard.

Probably the hardest thing he had ever done.

Quill spent most of his time in the final two weeks with various groups of kids. He didn’t tell anyone, but he couldn't help seeing the faces of those kids he had been in the orphanage with, layering over the faces of these kids. He wasn’t sure if the faces were even correct with it being so long, but they were the faces that haunted his quiet moments, which was close enough to the same thing to not make a difference.

Still, he did his part. Quill, like all celebrity Pathers, was popular with the kids thanks to the Empire’s propaganda, and he leveraged every bit of charisma and charm he had to interact with them. He toned down the more ragged edges of Quill’s personality, but kept things cheery for them despite the pain it caused him.

Some kids just wanted to be close to him, some used him as an adult to vent to, and others used him as a punching bag. All of them cut him to ribbons, but he did his best to push through and be the rock they so desperately needed. Soon, the repeated emotional injuries left him sore and angry. He wasn’t angry at the kids, who did exactly as he did and lashed out, but angry at Maven.

He tried to avoid it, but Matt still found himself growing attached to a small group of kids. A young girl, only seven, reminded him of himself at that age. She was angry but kept it bottled up. She put on a polite, even cheerful front to the others, but she couldn’t hide from his spiritual perception. He watched as she punched the wall of the bathroom, screaming into her balled up shirt until her knuckles cracked, her skin split open, and she was out of energy.

He took her aside and gave her a few words of wisdom that had helped him in the aftermath of his own orphaning. ‘Pain is a constant, suffering is optional’. It wasn’t some magical cure to her anger and pain, but it seemed to help her contextualize the situation a little. At least from what he could see when she got alone time, she stopped the self-harm, which was at least a step in the right direction.

As much as he didn’t want to spy on the kids, it was very necessary; suicide attempts were far too commonplace despite the healers and therapists making their best efforts. Matt just hoped that in the coming weeks and months, the kids could push through those dark thoughts. Even high Tiers couldn’t be perfectly vigilant, and if the kids tried enough, it was possible they would succeed.

The kids he watched weren’t in the high risk category though. While the odds were astronomical, almost fifty thousand kids under the normal age of majority had awakened. Without the awakening chamber, the kid needed to be within a foot, possibly two at the outer limit, of a monster being killed, which could earn them a portion of the slain monster's essence. Those newly awakened children were dangerous not just to others, but to themselves. A three year old throwing innate [Fireball]s when having a tantrum was dangerous to their lower Tier handlers, but especially themselves, so immortal caretakers had to be allocated for the highest risk groups.

Despite all the horror, Ventillyria came together. Those families who managed to escape unscathed opened their doors to get people off the streets, and the helpfulness from strangers was at an all-time high while the crime was at an all-time low. There were bad actors, of course, but even the criminal population seemed to have no stomach for petty crime, and anyone who tried to steal from the relief centers found themselves turned in by the fences they tried to sell their goods to.

On the other hand, crime still happened, just a type of crime that was different than what Matt had considered likely.

A week after the initial attacks, when he was deep in his enchanting work, there was a run of murders. Those former Sect sympathizers hadn’t been ignored or forgotten by the general populace just because they took off their robes. Matt was sure most were innocent civilians who had simply been caught up in the new fad, but after the first attacks, any surviving members of the local Sects quickly realized they were prime targets for being murdered in retribution by angry survivors.

That led to the Sect members turning themselves in to the Marchioness, who put them under watch. Matt was sure most would be released in the coming weeks or months, as there was no way that many people had much to do with the attacks, but it was still safer for them to remain in custody rather than at the mercy of angry civilians who wanted to strike back at anyone they could reach.

Thankfully, by the end of the month, the orphanages were established, but Matt didn’t expect them to last long. Families were opening their doors, fostering kids as they could, and adults who had lost their own families were acting as foster parents and caretakers, watching over as many kids as they could.

That even included the immortals. Beverly, Shane, and Yosef were among them, which made Matt proud to have befriended them. They had been in the underwater city when the attacks happened, and after defending that location, they had rushed to the land and done what they could, but the fighting had been over at that point. Afterwards, they, like Matt, Liz, and Aster, had helped the rebuilding efforts before volunteering to take care of as many kids as they could.

In any other situation, it would have been amusing as they called the three of them out for being Quill, Torch, and Snowflake, but they weren't trying to out their identities. Instead, they just gave their thanks for their efforts. Shane, in particular, begged them to get retribution for the loss, which they easily agreed to. The man had hated the Sects before this incident, and now just wanted to see them destroyed, a sentiment Matt wholeheartedly agreed with.

They didn’t talk long, but the three of them made their intentions to join the army reserves after the kids they were looking after grew up clear, and hoped to see Quill, Torch, and Snowflake in the army by then.

Matt wished he could say things were all the better after just one month, but Ventillyria needed a lot longer to heal; he was at least sure it would heal, but their part in that healing was over.

Now, they needed to get strong enough to ensure that it couldn’t happen again.
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Zack allowed the tapestry of mana to swirl around him, pushing with his Talent as he pulled from the array beneath his feet. He’d always had to be so cautious with his mana usage and how much he could truly experiment, but now he had a higher mana budget than he’d ever thought possible. He still was compelled to Waste Not, of course, but now, time was the far more precious resource available to him, and that required certain sacrifices.

His spellbook, Codex, flashed silver, fluttering its pages until it settled upon a half-finished page filled with diagrams and complex relational charts as words filled the margins, as though penned by an unseen hand.

The loss is higher than the reverse, even after accounting for the increased time delay. Might there be contamination from the ambient mana? It could support lightning natively. It asked.

Zack shook his head, then paused. “Maybe. I suppose if the peaks regularly experience foul weather, there might be some traces of storm and lightning mana. If that is the case, it would suggest attempting to map out a full matrix of ideal aspect swaps could be impossible. Frustrating, but good for ensuring that I would not grow complacent. They make it easy enough.”

Codex didn’t respond directly, but fluttered with happiness at its newly-refurbished cover and the spell knowledge stuffing its pages.

“Yes, you are getting spoiled.”

I’m fine with this, it responded.

“Of course you are. One last test, then are you ready to head back?”

The words faded, replaced with a caricature of a book giving a thumbs-up as it returned to its normal place at his side.

With a deep breath, Zack refilled his mana pool, grasped his staff, and unleashed a torrent of raw eldritch energy. At the moment, he was content to allow his Tier 1 Talent to transform the [Meteor Shower] into a bombardment of arcane mana, striking with more physicality than fire ever could. He could have utilized his Tier 3 Talent’s influence to change it from arcane to nearly any mana aspect he was familiar with, but presently, he was simply testing his newest Talent.

As the orbs of energy hurtled down the mountainside, Zack traced the connection he still held to the mana and pulled, changing the attack’s aspect right as it exploded to lightning and unleashing a true tribulation on the natural creatures below. Thunder boomed, arcs of blue energy crashed into the mountainside, and then Zack pulled once again to earth.

The lightning bolts froze, literally petrified as the plasma within them was turned to solid rock, and forming an odd form of sculpture across the stony cliffs, interwoven with the scars of a half-dozen similar tests.

He didn’t even need to consult his book to feel the increased drain on his mana involved in the transformation, but for the sake of practice, he changed the stone to wind and allowed his control to lapse, relinquishing the spare mana to the rift around him.

The opportunities afforded by his Tier 25 talent were immense, and if he’d had a thousand years to experiment, he felt as though he wouldn’t even come close to unlocking its true potential. He was accustomed to choosing a single aspect, or a blend of aspects, for each spell he cast. Oftentimes that was simple, such as altering [Fireball] to ice mana when fighting against a fire-based creature. Other times, it was more complex, such as choosing whether stone, ice, or a combination of wood and metal would best defend against an incoming attack. He gained new tools as his mastery over the elements grew, yes, but they were manageable.

But this? The ability to alter a spell after it had been cast? That was simply too massive. Not only was he mastering a number of new elements that he simply wasn’t sure he had the proper finesse to create even a half-century ago, he now had to balance what kind of element would be the best start for each spell, what he could change it to afterwards for maximum effect, when he ought to make that change, whether he ought to change it multiple times, or even if he ought to change it at all or allow it to continue as-is, saving that small measure of mana? Each and every scrap of mana was precious, and he prided himself on not wasting even a point more than was needed in any given situation.

It was unacceptable that he possessed such an unrealized tool and could not devote the proper time needed to mastering it. But such was the tyranny of time, no matter how strong one became, they would never be free of its grasp.

After a bit more time discussing the results of his latest test with Codex, Zack wrapped the winds around him and flew back to the main base.

He was only a few hundred miles away from the base, having claimed the nearest mountain range as his private area, so the trip took practically no time. Far below him, the bare skeleton of what promised to be a truly massive undertaking was already forming, an endeavor that promised to stretch over a substantial amount of the solar system-sized Tier 35 rift they were in. It was all one continuous mass, albeit one that stretched across a huge variety of mundane and magical climates. All the better to utilize Allie’s Tier 25 Talent, after all.

Military undertakings in rifts were nothing new, of course. On the grand scale of a Great Power, there were plenty of Talents that would enable access into an existing rift instance, but they typically required physical access to the rift in question, rather than simply being able to appear and disappear from one at-will. It was nigh impossible to move between the battlefield frontiers and the Tier 37 subsidiary world in the capital system like his partner could.

There were even other projects going on in other instances of this very rift, though Zack wasn’t privy to what they were. There was a small crew dedicated to directly entering and exiting those projects so Allie wasn’t spending her entire day just ferrying people and gear in and out. There was even talk of setting up a semi-permanent portal, but whether its benefits would outweigh the risks was still hotly debated.

It was, of course, all in service of utilizing the eightfold time dilation the rift naturally provided, orders of magnitude superior to anything manmade for the utterly negligible mana cost. Here, they could train, adapt to their new Talents and new gear, and grow accustomed to…working as a team.

Ascenders, by their very nature, were solitary. They were the utmost pinnacle within the art of violence. Companions were ephemeral, utilized for single missions either in a situation where their unique capabilities would be useful, or as a larger plot or as a favor to another. Project Breach, and in particular Team Zero, was something novel, something only made possible by the utter absurdity that was two or even three teams managing to complete the Path within the span of a bit more than a millennium. They still had a bit less than a century and a half before their team would be complete, but General Darrow was consistently having them run training drills with a number of candidates to see who they worked best with, and who might be a strong contender for the final Team Zero composition.

He touched down on the temporary Team Scry headquarters, a wizard’s tower stretching nigh a mile into the sky, and entered without so much as a word.

There were no active identity or security checks, even for entering classified areas such as this one, but their position inside of a cycled rift meant that there were very, very few people who could get in without permission. The rift they were in was inside of the main operating base for the entirety of the Empire’s military, complete with countless guards on-hand, the tightest security perhaps anywhere in the entire Empire, and several Tier 46 strategists. The Tier 46s may have been forbidden from commenting upon any war-capable infiltrators, but they ensured that not even being high Tier would be sufficient to infiltrate this place.

Zack knew that the apparent lack of defenses wasn’t wholly true, and some areas were off-limits even for him, but the lack of any visual indicator took a mental load off. An important consideration for a base they’d be spending centuries or more inside of.

He passed Wellspring and her bodyguard as he entered, the former practically frozen mid-step at the speeds he was operating at. It was unusual to see the pair of them outside of the Kudzu complex, but Scry was the next most-common locale for them, as the blonde woman’s mana and Talent was studied as a general assignment. At Tier 15, the healer was one of the weakest people involved in Project Breach, and it was up to Corporal Blossom, once one Corporal Evelyn Nore, or ‘Evie’ as she preferred to be called when out of uniform, to keep her safe in simple everyday activities. The bodyguard saluted to him as he passed, and he returned the greeting, senses fixated upon the twitching in the woman’s lower jaw.

Corporal Nore always made him a bit nervous. The bio-metallic parasite empowering her body carried with it a distinct risk that it would one day render its host into an insane, life-hating entity like any other rift monster. Why they’d paired a potentially unstable experiment with the most Talented healer in the Empire, Zack did not fully understand, outside the potential hope that Wellspring’s continued healing would keep the parasite’s madness at bay and its host alive.

Should the need arise, Zack had dozens of protocols and prepared spells ready to eliminate Corporal Blossom. The treatment she had undergone made her incredibly resilient and even harder to kill, capable of regenerating from even the smallest bit of missed flesh into a whole being once again. That was without accounting for the dozens of enchanted items and natural treasures she’d consumed to enhance her body and its passenger, the woman’s own Talents and Domains, and any number of other tricks he didn’t know of the project might have given her.

Nervousness was no excuse for impolite behavior, of course, and it wasn’t as though Corporal Blossom was the only person he had rehearsed killing should the need arise. She was simply among the more annoying to fully vanquish, though some of his newer skills and gear would aid in that. By contrast, Wellspring would be trivial to eliminate, even if they were the same Tier. Her healing was not instantaneous, nor was her judgment, and the woman wasn’t much of a combatant. Simply removing her head with a healing-blocking skill would be sufficient for the time being, though her Talent was actively being grown to overcome the admittedly basic methods he had available to him at the moment.

The most assured method of killing her would be to destroy her head and then outpace whatever slow healing she had active on herself until the spells expended their duration. It would be messy and inefficient, but from what he knew of her abilities, it would always work on her or anyone she had healed.

Crafting a more robust method of execution was something he spent nearly seventeen seconds per day working on.

He left the duo behind as he navigated farther into the tower, until he eventually reached Researcher Karl’s laboratory. The man was quite scatterbrained, but no worse than Allie was. At least he was always getting distracted by other equally valid avenues of discovery, rather than Zack’s partner’s fairly blatant desire to avoid work. He wasn’t much of a threat, discounting the man’s Tier.

While Researcher Erwin Karl was a fairly proficient combat alchemist, the man hadn’t seen true combat for at least a few millennia, and most of the man’s Domain and skills were more geared toward knowledge. He would be unpredictable, with a deep bag of tricks, but Zack had fought tricksters before, and could do it again. Limit their mobility and visibility, then strike with overwhelming force. Bait out their instinctive defenses, then adjust accordingly.

Simple opponents when you knew the proper steps to take.

When he entered the room Researcher Karl was facing away from him, a faint blur of color working on an illusionary diagram. That didn’t stop the man from noticing Zack’s appearance, and he settled into a slower pace as Zack took a seat.

“Oh! Ascender Light! Sorry, I got carried away. How was your practice?”

“It was productive. I believe that environmental mana may influence the efficacy of my conversions, and at some point I feel it might be prudent to investigate whether there may be some form of corresponding effect upon my at-cast alterations.”

“Hmm, yeah. That could…”

“Researcher,” Zack warned the man before he could get sidetracked, “did you find anything promising?”

“Yes! Faster mana types. I believe there exists a possible blend of lightning, air, and illusion that I think you could utilize to decent effect. I wanted to use light instead of illusion, but none of the calculations checked out. I’m going to keep looking though, once we try this one. Do you want to give it a try?”

In addition to, or perhaps because of, Researcher Karl’s experience as an alchemist, the man was also remarkably skilled at helping break down mana aspects, or recombining them for specific goals. As Zack mastered higher-level mana types, and combinations thereof, he grew to desire mana blends with exceptionally specific properties. For all his mastery of level 1 and 2 mana types, and his fairly solid grasp upon a substantial number of level 3 mana types, he was only barely capable of pushing his spells to a full level 4, let alone level 5.

Expanding that capability was among his highest priorities, and that desire was only magnified by his ability to only utilize a hyper-specialized aspect when it would be useful. For example, making a projectile travel as fast as possible before changing it to something far more dangerous the moment before impact.

Zack’s [AI] beeped with Researcher Karl’s new theory, and Codex fluttered open to a page where it was broken down into pieces. “I suppose we may as well. Is the testing room ready?”

The alchemist glanced over his shoulder, blurred into motion, then settled back into Tier 25 speeds. “Yes.”

The testing room was heavily reinforced and embedded with countless sensors. Codex fluttered to its pedestal, where it would monitor the proceedings, while Zack took a seat on his chair and cast a floating light orb within a nigh-indestructible Tier 35 box. While the odds of them finding a mana combination destructive enough that simple testing would result in substantial damage to them or the room were low, discretion was the better part of valor, and they never knew when a seemingly innocuous mana blend could be dangerous.

Zack reached within himself and altered the mana in his floating light to Researcher Karl’s proposed combination. It…fizzled out, dissolving into spare motes of disparate mana.

Well, no matter. That was why they tested. Aspects were notoriously difficult to get to cooperate, immensely unstable unless properly synthesized into a new aspect. Discovering new, proper aspects was beyond the scope of their goal for the moment, but in time, there was always the possibility of it happening.

It took several more attempts, with a few other members of Scry coming through to offer their expertise on the matter, before they finally settled on a ratio for the three aspects that wouldn’t instantly disassociate when Zack attempted to utilize it. It still required concentration on behalf of Zack to keep it together while in use, but it was one step along a much larger journey. It was usable in a fight, albeit just barely, and that was their current goal completed. In time, perhaps their experiments would yield something truly impressive, an element which he could utilize for faster-than-lightning spell attacks to hasten himself and others. There would be countless more uses that always accompanied such broadly versatile abilities as ‘more speed.’ His goal accomplished, he took a detour to the Cloud compound for a meal.

With the size of the operation they were acting on, there were several families present. No children, but many of the spouses, siblings, or in a few cases teams were still living within the rift. Many of those were employed as aides, either in the group most closely associated with their specialty, or barring that, as an aide in Group Cloud.

The food was as high-quality as everything else, with two Red Feather accredited chefs working together, and Aunt Helen herself had made Zack’s welcome meal when he’d first arrived at the garrison, back when it was located on a hidden planet a few systems away from the Citadel. He didn’t know if Allie had gotten one of her own, but the fact he didn’t know meant she probably hadn’t, as she would have boasted to the sky about it. That meal had been utterly divine. This food…was still quite excellent. Better in some ways, lesser in some others, but overall an inferior experience.

Unfortunately, he was unable to finish it before his [AI] alerted him to an emergency meeting.

He might not have quite determined what mana aspect was pure speed, but he could still be quite fast, and he arrived at the Chess building mere moments later, lightning trailing in his wake. General Darrow and Allie were already present, but the rest of Team Zero was still absent. A couple of the other team leads were present, and there was a general aura of unease permeating the room. Even Allie looked concerned, which instantly ratcheted up the possible degree of problem they were facing in his mind.

His partner noticed his unease and filled him in, “Terrorist attack, courtesy of the Sects.”

“A successful one?” Zack was taken aback. Terrorism was discouraged in the strongest possible terms, and that another Great Power would be willing to flagrantly break the rules this early in the war did not bode well.

“Details will come momentarily, Ascender Light,” General Darrow said. “But suffice to say, the situation is complicated.”

It didn’t take long for everyone to assemble. Well, not everyone. It was only him, Allie, some members of Groups River, Chess, and Chatter, and the leaders of Teams Zero through Five. Team Six was deployed and thus absent, but all of the relevant figures for a potential emergency situation were gathered.

No sooner had their last member— Vorlai Kanakas, the Kanakas who strongly favored their left side in all things physical, resulting in a permanent limp— arrived, that General Darrow began. “Two hours ago, a near-border planet named Ventillyria was struck by a terrorist attack indirectly bankrolled by the Sects. While the damages were strongly limited by Manager Luna, who happened to be on the planet at the time, it still served as a distraction for an assault upon the supply depot within that system by one Dao Child Maven and a team of Corporation Mercenaries. They crippled the local transport network and plundered a substantial fraction of the supplies present, and are heading back into Sect-occupied space. But to do that, they are moving through seven other Empire-held systems.”

Allie snorted, “Now that’s a trap if I ever saw one.”

Colonel Wexler, leader of Group River, and a man with exceptional enough senses that a flashbang would be devastating, stood as the projection changed. “Indeed. Maven has been repeatedly emphasized as the intended counter to yourself and Ascender Light. We believe that she, the mercenaries she is working with, and possibly additional hidden reinforcements, are all stationed and ready to intercept you once you engage. They are moving substantially slower than their estimated top speed, seemingly at a rate calculated to ensure that were we based from the Citadel, we would have plenty of time to intercept.”

“And we plan to walk directly into the trap?” Zack confirmed, earning himself a snakelike grin from the Kanakas present.

“Of course we are. They’ve spent all this time attempting to bait you out, and making it patently obvious that’s what they’re after, we can’t allow that to go unanswered.”

General Almora, the leader of the entire operation and distinctly lacking in terms of defenses against sound magic, finished the thought. “The best part of having an Ascender on hand is that we can send you directly into obvious traps and know that it is the trap which will give way. It’s the same reason you no longer need to hide your true abilities, because when they develop countermeasures for your tactics, we will have already devised a way to overcome those countermeasures.”

Allie let out a low cheer, “Fuck yeah! Let’s break some faces!”

“Your first priority for this mission, Ascender Shadow, is to neutralize the Dao Child. Do not expect her to truly fall, however. This is no doubt as much an opportunity for her to ascertain your true abilities. If presented with a way to kill her, take that opportunity, but expect her to survive. For all that the Sects like to boast of their desire for victory or death alone, their pinnacle elites are just as well-protected as any of ours. Your secondary goal is to inflict maximum casualties upon any support personnel present.”

Zack nodded, then paused. “No prisoners? I recognize that we are facing the Sects, but you mentioned that Corporation mercenaries are also present. Should we not seek to capture them?”

“Not in this instance. If they wish to push the bounds of decorum, then so shall we. Anything else? Very well, dismissed.”

Allie teleported them directly to the armory, where the rest of the provisional Team Zero was already loading up Drifter’s ship. With the exception of Corporals Stick and Stone, they nominally possessed a single member from each of the other five conventional teams, as General Darrow gauged their synergy and interpersonal dynamics for inclusion upon the team’s final composition.

Stick and Stone drew most of their strength from one another, Bolt would need to be subjected to an exceptionally powerful dispel, and Bulwark would require healing blocking much like Wellspring would. Origami needed to be eliminated fast before she could get anything deployed, Torment would either require a powerful emotional stimulant or suppressant, and Drifter would be helpless once he got inside her ship. All immensely powerful individuals in their own right, and when assembled, they were powerful enough to take on the best of any of the other Great Powers.

Between the nine of them, they were all but fully loaded by the time General Darrow arrived with his own kit in tow. Origami was the final straggler, weighing the benefits of her artillery platform versus an additional shield generator, but as their battlefield commander arrived, she loaded the artillery inside the ship’s hull and stood at attention.

Once dismissed, they filed in, took their seats, and Zack felt as Allie stretched her control of space over their entire ship, pulled them momentarily inside her pocket dimension, and teleported. They reappeared in a military hangar hidden within the Citadel’s solar system, Allie collapsed to her seat in exhaustion, and Drifter brought them into chaotic space.

Drifter was a very, very good pilot. While not the best in the entire Realm, or even the entire Empire, she was indisputably the best pilot under Tier 30 on raw technical ability, and had the fastest ship Zack had ever heard of for their Tier range. Between that and Drifter’s ability to navigate into the oddities of Chaotic Space safely, they intercepted Dao Child Maven’s group within five days of deployment. New intelligence had confirmed there were some additional forces lying in wait, but the ten of them were more than prepared for anything. They’d undergone extensive discussions and briefings, so they knew what they were getting into.

Then, the convoy appeared on their forward scanners and they sprang into action.

Bulwark, Stick, and Stone began casting their spells, buffing themselves and the rest of them. Bolt and Origami opened the war chest from Group Cornucopia, distributing potions and talismans, and Light snapped Codex closed while Shadow donned Gerald, the violet cloak settling around her shoulders. General Darrow opened his third eye and began intently studying an illusionary map projected from the table.

As they drew closer, Darrow was the first to deploy, breaking off into a small command shuttle Origami had provided so that he would be close enough for his abilities to affect them, but not close enough as to potentially end up in the line of fire.

General Darrow’s voice spoke into their minds, “The Dao Child has been located, flanked by somewhere between one and six cloaked troop carrier ships. Drifter will close the distance on the count of five. Once you get in range, Shadow, I want you to gate in Torment and Origami above them. Then, take yourself, Light, Stick, Stone, and Bulwark from the bottom. Bolt, remain on the ship, focus on support for Torment and Origami.”

Domains flared, slowly settling into place. Stick and Stone’s were innately synergistic and seamlessly meshed into everyone’s with ease, but other than that only his and Allie’s were properly cooperative. Domains were jealous mistresses, and it would take substantial training before they could all work together with ease. Simultaneously, a [Group Telepathy] sprang up, and Zack felt the presence of other minds brush up against his own as they tested the connection.

Fortunately, Darrow had managed to properly calibrate the emotional sensitivity such that Torment no longer overwhelmed the rest of them. The first time they had undergone full-scale practice drills, Zack had nearly been driven catatonic from the man’s emotional feedback, and none of the others had fared any better. Now that it was dialed way back, it was far more manageable.

In preparation, Zack opened Codex to a very particular page and began feeling the arcane energies contained within begin to roil in anticipation.

As the mark was given, Shadow stretched open a sparkling portal, and Torment’s rage boiled over, a massive demonic figure tearing its way out of his body and through the portal with a roar. Origami tossed out a metallic device as it unfolded into a mobile weapons platform, hopping on it a second later alongside Torment.

The shimmering portal closed right behind them with a pop, Shadow clearly enjoying no longer needing to pretend all of her abilities were shadow-related.

Light could feel as the convoy they were attacking opened fire upon the platform, then Shadow reached out with her Talent, and with another pop, they were below the ships. Light grasped his staff, and power flowed from Codex into him and from him through his staff and into the void around them. Shadow grabbed the attack and teleported it past the shields, giving Light’s attack direct access to the ship’s hull.

Arcane energy burst forth, and Light’s [Arcane Surge], carrying tens of thousands of mana, crashed into the ship’s hull. Like the [Wave] it was based on, it brought with it a flood, but this was one which overwhelmed enchantments and burned out runic structures, damaging but not crippling the ship. No doubt, there were mechanics prepared for power surges, and they had contained Light’s attack admirably. They would have full functionality restored in minutes at the most.

But then, in a move Lila Worldwaker herself would approve of, Light changed the lingering mana to decay. His predecessor had been famous for turning the water in someone's body to sand, and he had taken a note out of her playbook. The excess energy the ship had claimed and directed across the entire vessel, shoving some to mana storage and utilizing others in their weapons, hull reinforcements, and more besides, suddenly became worse than useless.

His mana dropped precipitously, but he refilled it with his new ring, and watched as giant portions of the hull blackened and turned to ash, the shields sputtered and stopped, and the regular thrum of cannons died away. Above them, Torment and Origami closed the distance with their army of summons and golems, but two troop transports shimmered out of cloaking. The first was instantly met by cover fire from Drifter and Bolt, explosions peppering its surface as the comparatively tiny craft flew circles around all return fire, deftly maneuvering between shots and performing stunts that should have been impossible to close the distance between it and the reinforcements.

Dao Child Maven, in the form of some kind of metallic bear-turtle hybrid clad in light emitting armor, charged toward them through the void, and was met by Stone. While the armored man was able to slow her, the Dao Child slipped from his grasp a second later. Much of her momentum was spent, but she was still a formidable force as her limbs elongated, seeking to carve Light in half.

Light didn’t so much as blink, knowing that Shadow would block the attack, and his partner didn’t disappoint, blocking the claw with a seemingly ship-sized dagger while a needle-sized one was driven into Maven’s eye. But instead of gouging a hole into the woman’s skull, it passed straight through as Maven became intangible. She slid past Shadow, but Shadow refused to let her go. Gentle light bloomed from a massive silver moon Maven had summoned, dispelling every shadow in the area as a potent spatial and temporal lock descended upon the area. An anti-water and anti-illusion ward was established, a sandstorm began, and a deep hum filled the emptiness of space, with the sound reverberating despite the lack of an atmosphere.

Shadow flickered, no doubt as the spatial lock interfered with her trick of hiding inside her own pocket dimension, but she brought her own Intent to bear and space cracked around her, just enough for her to slip through and stab Maven in the back. The shapeshifter turned into a hissing snake, trying to slice Shadow in half with a bladed tail, but Shadow was already on the other side of the Dao Child, grabbing her neck.

Maven detonated into a cloud of shadowy birds, closing in on Shadow from all sides, but Light interfered with an arcane [Chain Lightning], devastating the flock. His next attack was a force [Meteor Swarm] that Shadow slipped around Maven’s attempts to block, then twisted the explosion along cracks in shattered space, such that the recovering shapeshifter took the full force from every angle of the detonation.

Maven teleported away from Shadow and struck at him with a potent claw attack, but Light allowed Shadow to push the attack to the side, allowing its energy to dissipate when it couldn’t find a target. Before it did, however, he grabbed the spell with his Intent and Talent.

Maven was prepared for that, seemingly, and the spell detonated before he could properly get control over it, pushing against his Domain and inflicting some kind of enforced cooldown for his skills. Light frowned. It was some sort of curse, preventing him from…casting too many spells at one time, according to Codex.

Curious.

Codex hadn’t managed to determine an optimal way to dispel the curse, but he launched himself toward Bulwark as Shadow kept Maven busy.

Bulwark already knew what to do, and with a touch, the healer fought back the curse. It wasn’t removed, that would require more effort, but it was suppressed long enough that Light could finish this fight. Bulwark acknowledged the pulse of gratitude Light sent toward him, then hefted his polearm and returned to fighting back the onslaught of other fighters pouring from the ships, his spectral griffin steed screeching a silent war cry paired with a flame breath.

Light returned to the fight with Maven just as Shadow took a powerful blow from a void-empowered mantis claw, scoring a deep line into her armor and body. Light cast a quick healing spell upon her, knitting her flesh back together in the blink of an eye, and pushed against the spatial lockdown with his Intent and his mana. A dark blue crossbow bolt flew past his ear and detonated in front of him, giving him a sudden glut of spatial mana. With that, he joined with Shadow’s efforts to gain control of the space, but couldn’t manage to do much more than lock it down for Maven as well.

For all his strength, there were limits to what he could properly manage with a mana type as tricky as spatial, and he was matched by quite high-quality artifice and centuries of experience. Given enough time, or perhaps some additional equipment of his own, he could no doubt seize control of the enchantments empowering Maven, suborning them or tearing them apart at his leisure, but the gains did not justify the effort required.

After all, Shadow was only somewhat hindered by the spatial lock, her Intent still allowing her to teleport within its area, albeit not out and back in. It let her remain mostly untouchable as she fought the shapeshifter, but was having just as much difficulty landing a truly decisive blow upon Maven. She had a truly impressive grasp upon her shapeshifting, dodging powerful attacks as small creatures and fast attacks with formidable defenses.

Light experienced similar difficulties, but fared somewhat better as he filled the battlefield with magic, raising stone and metal walls, waves of lava and water, and sending torrents of sand, lightning, and wood at the Dao Child, testing her defenses. Each spell was perfectly calibrated to the sub-mana level to not waste a single iota, be it a harmless strike to gauge resistance or an attempt to follow up with something more substantial. It was impressive the degree to which she could accurately tell the aspect of genuinely harmful spells he was casting, changing her form to something either immune to the attack or generally quite resistant, even when he attempted to disguise it.

What injuries they did inflict were simply discarded as the Dao Child changed to a new form.

Overall, they were winning. Just not as fast as he would have liked. One of the ambushing ships was disabled in the wake of a combined assault from Origami, Drifter, and Bolt, and many of the foot soldiers were dead or maimed in the wake of Stick, Stone, Bulwark, or Torment passing through. Though, those four were slowly losing ground, unable to hold back the tide of armored opponents.

Then, he saw his opening. Maven had overextended herself in an attempt to strike at Shadow. His partner had managed to compress space just enough that when it returned to normal, Maven was out of position. A powerful dispel perfectly tuned to Maven’s particular brand of moon mana threw the shapeshifter back into her base form. He locked her into place with [Frozen Moment] altered to lava, then cooled with [Orb of Water], and then followed it up with a life-draining decay effect. When he fired his last attack, Allie was able to perfectly guide it into the Dao Child’s chest.

She tried to shapeshift out of the way, but Light was able to, if not quite counter the spell, delay its activation long enough. She turned intangible, but that didn’t matter to the roiling, chaotic mass of pure void that ended the fight.

Light had always had a singular element fully beyond his grasp, and while much of his custom gear was still under construction in the hands of Group Firmament, he’d gotten a wand capable of aspecting any spell cast through it to void. Overuse would cause the wand to break, and there was no assurance he’d be able to find a replacement, but for a dramatic finisher, there was no contest.

That was why he saved it for this final attack.

However, the instant the void scoured away her armor, and sank into too-white flesh, an artifact detonated, sending a powerful blast of static through Light’s spatial lock and destroying it. When the explosion passed, Dao Child Maven was gone.

“Damnit!” Shadow frowned and continued, “Was that really only Tier 25? It felt like trying to grab a mote of dust as it escaped.”

“She’s truly gone then?”

Shadow nodded. “There was a teleport in there, I think some kind of two-part link. Felt like it was headed to Sect territory, but there’s too much turbulence to tell for sure.”

With Maven quite thoroughly routed for the time being, Light turned his attention to the soldiers around him, preparing for their secondary objective. Beside him, Shadow’s Domain and Talent rippled, and everything beyond just a few miles out seemed to vanish in favor of turning back in on itself, no lines of escape left open for their opponents unfortunate enough to still be trapped in with them, merely a hundred strong per member of Team Zero present.

Stick appeared next to Light, and their Domains and mana meshed. Power was shared, control split, and capabilities divided as appropriate within their two-person ritual. Around them, a storm blossomed. High winds whipped through their arena, lightning overloaded or disrupted enchantments, and conjured hail battered and bloodied those not within protective armor. Yet for all the maelstrom unleashed upon their foes, no hail fell upon his allies. Lightning struck alongside their attacks, and the winds carried them to where they wished to go.

The Sect and Corporation enemies fell upon them with all the force of a gentle breeze. Light very nearly ended up mana positive by the end of it, if he included Codex and his staff. Spells were dispelled or stolen, turned back on their casters, siphoned into his staff’s enchantments, or stored within Codex to cast at a later date. One particular Sect woman held his attention for quite some time, as she proudly occupied him with an inadvisable number of casts of her personal [Nine Suns Vanquishing the Darkness of Night] modification of [Meteor Swarm].

It was quite a curious spell, though Light didn’t allow himself to slack on his other support duties as he and Codex studied its magic. Unfortunately, it was simply a modification to utilize Armageddon mana in place of volcano mana. While Zack had a tenuous grasp of the latter, he certainly couldn’t utilize the former yet. Regardless, it was not a modification or spell worthy of copying into Codex, and once Light was certain of his assessment, he detonated the next casting of the spell right as it manifested by her palm, killing the woman with her own spell.

“Didya find something neat?” Shadow popped in.

“Not worthy of any true consideration. While you are here, twelve-A, if you please.”

Shadow shot a mock salute, forming a pair of portals right next to Light’s hands. A combination of gravity, crystal, and incandescence magics utilized the pair of portals as an endless tube for acceleration, creating a form of resonance that Light utilized to decimate an entire column of Corporation attackers, piercing white light searing itself into the spirits of those struck by it. Even those not directly hit by the attack would find their spiritual perception blinded for a short while if they had it spread out and the attack passed through their area of perception.

From above, Bulwark swooped down upon his mount, healing magic coursing through the man’s body as he hacked a personal spacecraft into pieces with a brutal strike, then kicked a larger fragment hard enough that it caved in the chest of a Sect man who was rushing him. Stone was locked in a power armor battle with one of what seemed to be the Corporations commanders, facing down the much more experienced operator of the advanced suits with a combination of Team Zero’s buffs, his own ludicrous strength cultivation, and simple superior enchanting-work.

Light still cut the battle short by disabling the Corporation’s supplementary arm motor, allowing Stone to crumple the man into a ball mere moments later.

Shadow allowed Torment and Origami to join in the melee at some point, and Light was more than pleased to see the former’s fear, taking the form of a hooded figure with skeletal fingers and no visible face, grow ever-larger as it reaped strength from those it killed. The fiery silhouette of rage burning hotter and hotter as enemies sought to avenge their fallen comrades and fell to its wrath. Origami had deployed a fully automatic mana turret, unleashing a nigh-endless spray of cover fire against another column of soldiers.

There was no quarter asked. There was no quarter given.

A similar scene happened not an hour later when they went and routed the besieging Sect army, giving the military base a breath of fresh air. They would no doubt be attacked once more in a few weeks or months, but Team Zero had bought them some time to rest and recover.

As they were leaving, Light watched as a few vultures and pirates were already beginning to raid the bodies of the fallen and the wreckage that was once a proud, if small, fleet of ships. They would know to steer clear of the fortress planet, but that wasn’t his concern. He just watched their surroundings as Drifter retrieved him in a ship that should rightly be falling apart were it not for her Talents dictating otherwise.

Despite everything, he felt a little pride zing through him as they boarded the ship. They had accomplished their goal, walking directly into a trap and walking out again unscathed.

No doubt, the next time would be harder. The entire Realm now knew of their capabilities, or at least loosely what they could expect, and they could train to perfectly counter his and Allie’s techniques, avoid the weaknesses they were most capable of exploiting, and generally hyper-specialize to fight them specifically. Meanwhile, he and Allie would be expected to fight against enemies with unknown capabilities, as often as they could physically manage, and do it all without showing a hint of weakness.

He was looking forward to it.

Once they were away from prying eyes, Allie teleported them back to home base, where Kudzu looked over them for any lingering wounds. Zack had his curse fully removed, Allie’s hastily-healed gash was properly mended, Torment underwent standard mental screening, Drifter was treated for full-body bruising and crushed organs, while everyone else underwent a thousand and one other minor checks to ensure they were in prime condition for the next fight.

Alongside it all was Wellspring, assisting and learning from the healers a hundred times her senior. It slowed the entire process to a crawl, but Zack took the opportunity to meditate and discuss magic with Researcher Karl over his [AI], instead of simply suppressing his mental cultivation. If nothing else, Wellspring’s Talent made all the healing she was a part of much faster and lower effort, which made her a resource to be catered to.

Removing a healing cooldown and reducing the strain to heal was a valuable Talent, and even Zack wasn’t sure just how strong her Talent would grow given a few centuries and a dozen Tiers, so he approved of catering to her when she was young, as time permitted.

It was something of a pity they couldn’t operate with full efficiency, with Allie carrying them around the Empire in the blink of an eye and Wellspring wiping away whatever injuries they did take, but such was the cost of those secrets which they still needed to maintain. Logistical secrets had to remain a secret, for those were the only things which genuinely influenced the strength of the Great Powers, in truth. It didn’t matter that Zack could utilize any form of magic he desired at any time, or that Allie could bend space in a massive area. Those were relevant on the micro-scale, within the scope of a single battle.

But Wellspring enabling Ascenders to fight with no regards for most wounds? Allie allowing for instantaneous deployment of strategic assets anywhere in the blink of an eye? That the Emperor himself possessed those capabilities? Those were the sorts of things which told the story of how well the Empire could genuinely weather the attack, and nobody wished to give the slightest hint of their true strengths.

As for strengths…

Zack needed to work a lot more upon mastering level three and four mana types.

He would be the one unleashing Armageddon the next time he faced the Sects.
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Matt floated in the void of space and blinked at the black hole in front of him. It bore down on his Concept like it was trying to remove its polar opposite from the Realm. Which it sort of was. A true black hole wasn’t the weak construct that Minkalla had made as a test, beatable by any Tier 14s. This was a proper, natural black hole, and a Tier 7 one at that.

Despite its low Tier, the black hole held a truly enormous amount of essence in its core that Matt could feel from well outside its event horizon. All celestial bodies took enormous amounts of essence to advance, but even compared to the suns Matt had visited in his quest for inspiration with his Intent, the black hole was a relatively endless pit.

And that was why he was here.

The black hole was his Concept’s polar opposite, and through its pressure and resistance, he was able to better understand his Concept, and through that, his Intent. At Tier 17, it was getting safer to push a bit further at the pieces of his Intent, attempting to gauge the level of compatibility he had with them. It wasn’t wholly reliable— many people had ended up with an Intent they initially had rejected, or found that what they thought was a perfect match was completely rejected by their spirit in practice. But it was a start. His attempts at a Minkalla-based Image was still his favored idea out of a dozen others.

He’d still test other Images once it was safe to do so, but he didn’t have the luxury of waiting until then to determine a new potential Image. Hence, revisiting the black hole idea.

Using the Heart of the Black Hole from Minkalla had been great training, but as he got stronger and grew more attuned to his Concept, the pressure the item put on him had dropped to zero, which was why he had sought out the true version of his Concept’s nemesis.

With the pressure of the black hole pressing down on him, Matt calmed himself before entering the very center of his essence cores, where his Domain resided. Inside, he found his Concept at the center of his being, where it radiated out endless energy. That was the core of who he was, and seeing that, Matt understood Aunt Helen’s earlier comments about Domains and their natures. His Concept was the core of himself, and everything else was built off that.

Mentally pulling back a little, Matt retreated slightly to leave the sphere of influence of his Concept where his Intent would eventually surround it. It was empty at the moment, holding only the vague echoes of Minkalla resonating with his spirit, and now bending under the pressure of the black hole before him.

His Phrase and Anchor were in similar states, and Matt gently pushed some of his ideas to the forefront of his spirit, seeing how they resisted and interacted with the very real black hole before him. Because his spirit was aligned with a white hole, anything originating from his Domain would be naturally fought by the black hole. If the idea had particular resonance with his spirit, then it would be able to resist the black hole’s presence because he could resist the black hole. If it wasn’t able to resist the pressure, that meant his spirit wasn’t empowering the idea and likely meant it was ill-suited to be a part of his Domain.

Others could go to places that synergized with their Concepts to see what resonated with them, but as he was the only accessible white hole in the Realm, he didn’t have that luxury. It wasn’t a foolproof method by any stretch of the imagination, but it was one piece of the puzzle. Today, he was working on his Phrase. Another time, he’d return for his Image and Anchor.

He had, if anything, too many ideas for his Anchor. A massive, ever expanding mana crystal, a talisman, an enchanter’s scribe, a mana concentration potion, a constellation, a suit of armor, even the heart of a black hole… He still held out some hope that he could utilize his sword as his anchor, but while it felt lightly compatible with his image of Minkalla, he didn’t feel any particular resonance with it. It was…incomplete, somehow. The same went for his house and ring, which could have fit with the idea of a modular Intent.

He still wanted to try, but he knew attempting to chase specific interactions and initial abilities was something of a fool’s errand. Maybe he could brute-force it, but doing so would result in something far weaker that might possibly need to be outright replaced, if it truly was lacking in resonance.

Luna had suggested that his sword might not be appropriate as his Anchor because it didn’t properly represent the way he interacted with the world around him. It was one tool among many, but his spirit was unconvinced that it wished to define itself around such a narrow scope. Matt wasn’t sure if that truly was his problem, but he set those concerns aside.

For now, he was attempting to find a Phrase.

At the moment, his top contender was I Am Resolute.

It felt loose, not quite appropriate, and certainly not modal in the way he had hoped, but it still had some resistance to the black hole before him. Fittingly, intent mattered when it came to interpreting Phrases, and it was possible he simply hadn’t found the right angle to consider the phrase yet, which would give him that eureka moment.

My Will Is Resolute felt somewhat better, and seemed to hold resonance with the idea that he was capable of accomplishing anything should he be determined enough. It meshed with Minkalla and rejected the black hole, which seemed like a good start for a Phrase, which Matt felt fairly pleased with.

I Am Unstoppable, Forging Untold Worlds, Creating The Impossible, Vanquisher Of The Wicked, Defender Of The Weak, I Am Flexible, I Am Modal, I Overcome All, I Am Unaffected, all were tried and considered.

I Am Limitless held a distant echo of promise, and certainly could work. It promised a good degree of flexibility, and he was in many ways limitless in that his mana could enable him to fill any role. He could be a tank with his armor skills, or buff himself and be a powerful striker. He could be a support for Liz and Aster, or a blaster.

With the pressure of the black hole bearing down upon him, trying to pull him every which way, Matt floated in place and focused upon the infinite options before him.

[image: ]


Liz twisted slightly as she blocked the spear thrust at her with her shield and returned her own thrust to her opponent.

The Liz across from her was made from blood, but reacted the same way she had to its own attack, with a slight dodge to change the placement of the hit and block the rest with her shield.

At almost the same time, they jumped to their right and threw a burst of blood at each other. Liz blocked the attack with her shield, and when she lowered it, saw her blood clone had done the same thing.

Stopping her fight, Liz cursed.

She and the clone had fallen into the habit of mirroring each other once again.

Luna nodded. “Good, you noticed it faster. You also lasted longer before the two of you synched up. It's an improvement.”

Liz sighed. “By a fraction of a percent. This would be a million times easier if I had a spell more sophisticated than [Lesser Mana Clone] for the base skill.”

Luna nodded once more. “That would most certainly help, yes. But that isn't our goal. If you can get this down with the worst of the clone spells, you will be able to handle a dozen times more copies of yourself than someone who skipped this step.” Turning, Luna called out to Aster, who was floating in a shimmering crystal of ice and wind. “Aster, come help Liz spar with herself.”

It took almost a full minute for Aster’s eyes to start blinking, but when she did, she quickly dissipated her Concept and spells.

“What?”

The fox woman's ears twitched as she questioned the interruption.

“Come help Liz.”

Hearing Luna’s order, Aster skipped over and summoned her staff, twirling it like a baton.

Even then, the staff seemed innocuous and harmless, but Liz knew damn well that was a blatant lie.

Aster had spent a substantial amount of time working on the manifestation, and it was every bit as potent a channel for her magic as Susanne’s sword allotted her, and then some. While it only affected spells her Concept already worked on, those spells tended to bypass armor entirely, freezing the metal it struck to the cloth and flesh underneath. Ice resistance enchantments helped, but Aster had spent a lot more effort developing her ability to overcome ice resistance than Liz had spent on improving it.

The fox was also proving annoyingly adept at illusions for someone who had disdained becoming a kitsune. Any given attack may or may not have actually been real, and those which were real could often appear harmless but be nigh-lethal, appear lethal only to be harmless, or be some kind of debilitating debuff. It worked well enough on rift monsters, as she could manipulate how threatening her spells appeared to be, but her deception really showed its worth against sentient opponents.

Liz summoned a copy of herself and did her best to banish all thoughts of controlling it to the back of her mind. She could already control it quite adeptly if she thought about it consciously, but attempting to control two wholly different bodies to do different things at the same time was complex, and keeping the two distinct streams of thought separate usually didn’t last long.

Saying that her current goal was to run her clone entirely on instinct was incorrect, as instinct had to be tempered with strategy, but she wanted to be able to simply think about what she wanted her clone to do and have it act, instead of thinking about how it would act. The long-term goal was to make that almost fully subconscious, her training allowing her to steer around an entirely separate copy of her just as easily as she could recall her spear to hand. She was aiming to have someone more in sync with her than a counterpart with their own mind could ever be.

It looked to Aster and winked before asking, “You ready, Scoop?”

Aster smirked. “You're damn right! Also, this still feels weird, interacting with two of you. By the way…do you and Matt do a little extra freaky stuff with the blood clones?”

Both Lizes snorted and ignored the last question.

Liz wasn’t her parents, who had spent more than a little bit of effort trying to get the clone series of skills classified as sex skills rather than general-utility skills, and who had gone several hundred years with the ability to use clones before they ever fought using them.

No, she and Matt had perfectly normal relations, even while utilizing clones. Nothing particularly over the top, even by mortal standards. Though the blood certainly made things…different at times.

Seeing she wasn’t going to get an answer, Aster waved her staff, and a giant spear of ice shot out at Liz while her blood clone rushed forward, ready to block any attacks.

Liz was careful not to use her spiritual sense, as that still had the side effect of sending her into a feedback loop of her clone copying her movements, but she didn’t trust that Aster wouldn’t open up with a dangerous attack so she couldn’t just block the spell.

It was a good thing she dodged, as when the spell hit the wall of their house's training room, it impacted with a loud crash that shook the walls.

Liz cursed as her blood clone thrust its spear into her shield, throwing her back a few steps.

[Lesser Blood Clone] was an incredibly versatile skill, and had been the main source of Liz’s improvement in the last few years after she had run into a roadblock with her spell-less blood magic.

The blood magic was useful and she was learning new things, but getting more effects out of the ability without a source of living people was proving difficult to say the least. Rift monsters were a decent substitute, but there were places where they differed from normal life, and that meant the skills she learned in a rift couldn't be applied to humans without changes. Changes she couldn’t test without killing a lot of people. And she wasn’t training to be a good delver, but an Ascender able to fight other humans and evolved beasts.

Deflecting a bolt of ice that numbed her arm even through her shield, Liz flooded her arm with blood and manually moved it into position to block her clone's spear thrust.

Shifting left slightly so the clone was between her and Aster, Liz stomped on the clone's foot and shoved, but the clone allowed herself to fall over and grabbed Liz’s shield to pull her down with her. Aster had been ready, and a flurry of snow swept over them and slowed Liz’s perception and reaction speed. Knowing she needed to get out of the area of effect spell, Liz created a bubble of blood between herself and the clone's shields and detonated it, sending her flying.

She caught herself mid-air and shot a blob of blood at Aster, but the fox just waved as the blood went right through the illusion of her.

Twisting midair, Liz kicked out in case Aster came close behind her but connected with nothing.

That slight change in momentum allowed the clone Liz to send a copy of her spear at her back. The clone’s one major weakness was the same as the original spells; it didn’t have its own mana pool. Where [Lesser Mana Clone] used the very mana that the construct was made out of to fuel itself, [Lesser Blood Clone] used its own blood instead. Which was quite the boon, as the clone could fuel itself from the bodies of its slain foes. And in a rift, or a battlefield, the blood was endless.

It was also endless when she was near Matt, but that wasn’t the point. She just needed to make controlling other bodies so automatic, she could single handedly act as a small squadron, most of which were utterly expendable.

Summoned monsters were a classic way to fill the battlefield, but when it came down to it, a monster just wasn’t better than she was at fighting. Oh sure, summons were a fairly potent tactic for plenty of people. Some utterly lacked combat skill, and so the raw instinct the monster could run on was an improvement, not to mention the fact that summoner types had supplementary skills, Talents, or even a Domain dedicated to empowering their thralls. But Liz had devoted all of that effort into improving herself, and even without any skills, she knew that any same-Tier monster would die to her, regardless of its master’s buffs.

If she used [Mana Clone] or [Clone] itself, this would be trivial. At that point, her duplicates would have minds of their own, and be able to act as their own copies of Liz on the battlefield, no special coordination or control needed. But doing so would mean they wouldn’t have the uncanny degree of coordination that would come from them all being directed by a single mind. They’d all fight quite well, though likely after an adjustment period to keep them from all going at the same target, in the same way, at the same time. She’d be teammates with herself, not one warrior utilizing multiple bodies as weapons.

By training now, the idea was that she could incorporate a lot more of herself in her future squads. If she mastered steering one body, two bodies, even three bodies- the commonly-accepted upper limit of [Lesser Mana Clone]- she could control five, maybe even ten times that many with its higher Tier versions.

Hell, at that point her limiter would just be how fast she could expand [Mana Clone] to allow for multiple simultaneous clones. That would be delightful.

This fight lasted for another ten minutes before Liz’s concentration broke, and her clone began mimicking her again, despite Aster’s assistance.

Liz turned to Luna, who nodded. “That was good. And enough for today. It's time we grab Matthew and head back to Gettra so we don't miss our transit.”

Liz agreed, and they left their house together with Aster, which floated in space a good distance from Matt’s location, which was far too close to the event horizon of the black hole for Liz’s liking.

Flying next to him, Liz ran her hands through his hair, lightly scratching until he woke up from his trance.

He smiled at her before pulling her into a kiss. Once they broke apart, he ruffled Aster's hair, and through their AI, asked, “I assume Luna said we’re leaving?”

Aster nodded. “Yup. Liz was getting beat up, and Luna decided to have mercy on her.”

Liz grumbled but didn’t defend herself. Instead, she cast [Lesser Blood Clone] and transformed into her phoenix form. Letting the human clone fly next to them, she hopped on its shoulder and did her best to adjust for the altered morphology.

It was another form of training Luna had given her and was much harder than fighting herself. When her bodies weren’t physically in sync, simply using [Lesser Blood Clone] was more difficult, and her practice was simply making her clone interact with Matt and Aster. She at least didn’t have to worry about syncing up her movements between her bodies, as it was hard enough to get her legs moving instead of comically flapping her arms in an attempt to move.

Or waddling. That had truly been embarrassing, and she never wanted to live through that ribbing again.
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After Matt reached their home, he found Luna standing next to it, and he took the hint while absorbing the now much larger house into the Tier 20 spatial ring they had bought for the purpose.

It had taken a considerable chunk of their profits from delving, but expanding the house had been the right call.

Instead of it just being two rooms, a connected living room and kitchen, and their small labs, the house had grown.

They had expanded both of their rooms into full suites with their own private bathrooms, and put a guest bathroom next to the living room, which was also expanded to a more comfortable size. The largest changes were in their labs, which had both expanded to full-sized rooms, along with a comparable room for Aster and her own ice cream-making process.

They had also added a spatially expanded training room that cost them both an arm and a leg. They were delving Tier 21 rifts, but the model they had received needed to be able to handle their power, which meant at least a Tier 23 version, and the cheapest version was still selling for Tier 25 mana stones.

They even dedicated some of the rings' available space to better shields, both defensive and private, so they didn’t always need to rely on Luna to keep their privacy.

Still, it had been a worthwhile investment, as it allowed them to safely practice their various skills when settled in on a planet.

With a thought, Matt pulled out their latest expensive upgrade. Their old, cramped chaotic spaceship was long gone, and the new model was far more impressive. It had a full suite of rooms for five, much better engines for both chaotic space and real space, and actual armaments in case anyone decided to attack them.

The ship was actually a refitted exploration ship they bought secondhand and was nice enough that Travis and Keith had good-naturedly complained that the ship was much more comfortable than the one they used.

It wasn’t comparable to Luna’s ship, but it was fast enough that they were able to do things like jump to nearby star systems without too much effort. It allowed Matt to work on his Intent while they traveled to a new planet where they could settle in for long delves. They had outgrown the last world they had traveled to after leaving Ventillyria almost a decade ago. That, combined with their approaching the peak of Tier 17 making Tier 21 rifts lose the veneer of their consistent near-death challenges, meant they needed to relocate.

To that end, they were going to Wandering Fallows, an old, old world that could trace its history well into the last era of Great Powers, located near the capital system. As a Tier 25 planet, it was well populated, but that was an issue they were running into everywhere they went.

Unlike lower Tier planets, which were in abundance, Tier 25 and higher planets were scarce. Even some marquess didn’t have such valuable planets to their name. Normally, Pathers went to the border regions to find higher Tier planets with fewer people fighting over the same rifts, but with those areas under attack and full of spies, they needed to head deeper into the Empire.

The only good thing to come of it was that they were crossing paths with Bradley and Jill, the friends they made in Minkalla. They had fallen off the Path and were at loose ends, so when Matt, Liz, and Aster realized their paths would cross, they suggested the meetup.

April took the opportunity to guest-lecture at a local academy, at Luna’s behest. Path management was strongly encouraged to share their knowledge with people other than just Pathers, and while liaisons usually only did so when they didn’t have an active team, Matt knew Luna well enough that the cat didn’t want April’s first lecture to happen after they’d parted ways.

The more well-known managers, such as Luna herself, would speak on their specialty at some of the most prestigious Academies in the empire, with their lessons being recorded and broadcast to other Academies in the years thereafter. Even after Luna had retired, she’d still continued giving her lectures on eliminating all points of possible weakness, but Matt was fairly certain that was because she enjoyed terrorizing the students more than anything.

Matt had no idea why they would hate Luna’s specialty of destroying spells cast at you with the smallest effort possible. He had no idea. None at all.

April wasn’t anywhere close to the level of fame that Luna, or even Kurt, were at, with Academies constantly sending her requests for her to lecture for them. But, her Tier made her more than qualified for the local Tier 5 academy, and after discussing her options with Luna and the academy’s leadership, decided to give a lecture on identifying monster weaknesses.

She practiced her speech extensively with the three of them, and Matt did his best to imitate a Tier 1 just starting out on his journey, eager and hopelessly naive. Over the course of the practice, he learned that low Tier academies like that often broke their low Tier rifts to reform them with a new monster type, so their pupils didn't get complacent delving into the same rifts.

Matt wanted to be upset at the very thought, knowing damn well how expensive such practices were even on a higher Tier planet, but accepted it as just how the world worked. Academies were very much catered to the elite and the wealthy who wanted their children to be the most well-rounded individuals they could be. That meant more lessons about business, beginner crafting skills, leadership, and nonstandard delving. Most of the children who graduated would then go on to act as normal part-time delvers, getting full guides to the local rifts they delved, but the better foundation would still help them should they ever need to step out of their comfort zones.

He just wished everyone could get such a level of education.

When he mentioned that thought to Aster, she laughed in his face.

She brought up her time at the beast academy as a counter-example; most people simply didn’t want to undergo such training. Living his life as a delver who mostly interacted with other delvers and was rushing through the Tiers had tainted his view on what the common person wanted with their life. A simple education, a good job that allowed them some luxuries, and a safe environment to raise kids in was more than enough for them.

They were simple people with simple desires. The ones who did want more than that went to the Path or the guilds.

Matt wanted to rebut that, but knew she was right, as the three of them had spent a full month in a lower Tier portion of the city they were living in to reacquaint themselves with the desires of the normal citizens. Or rather, he and Liz did; Aster had proven herself to have a much better finger on the pulse of normal life.

Part of that definitely came from her time at the academy, but a portion of it also came from keeping in touch with her friends from the Bond Academy. While Aster was rapidly delving to advance, they had gotten jobs and were living more normal lives while sharing their experiences with her through their many chats.

Matt and Liz made a note that if they had some extra time at the end of their journey on The Path of Ascension, they should visit Aster’s friends before they went public. It would be nice to meet her friends before they gathered too much attention.

When they arrived at the nearest inhabited planet, Matt and Liz met up with Bradley and Jill at a more upscale Tier 20 restaurant, letting Aster have free reign over the house for the night. They all would have preferred that she could have joined them, but the security concerns involved with confirming that Torch and Quill had a quadrupedal ice bond, even in just a private-ish setting, were too high.

Bradley and Jill looked good; Matt had to admit that Bradley had bulked up since he had seen him at Tier 12, and Jill had grown out her hair and looked more open than the quiet woman who wandered through Minkalla as a dangerous archer.

They obviously didn’t recognize the two of them ‘out of their masks,’ and now, even out of the Quill and Torch masks, they still hid their identities, but they at least had normal faces.

When Matt nodded, Bradley laughed with a knowing grin on his face after scanning the crowd.

“There you guys are. We almost didn’t recognize you.”

Jill snorted as she stood to greet them, then broke into a beaming smile. “It's good to see you guys. We’ve heard a lot about your exploits. And…Torch, I heard you two got married? Congratulations!”

Liz returned the smile, and the four of them spent the rest of the evening chatting and catching up while sharing stories of their adventures in recent years.

Bradley and Jill wanted to hear about the rescue of Justinian and the attack on Ventillyria. The two of them happily shared the more light-hearted adventures while trying to brush over the worst bits.

Matt didn’t talk about the emotional numbness that lasted for almost a full two years after the attacks, and then therapy to help him after. They didn’t talk about how Justinian was still a nervous wreck.

Instead, they shared the more humorous moments, like when Justinian complained about the remakes of some of his favorite movies, or when they got trapped for a full week in a rift maze because he and Liz didn’t believe Aster’s solution of just believing they were out. She had been free the entire time while they walked in place, believing they were in a maze, the two of them too stubborn to believe something that was so obviously not true.

Matt took great delight in filling Aster’s role of teasing Liz, relaying Liz’s protestations about the compulsion to believe what they saw to his bond over [AI] and repeating what his sister responded with. The protestations just made everything funnier, and even Liz was chuckling by the end.

Bradley and Jill, in turn, told them of their own adventures, like when Bradley got a little too relaxed inside a magma flow, drifted downstream, and bubbled up in someone's yard. Or the time Jill shot Bradley in the butt inside a lava rift, mistaking his diving for a new monster type in the rift.

When even their tea plates were cleared away, their conversation turned to what the duo were going to do in the future. Pathers who made it to Tier 17 on the Path before falling off were in high demand, and the two of them had thousands of recruitment offers from noble families, corporations, and guilds.

Bradley played with his fork as he explained, “We have so many offers, we don't know what to do. A lot of them are really good too. Our manager is willing to help us with that before she leaves, but even she admits we have so many choices, it's hard to pick.”

Matt nodded while Liz leaned forward and asked, “But what do you want to do? We have some other friends who fell off at Tier 12, and after reaching Tier 15, they decided to open a local delving school, while another went into business using her Talent. Have you guys thought of something like that? There is no reason you need to choose one of the offers when you can do damn near anything with your powers. Or do you want to just take a break? I know that's a common one.”

Jill, who was running a finger along the rim of her glass, agreed. “We thought of that. My parents are Tier 15 merchants, and they would be more than happy to have us join the family business. We just don't find any of the ideas appealing. Currently, we are thinking of joining the army, but the problem there is a little stupid.”

Bradley snorted as he finished for his wife. “Neither of us just wants to be part of a normal unit doing normal things. Call us conceited, but we feel we can do more than that. We aren't better than the positions, but we want to do something useful.”

Liz raised an eyebrow as she shrugged. “As Tier 17 Pathers, you shouldn't have an issue there.”

Jill grinned. “That's our problem. We don’t want special treatment because we feel like we haven't really earned it. So you see the issue.”

Matt laughed with the rest of them, but also commiserated with them and their plethora of choices. It was almost easier to have fewer choices than they did. He had no questions about his future after The Path; he’d join the army and then the war as an Ascender. Once the war was won, he’d start his guild small as a part-time thing, and try to invent things to help the lower Tiers with like-minded people. He knew what his future held, and that seemed so much easier than having to guess and plot the unknown.

After parting from the pair, they attended April's lesson and watched from the rear with Luna, who, like usual, took copious notes, but Matt felt April did a great job. She kept things simple enough that the fourteen-year-olds didn’t get overwhelmed, but was detailed enough to be useful.

He was sure Luna would tear her performance to shreds, but he happily admitted to her that he wished he had been able to get a lesson like that from an expert as a kid. He had gotten something similar, but the lesson was mostly a slide show taught by one of the orphanage staff who, while doing their best, wasn’t a delver, and didn't have the experience to really make the lesson personal.

With that done, they were off to Wandering Fallows, where they put their noses back to the grindstone and pushed to Tier 18.

When they broke through at the ripe old age of 87 years old, a full eleven years earlier than The Path required, they got word of a new mission for them.

They were to go ‘undercover’ into the younger generations of the noble elite at the capital. Matt thought it sounded interesting until he saw the information about their false identities.

They would be themselves.

They would be pretending to still be Tier 15, but they needed to schmooze with the noble elite, or at least the younger generation of the noble elite. Liz had been Tier 15 for almost two decades, and she needed to attend her official Induction to high society. While the spies covering for them could do most things in their place, if they took her position for the Induction, it would not be received well once the truth was revealed in the wake of them finishing the Path.

It honestly seemed more like an excuse to prepare them to be nobles if they finished the Path than anything.

While Matt and Aster had been more or less looking forward to it since they’d learned it would be happening a few decades ago, Liz had been dreading it, and now that it was actually time, she joked about declining the mission.

Conveniently, Wandering Fallows was only one jump away from the capital, so they could continue delving with no one the wiser, though at a slightly reduced rate.

Best of all, Matt would get to see what it was like to live on Mara and Leon’s capital estates.

He hadn’t seen his in-laws in over a decade, and he was happy to know they would be spending time in the capital.
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Matt stretched as he left the teleport hub— spaceship travel around the Capital was regulated enough that it was faster and easier to make the jump from Wandering Fallows through the regular teleports than to sort out the paperwork— and looked up into the sky.

Far above him, an enormous ring stretched across the southern sky, glimmering with every color Matt’s eyes could see and reflecting countless lights from its position above the equator. Matt and Aster drifted to a stop at the sight, prompting a bit of grumbling as the crowd parted around them, but they were too transfixed to care.

He’d seen the ring in movies, of course, but being there in person was just a completely different experience. It practically took his breath away, even as all of the sights and sounds and smells struck him all at once. At Tier 18, Matt’s senses were impressive, but he couldn’t detect a single off-note from anywhere. It smelled faintly floral, with the musky undertones of enchantment-work, and the cacophony of the city seemed to strike his ear more like a symphony rather than a chaotic mess of people yelling, enchantments whirring, and mechanical devices clanking.

Liz tugged at his sleeve, a small smile on her lips. “C’mon dear, stop gawking.”

Matt began to protest, but Liz cut him off with a quick kiss as they kept moving and laughed. “I’m glad it’s a full ring right now. When it’s a proper moon, it’s still pretty, but this is just so much better, you know?”

Matt nodded in agreement. While the Capital— technically its name was The Sophron Imperium Maginex, but no one actually called it that— may not have been the only planet with a ring, the Empire often encouraged the formation of an actual moon to help with weather pattern stability. But on the Capital, there was a group of incredibly dedicated Tier 40s through Tier 46s who volunteered themselves to not only maintaining the weather patterns across the planet, but also dismantling and reconstructing the moon itself every few years.

It was an utterly ludicrous feat, but the Keepers of the Great Circle Above had been filling their role for hundreds of thousands of years, and nobody really had a solid reason to actually stop them. On the other side, the magnificence of their moon itself undergoing such a metamorphosis gave plenty of reasons to let them keep going.

While all of the high-Tier worlds Matt had visited were unique in their own way, the phases of the moon corresponding to the different kinds of moons was a new experience for him. So was all of the paperwork they’d had to do, because entering the planet as immortals meant having to personally read and understand the laws as they applied to him. Sure, plenty of worlds had their own legal quirks, but they usually were given as a summary dumped to his AI. Only the Capital required that he sign a legally binding document with him acknowledging that he was aware of how the planet’s laws impacted his ability to travel.

It outlined the details behind the different Tier zones for traveling, specifying the maximum and minimum speeds allowed in each. Unlike in the Seven Suns Kingdom that he’d visited so long ago, the Capital didn’t utilize heavy metal doors to keep low-Tiers out of areas they were ‘too weak’ to be allowed in. The only public places off-limits to mortals were high-speed, high-Tier travel lanes which were usually in the air anyway. Thanks to some clever architecture and planning, there were very few places which a mortal couldn’t reach if they were determined, though it wasn’t always the most convenient.

In practice, of course, it wasn’t nearly so rosy, and plenty of businesses simply didn’t properly cater to lower Tiers. Training halls, restaurants, gyms, entertainment venues— the list went on. A Tier 1 was allowed to enter even a Tier 43 training hall, but if they provided anything at all, the offerings for low-Tiers would be a pittance in comparison to that which high-Tiers could access.

Realistically, there simply wasn’t much to be done. Plenty of what made the higher-Tier amenities so much better were things which mortals couldn’t even survive. A botanical garden’s flowers which merely smelled nice to Tier 20s could drive Tier 5s into a catatonic stupor, spicy food served in a Tier 30 restaurant would cause a Tier 10 who so much as touched it to burst into flames, and plays put on for Tier 40s would simultaneously be utterly incomprehensible to Tier 20s, and would last longer than a Tier 5 could go without food.

Considering it was the highest-Tier planet in the Empire, there were those who pushed for that fact to actually be utilized and not require even the strongest in the Empire to travel no faster than a mortal’s walking speed in the lobbies of every establishment. They argued that even trying to cater to mortals was seriously hampering the ability of immortals to properly enjoy the one place in the entire Empire where they should have been allowed to not worry about their strength, and that mortal-oriented activities should be relegated to the other half-dozen planets within the system.

There was something of an equilibrium in place, Matt knew, but just how much the Capital made itself accessible to mortals ebbed and flowed over the decades. He wasn’t sure where it was at the moment, but the few pieces catering to mortals were still leagues better than anything he’d seen on most planets, let alone Lilly. The one thing that was constant, and immediately obvious, was just how much more the Capital was compared to any of the other local capitals he’d visited.

Silverheath, Harper’s capital, was perhaps the closest comparison, a relatively normal Empire city stretched out beyond all reason, but the capital took that several steps further. If there was anything approaching a normal ground, Matt saw no sign of it. Walkways hovered in midair, flanked by hovering platforms going up, down and to the sides. Those platforms allowed easy access to not only the other walkways below and presumably above them, but also to the floating buildings on every side, equally untethered to anything beyond their own bulk.

Skyscrapers raced as far down as they stretched into the heavens, perfectly cuboidal halls admitted people straight through their glass surfaces, mesh metal spheres jetted through the flight lanes carrying untold amounts of cargo without a pilot to be seen, and buildings outright vanished as his angle of view changed. It made him wonder just how many buildings should have obscured the view of the ring above him were it not for invisibility enchantments— or spatial enchantments, Matt realized. The closest of those buildings only took up an eighth of the city block, but held a shopping center that stretched for miles thanks to a truly insane level of spatial expansion he had never seen before. Frankly he wasn't even sure how the space hadn't destabilized with it stretched so much.

Then, there were the people. While he’d been long since inured to the unusual colors and body types of immortals, there was just such incredible variety on display, he couldn’t help but double-take at the sights. A cactus dryad who couldn’t have been older than eight toddled along next to a twelve-foot, red-skinned man rippling with muscle and with a beard that nearly reached his waist. An effervescent slip of a woman with almost translucent silver skin and eyes that glowed with pink and violet light hovered a few inches above the ground, passing by someone who just had to be a dragon in a humanoid form, covered in scales and with a draconic head.

Curiously, practically all the adults Matt could sense were at least Tier 5. While plenty of high-Tier planets had ambient essence high enough to let the average adult bring themselves to the peak of Tier 4 on their own, that was where most stopped. Developing your own Concept was hard, especially for the kind of person who cultivated almost exclusively for health benefits. And using aura to help make your own Concept, or purchasing false-Concept potions to bypass the issue were so expensive, few Tier 4s could manage it.

The price clearly wasn’t much of a hindrance here, and while he wasn’t allowed to pry too deeply into the Domains of people ten Tiers below him, he got the sense that most had utilized bottled Concepts. That wages were high enough on the Capital for the average citizen to get ahold of a potion which only a skilled craftsman with an Intent could make was impressive.

Of course, there was almost certainly some level of generational pass-along going on, where higher-Tier parents could purchase their kids, grandkids, or even great-grandkids the potions needed to give them a chance to reach a higher Tier. That, combined with the incredible number of alchemists who would live on the Capital and would be able to make bottled Concepts, no doubt lowered the average price.

While he couldn’t buy a potion for the price that a Tier 4 would have to pay, he was able to look it up. As a Tier 18, he could buy one for just a couple Tier 18 mana stones, which seemed incredibly low. He checked the price that a Tier 4 would have to pay, and saw that it was only a few dozen Tier 4 mana stones. While he hadn’t needed one, he did remember the Unbroken complaining just how pricey they’d been for them, and they’d been professional delvers on the Path. They could absolutely afford a handful of same-Tier mana stones without trouble, particularly since Path discounts would have made them even cheaper.

Matt stuffed the part of him that wanted to tear into the minutiae of the local economy to the back of his mind and turned his attention back to the marvels of engineering all around him. There was, as he expected, not a scrap of environmental mana to be found— it was all siphoned away by mana collectors. Essence, however, abounded. He’d heard that it was technically less abundant than at the other local capitals, but he couldn’t tell the difference at his Tier.

He could, however, feel just how solid the reality was, with his Concept unable to find any purchase to enable him to fly. Even an Intent wouldn’t solve that issue; only an Aspect would enable someone to take to the Capital’s skies without a skill or enchanted item. For Matt, with no need or particular desire to save his mana, that wasn’t an issue, but the limitation led to a truly unbelievable number of high-Tiers walking alongside mortals and even unawakened children. They walked together, talked together, lived together, and visited parks together.

Watching a man who was at least Tier 30 nod along as a young boy chattered away at him about all the local interesting bits during a lull of traffic was a new experience. The Tier 30 would have heard everything the kid was saying a thousand times over, but he kept the boy engaged in polite conversation, despite the child's mother looking mortified.

She wasn’t scared or upset. Just embarrassed her kid was trapping someone with his energetic ramblings.

The Capital was different.

Matt may not have known what the surface of the planet was like, if it even truly had one, but the surface wasn’t needed to visit natural greenery. Spatial expansion was used and abused to such an incredible extent that a building only a few times bigger than his house on the outside contained an entire ecosystem inside, with all manner of low-Tier vegetation growing for the residents to enjoy. There were even some animals, something the outside was distinctly lacking, which were prevented from Tiering up thanks to impressive essence-blocking filters on the building’s exterior. A second look informed him that it was even more impressive than he’d initially thought— multiple distinct parks overlaid the exact same space, each adjusted for a different Tier bracket through some spatial shenanigans he couldn't follow.

He watched as a group of kids, in what was clearly a Tier 5 meadow, flew kites in a wholly interior breeze. The cloth and string contraptions soared hundreds of feet in the air, rising less than halfway to the ceiling of the fifteen foot park. When he looked again at the same spot, a group of Tier 15s watched as a pack of wolves chased down a fleeing deer. Looking again revealed a few flashes of what looked to be some kind of Tier 25 or higher bird as it flew around the base of a waterfall before he passed the building. There had been at least a half-dozen other biomes present of varying Tier ranges, making the single, objectively small park an incredibly dense haven of life.

Liz seemed jaded to the sights, but Matt caught her sneaking glances at his and Aster’s open awe with a bit of a smirk playing across her lips. He didn’t care, and just kept trying to take in all of their surroundings.

He’d never experience this for the first time again, and wanted to take it in without reservation.

They passed by a hollowed-out boulder that advertised itself as a restaurant, which despite the exterior appearance, was clearly quite a popular place. Floating right next to the walkway was a waiting area of sorts, a wardrobe-sized teardrop of stone and metal holding hundreds of patrons waiting for a platform to take them to the restaurant, which was packed with attendees.

“That place smells good,” Aster commented as they passed. “Did you ever eat there, growing up?”

“No,” Liz shrugged. “I’ve never even heard of it. Growing up, I didn’t wander the greater Capital much; I mainly just stayed in Heartsword. Other than family outings, everything I needed was in there.”

“You never left the building you grew up in?”

“Not never,” she defended herself. “But look around. The buildings here are basically entire cities, and yeah, if I wasn’t going on vacation, I tended to stay put. It had everything I’d want. Parks, restaurants, theaters, school, my family, everything. Why would I leave, just generally speaking? Other than for vacations, anyway, and those were usually off-world. I mean, think about it, how often did you leave your home city growing up?”

Matt frowned. “I don’t think that I’m a good example there. I think my orphanage took a tour into the countryside…twice? Well, one of those was to the beach, so I don’t know if that counts, as it was still within city limits.”

“So your family just…lived in Heartsword? All of you? For your entire childhood?” Aster seemed stuck on that fact, but Matt broadly followed, thanks in large part to he and Liz having discussed their childhoods before.

Liz shrugged. “I mean, yeah. Heartsword is a common enough place for nobles and general high-Tiers to raise kids, especially those who want to give their kids something of a more ‘normal’ childhood in a mixed-Tier environment. It’s got a bunch of apartments and estates set up to rent for a couple decades when you or a family member are about to have a kid. It’s about the only way you can have sibling bonds when they’re all centuries older. After Leah was born, my parents just bought a house there and made it their primary residence on the Capital. They use it often enough.”

That got Matt curious enough to look into just what was for rent in Heartsword. It was, as Liz had told him, a true multi-Tier housing development. There were tiny rooms at the bottom of the superstructure priced such that even a Tier 1 could afford one with a well-paying job, and it ranged all the way up to noble estates expensive enough that even most Tier 46s wouldn’t be able to afford one.

That led him to looking at real estate on the Capital in a more general way.

Some places were for sale, but most places rented out anything from single rooms to entire mansions with varying levels of provided amenities. Some were as full-featured as any hotel, while others expected the renter to pay for everything, even repairs. Other Tier 15 and above rentals were no more than a walk-in closet with a meditation pad, some of which were fitted for long-term full-immersion gaming marathons. Many of those were inaccessible for massive periods of time, rotating through pods of immortals as though they were nothing more than stacked firewood slowly being cycled to the entrances.

It was a side of immortal life Matt only had marginal experience with, but he could loosely see why having a single room to sit in isolation for decades or centuries could be appealing to some people. They could work on portions of their Domain, cultivate ambient essence, modify their skills, wait for a delve slot, or just whittle away a portion of eternity consuming media via their AI while selling off their mana generation.

The various communal crafting halls helped with otherwise cramped spaces. Rather than residents having personal kitchens or crafting areas, there were scattered halls where people could rent out a station to do all their cooking, woodworking, enchanting, or other work, all with surrounding markets catering to the profession. With their abundant spatial storage, an immortal might rent a kitchen area for three days and make all the food they would want to eat for the next few years.

It still seemed insane to him, but there was undeniably some benefit to be had in training on the highest-Tier planet in the Empire, and most people didn’t want to pay for any more space than what they needed for that.

Between him and Aster getting distracted by all the sights of the planet and the speeds they restricted themselves to on the walkway, it took well over an hour to traverse the distance between their teleport station and the transport hub that was their current destination. From there, it was two flying ‘trains’ and one hired cab to reach Heartsword. Despite them actually crossing through the planet’s crust during one leg of their journey, Matt wasn’t able to sate his curiosity about what the Capital’s surface looked like. Their travel was hastened when they entered a spatially compressed metal tube designed to shorten their actual travel distance, and didn’t see anything beyond gray walls until they emerged practically on the other side of the planet.

The cab dropped them off at a weirdly empty walkway near the top of Heartsword, and Matt had to adjust from the hustle and bustle of the Capital’s public mass-transit streets to the beautiful, virtually deserted private neighborhood for the nobles and obscenely wealthy. When they saw other people on their walk, a group of Tier 15s flying by on a party yacht, they didn’t get so much as a passing glance, which was odd. Despite their arrival, nobody seemed to notice their passage, which Matt suspected was Luna’s doing, but he couldn't be sure.

As the estates grew larger and larger, Matt had to resist checking his [AI] for a map, but after what felt like a decade of walking through a building that, if he didn’t know better, could be mistaken for a normal planet's surface, they arrived at an estate with its front gates already open for them.

It took them another half an hour to walk down the entry path of the spatially-expanded estate, through the immaculate gardens that filled the grounds. With his spiritual senses, Matt could tell that most of the wildlife of the area was Tier 15, but that actually decreased as they neared the buildings themselves, until they came to some completely untiered animals right next to the house.

One particularly curious Tier 10 hummingbird darted onto the pathway as they passed, wings tracing out a path that Matt found endlessly fascinating, its iridescent blue and green feathers sparkling in a beautiful pattern. It must have decided it liked Liz, as it calmly perched on her shoulder, much to Matt and Aster’s amusement.

As they approached the main mansion, they were greeted by the front doors being flung open. It allowed a truly awful racket of out of tune, disharmonious, and out of tempo music to wash over them and chase away Liz’s hummingbird friend. Mara and Leon strolled out a second later, beaming as they continued the audial assault with a half-dozen instruments both in their arms and floating around them.

Matt tuned out his in-laws’ antics as he moved to give them a hug. To his left and right, Liz and Aster did the same, and the duo each split into three to give them welcoming embraces. The instruments retreated into the house behind them, and the royals pulled back and re-merged into a single body.

Leon ruffled Matt’s hair. “It's good to see you guys! You look great, Matt. How have you been?”

Mara puffed her cheeks, having clearly intended to ask the same question, but Matt just laughed. “I’m good. You—” Matt cocked his head as he inspected the two. Something about them was off. “Something is weird with you two.”

Mara clutched her chest as a dagger appeared out of nowhere and seemed to be stabbing her in the heart while Leon started fading into rain clouds.

Mara started to gasp as she fell to the floor. “Betrayed by our own son. Oh, the humanity! Whatever shall we do? However shall we recover?”

Leon’s cloud started to weep rain as he cried. “I can’t believe it. I really can’t⁠—”

Aster poked the rain cloud as it drifted around her. “No, I think he's right,” she agreed. “Something is off, but I can't tell what.”

Liz waved her hand, dispersing what clouds were bumping her. “They’re just [Clone]s. You must be busy, then?”

Leon pulled himself back together before saying, “We’re delving at the moment. But yes, the war is keeping us pretty occupied, even considering there’s little we can really do. But once we’re out, we’ll be back to watching the battlefields and encouraging military recruitment. I’m sad you found us out so fast, though! It was so much fun when you were just a little girl, keeping you guessing which was the real us.”

Matt began to formulate a response, but was distracted by Aster pouncing on Mara, shifting into her fox form mid-leap. Mara responded by turning into a flaming chicken, and was desperately running away from the marauding canid. Aster was undeterred, and used an auditory illusion to scold Matt’s mother-in-law.

“How dare you burn down the student council building and not replace it. That place was drafty, and boring, and plain, and dumb! We could have had something nice and fancy, but you ruined it and didn’t even replace it.”

Mara just responded by repeatedly yelling, “Squawk!” in her normal speaking voice as she and Aster ran in circles around their group.

Leon laughed. “Oh yeah, I had forgotten about that. That was funny. You know they tried to send me the bill when that happened? I promptly threw it out. Maybe that is why it never got fixed.” After laughing at his own joke Leon explained as he saw Aster's deadpan expression. “Okay, fine. While that would be funny, no, the student council building was rebuilt after Mara’s little escapade. It was later burnt down again by someone else. Then rebuilt. I think the most recent destruction was caused by a botched enchantment, but that might have been the one before last. The student council isn’t always very popular, and leveling a building is just good natured fun in some people’s eyes. After a while, they stopped making it fancy so it was easier to rebuild.”

Aster made faces at Mara before turning back into a human and pointing her nose at the sky.

As Mara returned to her human form, Leon led them through what Matt had thought was the front door. As it turned out, that was simply the front gates, and they were only entering an entry courtyard. All of the gardens Matt had seen outside were nothing in comparison to the cobblestone courtyard they’d just entered. The ground was covered in dark gray pavers connected by golden mortar, and in the center burned a massive flame in the shape of a crowned phoenix. It wasn’t Mara’s form exactly, but it was reminiscent of her in a stylized way. It flapped its wings and sent golden sparks trailing to the ground with each flap. Wherever they landed, the golden mortar glowed briefly, illuminating the stones from below in an almost haunting display.

Above them, lightning crackled and roiled, giving off just enough noise to not make the sight jarring, even as it shifted between a dozen different geometric and artful patterns like a living thing instead of an untamable force of nature. Dark gray trees lined the edge of the court, crowned with scarlet leaves and covered in golden blooms. The petals from the trees were constantly falling, blanketing the ground around them with just enough pristine petals they nearly hid the stone underneath.

A small stream originated from above the true doorway and cascaded down in twin waterfalls on either side of the door into a pair of pools. The pools themselves were utterly still, the waterfalls not disturbing them in the slightest.

“Gawking again, love,” Liz nudged him, and Matt kept walking, though he was utterly transfixed by just the sheer magnificence of the home around them.

“You’re just stone cold. This is ludicrous. You grew up here? I thought you said you had a more normal childhood. This is normal to you?”

Liz just shrugged and tugged him along.

As they neared the actual entrance, Matt realized that what he thought was simply a red door was actually made of red wood, mostly a deep scarlet color and with a dark, storm-gray wood grain pattern. The wood grain itself was artful, twisted into the form of flowers, trees, and more. At the heart of the door was an insignia very familiar to Matt, the same combination of Mara and Leon’s individual heraldry that he’d worn on his wedding outfit.

The door swung open without a sound, revealing a massive circular foyer stretching up farther than Matt could properly perceive. The floor was polished stone, marbled with brilliant gold, and in the exact center of the room the marbling coalesced into a rendition of the joint insignia that nonetheless still managed to look natural. Above the insignia, a stained-glass window cast an illusion of a phoenix silhouetted by a storm cloud, and Matt could hear in the distance an ever-so-faint background tune evocative of the fury of nature, of lightning and fire cast from the heavens and turned into something wonderful by those who found it.

While they certainly weren’t needed for illumination— more than enough light streamed down from above, where the tower seemed to stretch to infinity— a pair of lampstands flanked the entryway, seemingly carved from the same piece of stone as the floor and burning with golden flames, whose light never varied no matter how much they flickered and danced.

Ahead of them, an arched opening led into what was very clearly some kind of dining room. A table made of the same deep red wood as the door held the place of pride, large enough to seat dozens of people at the same time. It stretched into a stone hall marbled with gold and illuminated predominantly by that marbling. Golden light spilled across what could only truly be described as a dining hall without distorting any of the colors present. An unseen breeze carried small white clouds above the tops of the high-backed seats, and whenever they collided, golden lightning flashed with a faint rumble. Incredibly, each of the rumbles were perfectly in time with the background music, adding to the song without ever overpowering or clashing with the melody.

“—some family time after you left us alone for so long. You wouldn’t deprive us of the love of our children would you?”

Matt came back to reality to see his in-laws pleading with their daughter using massive, oversized and only just shy of hideous eyes.

“Sure, mom, we’ll join you for dinner. You didn’t need to guilt us; we would have been happy to join you if you just asked normally. In fact, we intended to anyway.” Liz sighed, prompting a once again overly comical celebration from her parents. She eagerly tugged on Matt’s sleeve, leading him to the side of the room. Stairs seemed to materialize under her feet, floating a few inches away from the curved wall but utterly rock-solid underfoot. They went up about a quarter circle, then broke off into a hallway invisible from the ground.

There, the floors were a different type of stone, once more ashen gray, and the glass wall to their left overlooked the gardens, allowing light to spill in. The other wall was an intricately carved wooden mural depicting a legend of how the first rifts came to be, in full color but completely unpainted. Instead of anything applied to the wood itself, it was composed of different colors of wood from green to gold to violet, seamlessly joined into a single object.

With every step they took, golden sparks trailed into the air like cinders, forming a wake of glittering, golden dust that drifted to highlight points of interest in the mural. Eyes were illuminated, representations of essence were highlighted, and spells glowed as they were cast.

At the end of the hallway, the corridor split in two. Liz pulled Matt to the right while Aster headed to the left, their respective doors swinging open before they arrived. When Matt got close, he could see ‘Elizabeth and Matthew’ was written in the grain patterns itself instead of a stain or brand, but was distracted by the reveal of the bedroom beyond.

He really should have been expecting what he saw.

It wasn’t a single bedroom so much as it was an entire suite, and the first room was a living room larger than their house had been when they got it. The floor was an actual pond with crystal-clear waters, revealing a beautiful mosaic of grays, reds, and golds at the bottom, and filled with gem-like fish and vibrant aquatic plants. It very distinctly was water, but even when he wasn’t trying to, he didn’t sink into it. Nor was any of the furniture so much as damp, and when Matt put his hand against the floor, he only felt a smooth, unyielding, and dry surface. When he pushed harder and with some intent, his hand passed through the invisible barrier and felt the cool, clean water against his skin. A particularly brave red carp even swam up to him and nibbled at his fingers, clearly expecting some level of food. When Matt pulled his fingers back, preparing to wipe them dry, he found that no water had clung to them, and had to marvel at that level of enchantment.

A bank of low couches was placed in a lowered section of the floor, surrounding a whirring orrery of enchantments that Matt could have gotten lost in for hours if not for everything else in the room. Cushions and pillows lined the wall next to the front door, flanking a fireplace containing a sculpture of a flame that looked like it was carved from a red-marbled gold stone, dancing and flickering just like the genuine article. Over the fireplace was a bar, stocked with fruits, drinks, cheeses, crackers, and other lighter fare ready to be snacked on.

The far wall was a single pane of glass separating the room from a sizable balcony, with a view beyond the gardens, and then of the Capital itself. It was the same dark gray marbled stone as the entry hall, but not polished to the same mirror sheen as before. The couches out there looked to be made of actual clouds, with a few circular tables floating nearby made of a metal the color of dull brass, save for an iridescent sheen reminiscent of a storm cloud. To the side, a set of sleek and powerful-looking flying swords were arrayed next to a staging area for their flight.

He recognized the window separating the balcony from the interior as passthrough glass, the same kind of glass as the resort where they’d gotten married had in place of some doors; but this one was far more massive than what he’d been forced by Liz to steadfastly ignore. It was an alchemical substance capable, with a trivial expenditure of mana, of blocking exactly what was desired while allowing anything else through. That could include light, certain types of creatures, certain individuals, sound, temperature, or even gasses. From what he could feel wafting through the room, he guessed it was currently set to allow a breeze and light in, but not temperature, animals, or scents.

There were a few other rooms connected to their living room, including a full training area better-equipped than any delver’s guild Matt had seen, a spa, and a pair of workshops. One was a luxuriously-stocked alchemy lab; the other was outfitted with industrial-grade enchanting tech. And all of it had custom framing to keep it in line with the red, gray, and gold color scheme the entire house was maintaining.

Then there was the actual bedroom.

It wasn’t quite as large as the living room, but it was definitely close, and was nearly as elaborate. Just the two walk-in closets were each three stories tall. The main floor was set up for delving gear, the upstairs for normal wear, and the basement for everything else. Each floor was as large as their bedroom in their portable house, and was absolutely bedecked in display cases and cabinets.

“Oh!” Liz’s eyes sparkled, then she schooled her expression back to the cool disinterest she’d been maintaining.

Matt turned a questioning eye toward her, and Liz just waved her hand then pointed at a few circular divots set into their bedside tables. “Oh, nothing. Just drop your rings here. The enchantments will make sure anything inside of them goes where it should. Armor on the mannequins, clothing in the drawers or in the closet, materials in the workrooms, weapons in the closet and the training room, that sort of thing.”

Matt gave a nod of approval. They’d come across similar things before, but splitting it across multiple rooms was a novel idea. He wasn’t entirely sure how they worked, but they were always nice. Of course, their body doubles had already filled much of the closet with their own clothing, but Matt didn’t look too closely quite yet.

“Yes dear,” Matt prodded Liz, and she glanced at him guiltily. “Quite exciting, isn’t it?”

She looked away quickly. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Come on, we’ve been to places with access enchantments, and you’re clearly excited about something.”

“No, no. This is all perfectly normal for me and eeeep!” Liz cut off mid-sentence as Matt tackled her to the ground and started tickling her.

After a minute, she managed to push Matt off and took a deep breath to focus herself. Matt responded by getting in a few more tickles, breaking her concentration once more, then pulled her onto his lap. She started speaking again, but Matt interrupted with a tight hug. The next time, he cut her off with a kiss.

Finally, Liz got to speak again. “No, I…” She stopped herself, giving him a suspicious side-eye. “No, I guess it’s just…It’s weird to be home. I haven’t been around for so long, a lot of it just didn’t seem like all that much. It was normal to me, and I never paid much attention to it. Then, I was gone, and preoccupied with the Path, which is where you expect hardships, so the transition wasn't that bad. Now I’m back, and I’m able to use a lot more of this stuff. Like, I never had a spatial ring as a kid, so I just couldn’t use the access enchantments. Now I can, and it’s just that everything is so different. It feels familiar, but now I’m able to…use it, really. There’s parts of the house I just couldn’t get to on my own, and it’s big enough that simply exploring everything isn’t practical. I’ve never been in this room before, and now I’m here, and…”

Liz rested her head on Matt’s shoulder, nuzzling into his neck and tracing his arm with her hand. “I’m glad you’re here with me.”

Matt intercepted her hand with his own, interlacing their fingers and giving her a tight squeeze. Liz’s eyes lit up, much to his confusion. “Oh, bathroom! I want to show you something.”

Matt hopped to his feet, following his redhead with a bit of confusion.

The first thing he noticed in their utterly enormous bathroom was a massive bathing area sectioned off with glass similar to their patio’s wall.

“Is that also passthrough glass?”

“Huh? Oh, yeah. It works as a shower, bath, steam bath, all that. Storm cloud on the top will fill it or bring in air if you want currents, but that’s not what I wanted you to see. Ummm… Aw, it’s not here.”

Matt turned to where Liz was poking around behind the sinks, leaning into a natural diorama filled with miniature plants and landscaping. Trees, bushes, grasses, and more tiny plant life started on the back edge of the counter, then extended into dark gray ‘mists’ of stone, transitioning into the backsplash with beautiful precision. They were definitely there, though, as his wife had her head half stuck into the space.

“What can’t you find?” he asked.

“Oh, nothing.”

Matt looked at her and moved to tickle her again.

“No! No, it’s nothing. Like, nothing important. Look, if I don’t find it when I look in the bathroom I first found it in, then I’ll tell you, okay? But I want to surprise you.”

Liz glanced to the side, “Oh! Look there, the cabinets. Distraction, go!”

Matt rolled his eyes but humored his wife— though not without just enough of a twitched finger to make her squirm— and took a closer look at the cabinets around the room. They were, of course, already stocked, and made of the same red and gray wood used so often throughout the house. At first glance, he thought the grain was some kind of geometric pattern, but with a bit of closer inspection he realized it was formed by countless repeating hearts with “M+L” written inside them. The walls were a kind of stone Matt was unfamiliar with, a gray-blue opal-like material filled with iridescent blue flecks. It was cool to the touch, in contrast to the heated, tiled white floor.

He moved to take his delayed tickle-attack on Liz, but she’d already escaped back into the bedroom, and only took a single touch to make her collapse back into his arms.

Once they were ready to move on once more, Matt turned his eye to their actual bedroom, rather than its attached spaces.

It had its own balcony, this one somehow directly overlooking the Capital itself from far above, a sight further displayed by the two solid glass side walls. Stone columns, connected to the floor via a gentle slope, supported a circular ring above their heads, accessible by simply walking up the columns. Gravity shifted underneath their feet as they investigated, depositing them in a library well-equipped with weighty tomes, high-end tablets, connection points for virtual reality, and beautiful pieces of art, including some Matt recognized as Aster’s. There were a couple of hidden nooks tucked away from immediate view and even lightly shielded from spiritual perception, mounded with blankets and pillows, perfect for reading in. There was even one blanket made of solid fire that Liz recognized from her childhood, and Matt enjoyed seeing his wife hug the blanket like it was an old friend.

Then there was the bed.

It was made of an actual cloud, albeit one tightly controlled into the typical shape of a mattress, and with blankets made of heatless, solid flame. It was the single most comfortable thing Matt had ever felt, and from the moment he flopped onto it he could instantly feel himself relaxing and growing tired. The clouds were actually massaging him, tufts of cloud stuff seemingly buffeted by winds into every last sore point in Matt’s body that suddenly decided to be exceptionally sore.

“This is the greatest thing I have ever felt,” he told Liz, though his face was still muffled by fluff that he would never admit was softer than Aster, even at her most pampered.

He valued not being frozen into a Mattsicle too much for that.

“I can’t believe you grew up with this”

Liz laughed and pretended to sulk. “Oh, I wish. My childhood bedroom wasn’t nearly this nice. I can show you at some point, but it’s not a suite, just a room. Just a plain, normal old mortal mattress for me, but I would catch naps on mom and dad’s bed sometimes. Because that makes sense. Give the best stuff not to the kid who spends half their life in bed, but the ones who have had sleeping be strictly optional for tens of thousands of years.”

As Matt felt the bed start working at a muscle he hadn’t manually untensed, he groaned. “If your bed was this nice, you would’ve never survived leaving their house.”

Liz snorted but didn’t disagree.

It took almost five more minutes for Matt to get out of bed and feel his way through the room. Once he had escaped the clutches of the mattress, he more properly explored his closet. It was unusual to see all of his delving gear displayed so neatly on mannequins, in display cases, and on proper weapon racks, but it wasn’t unwelcome. He also discovered that if he placed their house storage ring in one of the access enchantment slots, their front door appeared in his closet’s basement and gave him full access to the entire thing. He was really impressed that the access enchantments also applied to everything inside the house, giving him ready access to the same items inside both where it was normally, but also where it would be most useful in the room outside.

The weirdest discovery by far, however, came when he started looking through the upstairs closets. He knew that it was meant to be his closet, but there was no way that the outfits already in there could fit him. Confused, he pulled out a shirt that looked two sizes too small for him and sat on the bed next to Liz.

“Am I supposed to wear this?”

Liz didn’t so much as open her eyes, but Matt felt her probe the garment in his hand with her spiritual sense. “Ugh, please tell me the women’s fashion is better than that. Is that seriously what the style is these days? But yeah, that’s for you and definitely perfectly fitted. Paul’s copy of you is too good for anything else. It’s probably brand new, mind you. Dad can get weird around used clothes, believe it or not. One of his few hangups.”

Matt, in fact, did not believe it— but he trusted Liz, and the clothes did look brand new.

Matt ventured into Liz’s closet and, after a bit of rummaging around, emerged with a restrictive, full-length dress that he knew Liz would absolutely hate.

Even before he could say anything, she groaned and rolled over on the bed. “Tight clothes that might have been made out of gauze for the guys and full-length gowns for the women. What the fuck, that is so unfair. I asked for better, not worse. We’re going to have to get actual professional help to make sure we’re wearing this stuff right, you know. I just hope that this style’s almost past its prime, because I don’t think I can take more than a couple weeks of this.”

Matt wanted to say Liz had it better than him, but he wasn’t so sure. He’d first need to see if he actually fit into the clothes.

After a little testing, it turned out he did, in fact, fit in the clothes provided. If the clothes hadn’t been high Tier, he would have torn through the almost see-through material the first time he took a deep breath, but he was pretty sure that even if he took his blade to the fabric, he wouldn’t have been able to remove a stitch.

As he studied the illusionary double of himself projected in the middle of the closet, Matt couldn’t help but shake his head. It didn’t look bad, and the outfit was enchanted to put his muscles in even sharper relief than they otherwise should be, but it just felt wrong for some reason he couldn’t put into words. Perhaps it was the missing scars, which should have stood out in sharp contrast along his skin, or maybe it was just the absence of any kind of armor.

Though, as he joined Liz in her closet where she was still struggling to get into her cumbersome, multi-layered dress, he did conclude he probably was better off.

“Hey Liz, can’t we just wear shifting outfits? I've seen them before, and they are stupidly expensive. Seems like something the noble scions would love to flaunt.”

Liz snorted as she flailed, trying to sew up her latest layer of clothing from the inside without letting any of the thread slip out of place. “And not spend a fortune on each new outfit? No way.” Liz tilted her head up and said in a stuffy accent. “Those shifting clothes are for those who can’t afford to have an actual wardrobe.” Returning to her normal tone, she continued, “That said, they sometimes come into fashion, but it's rare and never for long. Would sure be convenient right about now. Or if we could just do what my parents do, and completely ignore all the fashion trends since their favorite one three thousand years ago. But this is all about not annoying the nobles, so…”

Liz’s control over her dress literally frayed, and the stitches she’d made came undone, setting off what seemed to be a chain reaction that had Liz lying almost completely naked in a pile of loose fabrics and thread by the end of it.

She rolled over and looked at Matt with a pitying gaze. “Could you ping my parents’ dressers? I was really hoping I would be able to get into this myself, but I give up.”

Matt snorted and passed the request off to the house’s AI system.

The dresser in question, Lotus, was a young-looking Tier 16 woman with green hair and irises that looked like a pink lotus, who arrived to help after just a few moments. With her help, it only took a few minutes to get Liz fully inside the dress, though the woman mentioned that Liz had chosen one of the simplest dresses available, and that she’d need far more time and possibly additional assistance when Liz was planning on actually going out in something more elaborate.

It was incredible watching the dresser at work, though. It was a completely different profession than anything Matt had seen before, but even so, he could tell how skilled she was. Fabric seemed to weave itself whole-cloth from nothing but air and loose threads, then took on a particular sheen. By the end of it, Liz almost seemed comfortable.

She also worked some magic on what Matt was wearing. He couldn’t tell a difference between before and after she was done, but he’d apparently been completely incorrect in basically everything to do with his outfit. She also applied a few decorative skill effects directly to the outfit itself, most of which seemed utterly pointless, like making sure the light coming off his outfit was correctly polarized.

Once they were both dressed, they investigated Aster’s whereabouts, as she hadn’t been responding to their messages.

Her room was fairly similar to their own, but had several concessions to Aster’s preference of all things cold. The spa’s sauna was replaced with what essentially amounted to a freezer, her attached bar was well-stocked with ice cream, and her workshop was a massive artist’s studio. Her floor looked to be made of leaves instead of a pond, and Matt could see birds fluttering beneath their feet.

To no real surprise, they found Aster basically comatose on her bed and only capable of putting up nominal resistance as Matt first dragged her off by one foot, then slung her over his shoulder and carried her into her closet.

Her complaining about the rough treatment instantly morphed into complaining about the dress she was expected to wear. Of course, the spies pretending to be them had worn them without complaint, so she was forced to only lightly pout as they called Lotus back to help Aster get into her own dress. By the end of the process, Aster seemed almost content with it, and she settled into the knowledge that it was how a proper queen should dress.

The three of them had come to grips with their respective outfits, which were at least moderately comfortable, until they joined Mara and Leon in the foyer for dinner.

“What the⁠—”

“Fuck?”

Matt and Aster came to a standstill as they came face-to-face with Mara and Leon, while Liz just shrugged defeatedly. The duo were dressed in baggy, exercise-like lounge clothes that couldn’t have taken more than a single hand to pull on or take off.

Leon shrugged. “This was a trend a few thousand years ago.”

Mara nodded with a smirk flirting around the edges of her lips. “Was it a trend we funded? Who can say? But it sure is convenient to wear one outfit whether you’re on the couch or going to a ball. Crazy how that works out.”

Matt shook his head but was quickly distracted as Leon [Teleport]ed them to a proper Tier 45 restaurant floating on the very edge of the ring, with the planet to their left and the iridescent sheen of the ring to their right.

The food was beyond fantastic, with technical quality far beyond anything Matt had ever tasted. Though, that was partially because it had been several Tiers since he last tried Aunt Helen’s cooking. He wasn’t sure how they compared side by side.

And, as they ate, the five of them swapped stories. Mostly it was Mara and Leon telling tales, but it was fun, nonetheless.

The story of Mara and Leon chasing each other around the atmosphere, letting fire and storm mana manifest as they played, had clearly contributed to the two of them being perceived as hating each other, but they refused to acknowledge it, saying everyone should know that had just been some playful banter before they went on to actual foreplay.

Or the time Leon kept sending thunderclouds to hover over Luna’s garden and then blamed Mara once caught. The latter pouted that she was then turned into a heat lamp for a week.

The mental picture of chicken Mara being tethered to cat Luna like a balloon was hilarious, and Matt hoped he’d get to see it again someday, having only seen it at his wedding once.

The dessert was just as fantastic, and Matt found himself in a nearly catatonic stupor between the food and the utterly divine bed. He could have probably slept for a year if they didn’t have a job to do.
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Matt fidgeted with a ball of pure mana as he waited for Liz to finish getting ready. As the focus of the upcoming celebration, there was more attention given to ensuring every last thread was utterly perfect on her garment than Matt and Aster’s combined. Her dress was custom-made for the occasion, literally woven around her thread by thread, and was every bit as elaborate as their actual wedding outfits, though a radically different style.

While they, as hosts, could inform the dress code for the party, it was considered poor taste to diverge too far from the trends of the day. As such, Liz was still stuck in a floor-length dress woven out of actual sunlight, captured at sunset the night before to secure a glorious red-gold color. The hem faded into heatless flames, liquid gold flowed across its surface to accentuate her movements, and she’d taken a potion to transform her hair into long phoenix feathers, each of which had been immaculately preened with supernatural precision by the dozen-odd dressers involved in Liz’s preparations.

Aster was in a blue-white dress of ice and snow with a faint sheen of iridescence, and while Matt was still stuck in one of the absurd, too-tight bodybuilder outfits, he had been able to get an outer coat included as part of the dress code, so he didn’t feel too outlandish. His was woven from some form of magical metal and hung around him in a way distinctly reminiscent of armor, but it still felt like a regular, cloth long coat.

As Lotus put the final touches on Liz’s dress, Matt walked up to his wife and offered her his hand. “Hello dear, you look…Radiant.”

Liz rolled her eyes in a way that still managed to look dignified, no doubt thanks to some of the magic still active around her, but took his hand and took a few careful steps as she finished acclimatizing to her outfit outside of the zero-gravity dressing room.

“Why thank you, dear Matthew. Ever my valiant knight, ready to shine in my reflected brilliance?”

“Constantly,” he beamed back at her, doing his best to keep her attention on him and not on the upcoming party. She’d been a regular bundle of nerves, and while they both had the self-control to play their parts no matter their anxiousness, it was no more pleasant for it.

Matt had been told plenty about the people who would be in attendance— nearly seventy thousand of the Empire’s most prominent nobility— as well as the political disposition of every one of them, but he couldn’t keep it all straight. Liz could, somehow, and was tremendously nervous despite the fact she could straight-up punch someone in the face without immediate repercussions.

Would it cause them some problems in the long term? Maybe. But by the time it would be relevant, they’d be Ascenders, and that carried with it a prestige beyond practically anything else. Few crossed Duke Waters, least of all for any minor slipups he made before completing the Path, and they’d be in the same position as him one day.

It wasn’t as though Liz was set to inherit her parents’ position, but she was set to have her own duchy within a shockingly short amount of time. That would only be meaningfully relevant after the war, but good relations with prominent members of the political environs could make life easier in so many ways, with similar considerations for Matt’s eventual guild. But again, Ascenders. It simplified so many aspects of politics, from what Matt could tell. And while ‘Ascenders’ Balls!’ was a great exclamation he thought, Ascenders rarely had to attend balls. He chuckled to himself at his own joke.

Still, Liz was nervous, and he’d do his best to support her in this.

“Invitation? Where’s the⁠—”

Matt cut her off by producing the invite. Instead of a card or crystal like he had expected, the invitation was woven, a piece of impossibly fine, soft cloth, perfectly smooth and with text that ebbed and flowed organically, despite not even being embroidered, but rather woven into the actual textile. He had no clue how that was possible, but it looked impressive. Most important to them, it served as an actual key to enter the ballroom itself. Politics again.

They went back and forth for a while, letting Liz steady her nerves after being reassured that yes, everything was perfect, and she didn’t need to worry about something going catastrophically wrong during the party. Matt cut her off when she started cycling back around to things they’d already addressed, and instead directed her downstairs to where her parents were. It was still a few hours before the actual start, but that didn’t mean they couldn’t get there early.

They came across Mara and Leon in the theater, where the pair were in their dressy lounge clothes, surrounded by piles of snacks and drinks, for all appearances ready to watch a movie.

Except, on the screen was the ballroom they would be going to shortly.

Matt and Aster laughed, but Liz just sighed. “Please tell me this doesn’t mean you think something will go catastrophically wrong?”

“Of course not sweetie! We just want to see you do great as soon as we possibly can!”

“Listen to your mother, you’re going to do great and we just want to celebrate that with you!”

The popcorn the couple's hands dove into made those statements questionable, but Matt just smiled like he didn't see anything as Liz took a deep breath. “Okay. Okay. [Portal], please?”

With an impressive show of magical power, Leon flicked a finger and opened a crackling gateway to the outdoors, yet the casting was so subtle that Matt couldn’t even feel the magic involved. There was no doubt a portal there; he could see it and sense it. But according to his eyes and spirit, it was a completely mundane portion of space. It was almost to say that of course there should just be a portal out to a particularly nice area of the Capital, that was simply how the world worked.

Accordingly, none of the delicate balance of decorative magic piled on the three of them was so much as slightly mussed, and even held up admirably to the onset of environmental enchantments which kept the area comfortable without wavering.

The ballroom itself was a crystal sphere a couple miles in diameter, with elaborate balconies, private rooms, meandering gardens, and open spaces throughout the interior and even the exterior, with enchantments expanding or shrinking areas as needed to ensure that it neither felt too empty nor too large. He’d been told it could hold ‘millions’ of people comfortably, which given the incredible displays of variable spatial expansion enchantments he’d seen since arrival, he could believe it.

Around them, the waitstaff bustled around making their final preparations for the gathering. Flowers were being brought to full and vibrant bloom, serving trays were being loaded with the freshest foods untouched by even preservation wards, and the floor was being given a final polish by a pair of Tier 35s who were on their hands and knees, arms blurring as they carefully worked.

The three of them were quickly escorted to a private VIP room near the bottom of the sphere where they could see the city, and specifically the Feathered Nestled Inn they were directly above, in the glass ceiling above them. It was already a striking view, but Matt knew it would only get better as they continued.

One of the servers, a stunning woman with silver hair, swung by with a drink for Liz, which she gratefully accepted and downed in a single gulp. Matt could tell she regretted her decision to drink the colder-than-ice drink so quickly, but the server had already offered a follow-up, a small shot of a warming potion to aid with brain freeze.

“Thanks,” Liz squeezed out even as one of her eyes twitched, and the woman nodded and vanished back to the hustle and bustle of the other waitstaff.

Matt just took Liz’s hand, and the two of them just looked at the city above.

A couple hours later, Aster left to ‘arrive’ with the other guests. Matt, as Liz’s husband, was considered a direct accessory to her, and as such, it was also technically his induction into high society just as much as it was hers. Aster, as a teammate and adopted sister-in-law, didn’t receive the same benefit. She’d be meeting up with Travis and Keith, as Liz’s only siblings in the right Tier range to attend, and would be rejoining them soon enough.

He and Liz didn’t leave right away, of course. It would be unseemly for the focus of the party to be out socializing with the guests before Liz’s official debut. Instead, they needed to wait until well after the last guests had arrived. That took another couple hours, and it was only after the ballroom had left the Capital behind, the planet shrinking away above them, that one of the staff came to fetch them.

Matt gave Liz’s hand a final squeeze as they walked through the doors and into the light.

[image: ]


“ANNOUNCING THE PRINCESS ELIZABETH MOORE OF HESTIAL AND STORMHAVEN, ACCOMPANIED BY CONSORT MATTHEW MOORE Né ALEXANDER OF LILLY” the herald’s voice boomed out, silencing all other conversation within the ballroom below.

Liz deliberately paused, allowing everyone present to realize what was going on and identify where they were. The balcony they’d emerged onto was positioned such that everyone in attendance could see it, never mind that it wouldn’t have existed just a few seconds ago. They were far in the air, set against the backdrop of the stars above, and Matt seemed transfixed at the sight before him.

He was so cute like that, and she sometimes wished she could see the world the way he did, where things were black or white, and being an Ascender meant he wouldn’t have to worry about politics and nobles. That may have been what Uncle Aiden did, but he paid the price for that. Her parents had even used him as an example many times, as to how hard power wasn’t everything.

It was the most important thing, from which all else flowed, but attempting to utilize one’s combat prowess to manage a kingdom, duchy, barony, or even a single continent would be like making a chair with nothing but a hand saw. It might be possible, but it would be far more painful and would be substantially inferior to a chair made with knives, sandpaper, glue, varnish, and skills.

That she would one day be an Ascender would be the core of her power, but the reputation of Ascenders would almost do her a disservice. Ascenders were, almost as a rule, coarse, impatient, and abrasive, heedless of decorum and used to getting their own way. That was true back in the days when it was a way forward for disaffected noble scions, or the children of disgraced houses, and it only became truer with the Sophron’s expansion of the Path’s scope.

And so, if she wished to be treated as a proper peer, not simply a problem child or asset to be utilized, she needed to impress. She had to exemplify the traits which would lead to that, especially today. Refined, willing to play by the rules, patient, and overall simply one worthy of being taken seriously.

And she needed to be perfect the entire time.

Crystal steps began materializing, providing them with a path into the main crowd, and she took it with all the grace and poise she could muster. Matt took up a position just to her side, and she could tell how hard he was focusing on not messing up even a single step, keeping them in sync with hers. She would have liked to smile, but that wouldn’t be appropriate at the moment and so wrestled the urge down.

Every last eye in the venue was fixed upon them, with a majority on her, and a smattering of polite applause broke out from those families among her parents’ factions as she reached the ballroom. The floor rippled beneath her feet like liquid gold, a faint wave emanating from her every footfall as she began the truly daunting task of greeting people. She kept her expressions carefully schooled, enhanced by a [Genuine Smile] enchantment as she slowly worked her way through the endless crowd.

Most of the interactions were polite. She simply greeted them by name, thanked them for attending, and maybe shared a few quick words before moving on. While a Majority party wasn’t a party by the normal understanding, this was as close to a proper celebration as they came.

After all, she had genuinely achieved immortality, and that was an accomplishment, albeit a minor one by nobility standards. It was also very explicitly something of a training ground for younger nobles, where they could grow accustomed to the ballroom battlefield amongst other attendees of their Tier range.

Because this was a battlefield, no question about that.

The nobles were simply the most obvious layer, where barbed words and veiled threats were the weapons of choice. But below that were the socialites, be they waitstaff or guest. They were all competing to be the most helpful, the most noticed, and to make their own connections and forge their own future. Then, there were the rest of the staff, the cooks and bartenders all looking to impress those in attendance to further their own careers in much the same way as the socialites. There was also the byplay between the socialites and nobles and between socialites and staff; it simply became a massive chaotic battleground trickier to navigate than even a minefield.

After all, with a minefield you could at least see where the explosions were happening.

As it was her Majority, a single unintentional insult was unlikely to result in a millennia-spanning grudge, until it festered into something truly devastating. But it was still possible, and Liz did not want to start her official society life by making any new enemies.

The first spot of trouble came when, of course, she greeted Dominus Maniake. While she had to be perfect at all times, the Maniakes were one of the ducal families whose influence truly mattered, and would require her utmost attention. The oft-titled ‘Scion of the Beast Kingdom’ rarely bothered hiding his contempt that her mother had usurped his family’s normal position, and today was no exception. He towered over everyone else, of course, his body almost more dragon than human and completely covered in shining black scales speckled with silver, limned with incandescent blue-white light radiating from within, like he were a being of pure energy merely inhabiting scaled armor.

“Elizabeth,” he greeted, baring his teeth in the blatant mockery of a grin. “It is positively delightful that you have finally joined us in proper society. And I see your parents have already decided it’s time for you to select a new socialite, now that you’ve had your fun on the Path of Ascension.”

Matt bristled by her side, but Liz patted him down with her hand that was resting on his, “Not at all, Maniake. While I am flattered that you believe I could reach immortality upon the Path solely through my own efforts, and with a socialite at my side, Matthew has been a steadfast companion and aide throughout.”

“Oh but of course,” he purred. “Why else would your mother have provided you with such a perfect candidate to escort— I apologize— assist you upon your journey, if he were not such a perfect complement to her poor, crippled daughter? A man with no ties of his own, yet so skilled at taking hits for you, and even providing you with mana. And with a bond, no less. Just what you needed to feel self-important.”

“My mother—” Liz began, but the dragon carried on, heedless of her words.

“Was very clever and subtle, of course. But come now, surely you see it? I thought you were intelligent. The poor little extinguished phoenix, smothered as she left the nest, given a spear just powerful enough to carry her to her third Tier, when she could properly meet someone strong enough to carry her, yet lost, scared, and ignorant, from a planet so horribly mismanaged it would be trivial to slip in a few hidden agents under the Path’s checks. He, of course, has a bond he cannot communicate with. What did he do to win you over? Did he shower you with gifts? Did he beg you to explain everything to him? Did he need you to explain what his little fox was saying to him? It must have felt nice, being wanted for once. To be useful, like you had any chance of inheriting your mother’s strength. That he developed a Concept all about providing extra mana to you was a sheer coincidence, I’m certain. And then there you were, all set up to excel on the Path without any worries. Then, your mother refused a manager on your behalf at Tier 10, to ensure you wouldn’t come under scrutiny, and had you fall off at Tier 15, just before you may be in any actual danger, or danger of true scrutiny?

“Really, Elizabeth, are you simply pretending to be ignorant? I had such high hopes for you, but it seems…like mother, like daughter.”

Liz allowed herself a polite laugh. “Well, that certainly is quite the interesting story. And I must pass your father’s compliments to my mother, suggesting that she could orchestrate such a thing. Unless she isn’t a, what was it, ‘ignorant songbird who defeated me solely thanks to her connections’ as I believe he put it?”

“And what kind of simpleton at Tier 48 could not manage such a thing? My grandmother enacted plans which spanned centuries, a few scant decades would be trivial, particularly with the aid of a Seeker so very concerned about his niece’s mental stability.”

Liz repressed a grin as she asked, “Are you insinuating that Emperor Emmanuel would undermine the sanctity of the Path simply for my well-being? I must say I’m flattered.”

Unfortunately, the Maniake wasn’t an idiot. “I do not believe I said any such thing, but I find it interesting you would draw that conclusion from my statement. Of course, it wouldn’t be the first time such things have happened. The Maniakes have a long memory, and we recall the days when the Path of Ascension was little more than a noble’s social club.” Turning to Matt, his smile turned more draconic. “But boy, you’ve been so very quiet for a socialite, shouldn’t you be leaping to the defense of your darling?”

“Liz is more than capable of taking care of herself, here or in a fight. And I can’t help but notice you didn’t even attempt the Path, who are you to say what it is or isn’t?” She was proud, as Matt didn’t get angry, and calmly sniped back at Dominus. But he and his words were waved aside by the youngest Maniake.

“Pah, the only thing which truly matters is strength. Whether you pretend to do it on your own or utilize every resource available to your station, the Path doesn’t last forever and neither do any lies hidden by it. But strength lasts forever. Now, I of course, do not mean to usurp the other truly riveting conversations you shall have with the rest of our peers, so I shall take my leave. It’s been a pleasure.”

Liz resisted the urge to glare at the retreating dragon, and fought back her simmering anger as she plastered another [Genuine Smile] on her face and moved on to the next guest.

Ingrid Öberg, an imposing Tier 13 woman with a polar bear bloodline, softly tutted, “The manners of some people, you know? Honestly, it was like Dominus was wholly dismissive of Matthew, with no respect for the tremendous amount of work which socialites put in. It’s not like they’re just courtesans; there’s far more to them than simply sleeping their way to the top, and I admire anyone capable of pulling themselves all the way here from… Lilly, wasn’t it? Pity what happened there, their foolishness gave the Emperor such fertile ground to squeeze us all the further.

“Oh, I suppose I should introduce myself, Matthew. I am Ingrid Öberg, scion of the Öberg family. If you don’t know of us, we excel in many military matters and I am personally capable of delving Tier 17 rifts all on my own.”

“I know who you are,” Matt replied simply.

“You do? Oh marvelous, but I suppose I was just praising all of the hard work which socialites must undertake to fit into such an unfamiliar environment. You do your…people proud.”

“Thank you Ingrid, for your kind words,” Liz cut off the woman with a smile. It would be unsightly— not to mention punching down— for her to punch the woman in the face, no matter how satisfying it would be, and she didn’t want to make Matt have to deal with the unbearable woman any longer than needed.

Unfortunately, between Ingrid and Maniake, the tone for the next several discussions had already been set, and it would be quite some time before their conversations didn’t involve comparing Matt to a socialite in some way. Emily Destiera and her fiancé were flattering, but given her fiancé was also lowborn, it only made sense.

“It’s not as though it’s bad being a socialite, after all. There’s nothing wrong with a service or support-oriented build, and socialites offer their services in exchange for superior networking. My cousin actually took a socialite as a wife, and they’ve been quite content. The utility provided by marrying someone genuinely supportive of you, particularly without further political ties, can absolutely be useful, you know.”

“Thank you, Lady Destiera, but Matt isn’t a socialite,” Liz responded, subtly pushing a bit more mana into her [Genuine Smile] enchantment.

“Oh, I don’t mean to say that he is, but if he were there is truly nothing wrong with that, and I would congratulate you on also finding a spouse valuable enough to forego political advantages for. Though, your family isn’t particularly inclined to that, are they?”

“No, they aren’t, which I’ve always appreciated.”

“Ah, you truly are fortunate, you know that?” Destiera sighed as she said that and Liz couldn’t tell if she was sincere or sarcastic, so let it slide.

“I have been informed, thank you. Ah, Sir Daoud, it’s a pleasure, and congratulations upon your recent victory over your siblings.”

“The pleasure is mine, Lady Moore. Please, call me Boutaje.”

“Then, call me Elizabeth. Has the celebration been to your pleasure thus far? I’m certain none of our provided potions match what your family produces, but I trust we have been up to your standards in other areas?”

“You humble yourself, Elizabeth. Even your potions, and herbs, are far more than merely adequate. And rest assured, I cast no aspersions upon your consort. I’ve seen the two of you fight together, and I must say, I’m impressed. I would love to pit myself against your team once you reach Tier 17, and I would never say such things about a team which included a socialite. They’re naught but utter leeches, preying upon the weaknesses of the flesh to reap the glory of their hard-won accomplishments.”

“Is preying upon a target’s weakness not simply proper strategy? Or would you complain that an archer shooting around a shield is simply a leech upon the warrior who refused to wear armor?” A new woman, with dark skin and covered in intricate tattoos, spoke up.

“Lady Winiata, I apologize, I did not see you there.”

“It is no fault of your own, Lady Moore. I heard Master Daoud speaking about things which he over-presumes his knowledge in, and simply couldn’t resist joining in. I hope I am not imposing?”

“Not at all.” Liz turned her polite smile onto the new attention.

Boutaje openly sneered at Lady Winiata. “Hmph. Of course you would draw such false equivalencies. Poisoning a foe in their sleep is no measure of your superiority in anything save underhanded tactics, and seducing your way into proper highblood is far more akin to that than exploiting a weakness in a proper duel. I have a seeker’s Talent. Even I don't resort to such deplorable tactics.”

Lady Winiata shot back without a moment's hesitation, “Yet they both end with the target dead, do they not? If socialites truly are such leeches, parasites of strength, surely a proper ruler ought to take at least moderate precautions against them, just as surely as one might take steps to avoid poison? That so many of our peers, including those as cautious as the Dobrescus, actively seek out such individuals for what they offer indicates that there is something present worthy of merit in what socialites may offer a noble house.”

Boutaje took a polite sip of his spiced mead before responding, “Aye, a warm bed and a pretty face. It’s shameful the degree to which so many proper houses have sullied their bloodlines simply because an opportune courtesan tempted a scion into bed. Nothing which couldn’t be obtained through more traditional means, no need to take one as a consort. Now, as I was attempting to say, I am quite pleased at how your consort, Elizabeth, is not simply some piddling socialite who has never seen more challenge than a filling duel.”

He nodded to Matt in a sign of what seemed like actual respect, which she noted. But before she could say anything, a young man in a waitstaff outfit materialized from the crowd and handed Kiri Winiata a slightly glowing blue drink, complete with a small fruit bird ‘flying’ through the liquid. Two other waitstaff with similar drinks slunk off in disappointment as the dark-skinned woman took an appreciative sip. “As I was saying, Master Daoud, the socialites provide an invaluable service, beyond simply being good in bed. Though, of course, they are more than sufficient in that matter as well, and if you have never felt the joy of one who is Talented in bed, then I am sorry for you. Now, if you would excuse me, Lady Moore, I have heard tell that the Vixen is in attendance, and I do hope to find her before the first night has come.”

Boutaje harrumphed as the other noble retreated. “That woman will bring shame upon us all. Though, she is not incorrect that I ought to avail myself somewhat more of the refreshments. Elizabeth, your third teammate is rather fond of sweets, is she not? Is there anything in particular which she might recommend? I do always enjoy sampling new desserts at such occasions. Aster, wasn’t it? I imagine the staff have specially prepared something delicious with an eye for her.”

“Matthew, would you care to assist Boutaje with determining what he may enjoy out of Aster’s suite of favorites? I do apologize, Boutaje, as I do hope we may speak more later, but I must be on now.”

“Oh but of course, Elizabeth. The party waits for no woman!” He laughed. “So, Matthew. May I call you Matthew? Matt it is, then! Tell me about what your…”

Liz had barely even started, but she already wanted to just collapse into one of the couches along the wall. But instead, she put on another [Genuine Smile] and kept going.

“Master Joah, thank you for celebrating with me on this day. How have your farms been?”

“Lady Moore, the pleasure is all mine. And thank you for asking, you see…”

A week to go, she thought, another week where I must be absolutely perfect.
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Matt sighed as one of the waitstaff washed away his stress. It was impressive seeing the magic at play and entwined with the man’s Domain, delicately picking around the mana already present to avoid disturbing it even by a hair's-width, but still be just as soothing.

And that was just stress from watching Liz have to interact with so many people. She had it far worse, as the small crowd of staff surrounding her attested to. Every last hair was being put back in its proper place, half of her enchantments were being re-applied, and Matt could actually watch as the tension drained out of her, polluting a jar of formerly-pure water with the reddish-purple of a particularly bad bruise set on a nearby table.

It had taken them three whole days to get through greeting everyone, with practically no breaks for either of them. They’d been well-refreshed the entire time, courtesy of the waitstaff, but it was still utterly exhausting, and no amount of being handed the exact food or drink the exact instant he realized he wanted something like it could reprieve that.

But now, they were in a private room getting a chance to decompress for the first time in what felt like a decade. It was utterly blissful, but all good things had to come to an end.

The hall had emptied out somewhat since they had first made their entrance, with the guests dispersing to the various corners, other halls, and private rooms their crystal sphere had tucked away. That still left several thousand individuals enjoying the amenities the staff were providing, but to Matt the room may as well have been empty.

They were immediately beset by more of the waitstaff, or ‘socialites’ as the nobles preferred to call them. So far as he understood, they were some combination of service worker, general aide, support staff, and professional party-goer, ultimately there for the same purposes he and Liz were in attendance; networking with up-and-coming-nobility.

They just did so with drinks in the main hall or with more intimate services in the backroom, instead of engaging in tests of mental resolve and discussing the weather.

He couldn’t wait for this to be over.

The same silver-haired waitstaff who’d been tending to him and Liz approached with a drink, something with layers of blue and white reminiscent of the ocean, complete with a candy shark hunting down schools of bubble-fish forming out of the carbonation. He took it with a quick word of thanks, and took a sip.

True, the party wasn’t all bad. The refreshments were absolutely sublime, and he still enjoyed how he was able to get a taste of each layer of the ‘ocean’ as he drank it, instead of having to fully consume one at a time. He couldn’t show it, of course, but he absolutely could appreciate the craftsmanship involved.

That thought brought his eye to the nearest bartender. The man was taking orders from a dozen waitstaff and entertaining a pair of nobles as he flipped glowing bottles through the air, shook drinks both with his hands and magic, and even made a few basic snacks, all only utilizing the circular, portable tray as a working surface.

It was an awe-inspiring display of skill, even for someone at least twice his tier. Of course, the man could have simply mixed drinks faster than Matt could even blink, but the performance was half the point.

Everything about the party was over-the-top, from the bartenders and cooks putting on a show as much as they were legitimately serving food to tens of thousands of people, to the countless waitstaff bringing what was needed to the guests the very instant they started even wanting it, even the nobles themselves looking to puff themselves up and put down others as much as possible. There was some arcane set of rules for what was and wasn’t allowable, but Matt hadn’t understood it even when it had been explained to him.

It seemed like a phenomenal waste of time, talent, and wealth…but when he compared everything around him to the infrastructure on the Capital itself, and its endless spatial expansion, this barely felt like a drop in the bucket. There were tens of thousands of very influential people in attendance, yes, the next generation of nobles and his political peers for once he was a duke, and possibly an equal number of people serving them. They’d be on an extravagant tour through the solar system for a full week, eating and drinking in style…and still, it was nothing compared to the millions of people living in a single building, the thousands of years a smith might take to make a truly perfect Tier 40 blade, even the effort needed to build a single warship, the likes of which were lost by the dozens or hundreds every single day in the war.

So, perhaps it was justified. Weren’t people entitled for payment, if their jobs were about managing those impossibly vast projects? At the same time, the money on display here could have rebuilt Lilly a hundred times over, wouldn’t it have been better spent doing that? After the past three days of being repeatedly insulted for his failure in being born to the wrong people, he was more inclined to the latter, but if he insisted that people who didn’t use every last scrap of their wealth, every waking moment assisting those less fortunate than themselves, where did that leave him?

Well, he’d enjoy it while he was here. Matt had never tasted deep oysters that floated through a gas giant, but he was certainly interested in trying them.

By the time the thought had fully crossed his mind, a man offered him a platter of the same, much to the silver-haired woman’s disappointment. Matt happily snacked on the oysters, and allowed Liz to lead him to where a group of nobles were awaiting, slipping into the conversation with perfect grace.

Discussions regarding upcoming exhibition matches didn’t last long, and from there they moved on to a group discussing news of the latest war reports, another sharing some ‘utterly salacious gossip’ about two of their peer group from families that utterly despised one another being caught in bed recently, another group discussing mana-aspect theory that Matt desperately wished they could have stayed at longer, another group talking about the war, even a group who tried to pull him and Liz into speculating the identities of Torch and Quill. That one had been amusing.

While many of the nobles still snubbed him for various reasons, he ended up having plenty of opportunities to talk to his future peers. Liz made an effort to bring him in on any conversation about enchanting or strategy, and Matt met several nobles more than capable of keeping up with him on runic theory which was fun. Most of them were substantially better than he was, having centuries of experience and the benefit of it being the family business. Talking to them was far more enjoyable than trying to explain his wacky idea to Liz or Aster and he made sure to get their contact information for more personal meetings while he was on the Capital. He needed to make their time here productive and he couldn't really think of a better way to do so than making future contacts.

Whether they were rude or helpful after they found his limits seemed almost a coin-toss. The sweetest-looking girls could be absolutely savage in tearing into Matt’s lack of knowledge, or the most grizzled and intimidating muscle-bound guys could be fully genuine in explaining the intricacies of a particularly tricky bit of enchanting theory. He’d be literally paying for the advice he got here later, so at times he almost preferred the former.

It wasn’t like he didn’t know what he was here for, after all. Nobles always tried to cut one another down and build up their own reputation, and the entire reason these ‘parties’ even happened was to facilitate that in a relatively safe environment.

He had been part of one conversation regarding the merits of the Empire’s expanded social services for a while when Sciath of house hEachaidh, widely seen as one of the strongest draconic families in the Empire, inserted herself into the group.

“I disagree with all of your arguments.” She looked between Matt, Liz, and their supporters, as well as those nobles they’d been debating, making it abundantly clear neither of them should expect aid.

Matt happily turned to her and asked, “Oh, is there a viewpoint we are overlooking?”

Sciath nodded. “Yes, and that is the sentient element. It costs nothing for the reforms on a small scale and comparatively little for the reforms on a large scale. Most of the numbers you all bring up take into consideration the efforts to raise low Tier planets to Tier 5, which is expensive. And as you—” she looked to the other side of the circle, “—pointed out, it isn’t necessary from a pure numbers perspective if the mortals simply had fewer children. But I propose an alternative viewpoint. We at the top must do what we can to help everyone else. Ignore the numbers, ignore the benefits, and what are we left with? People. The world may be vicious, and nature may be cutthroat, but why do we need to mimic nature? Is it not enough to just be helpful to others especially when it costs us pocket change? I don’t think that is a big ask, personally.”

Matt nodded, but one of his more eloquent opponents spoke up. “And being kind is great when one can afford to do it. After a certain point, you are throwing money into the pit that is social services for no appreciable gain. Everyone agrees there are diminishing returns and I believe we have hit them. Besides, as I said earlier, why must we, the noble families, shoulder greater taxes to assist other planets? I think it would be best for taxes to be kept more locally instead of given to the lowest Tier of planets. Those planets have less inherent risk and need comparatively less money. Why do they need to rush to Tier 5? There is no reason when they are simply a placeholder to connect to new worlds that are more valuable.”

As the man paused, Matt smiled as he and others started to rebut most of his arguments. Not everything, as he hadn’t said anything truly crazy, but a few of his arguments were poorly formed, and he attacked those weaknesses. Some had to do with his own experiences growing up on a ‘throwaway’ planet like Lilly, but most of them were backed by hard numbers.

Despite there being three sides, the argument never fell into one side just repeating their own facts or getting angry, as both would have been surefire proof that their side's arguments were weaker than their opposition and the nobles were well versed in debates of this type.

In time, they left that conversation as well, moving to the windows to appreciate the views of Galavan, the planet they were passing by. Around them, the staff set up massive tables and chairs, preparing for the main meal of the party. Orbiting the gas giant would have been special in and of itself, and Matt would have happily enjoyed it, but this was still a noble party, and nothing so mundane could be sufficient.

No, they got front-row seats to a Tier 40 fight between two of the most famous ring fighters.

Cassius Avenger was a younger but upcoming fighter to the Tier 40 Tier class, having created a following from a young age when he fought in the Tier 5 mortal divisions until becoming dominant in that bracket. He then moved on to the Tier 10 division, where his record was rougher but still impressive. A decade later, when he had been crowned the king of the Tier 10 division, he moved on to the Tier 15 division to repeat his earlier actions. Everyone had expected his role to come to a halt in the immortal divisions, and he had certainly slowed down, but he had never stopped. That unique approach had earned him a fervent following among those who were fans of ring fights.

His opponent was the current Tier 40 champion, Conclusion. The man's real name was Avery Lexur, and he was dominant for a reason, despite not having the best reputation in or out of the ring. Conclusion hadn’t started as a younger fighter, like most of his competitors, but instead, he had been a fairly normal delver until he reached Tier 15 and joined the army.

There, he had had a fairly nondescript first few enlistments, slowly reaching Tier 25 as someone fairly unremarkable. When a war broke out early in Emperor Georgios' reign, he had shown himself as a formidable combatant who reveled and excelled in combat versus other cultivators. From that war, his name had become fairly well known, which helped him as he left the military and joined the ring fights at Tier 35. From there, he had become a menace to anyone in his Tier class, and had been the undisputed champion of the Tier 40 bracket for six hundred years.

Today would be Cassius’ third challenge to Conclusion in as many decades, and people were fairly hopeful that this time, he would win the title.

Matt wasn’t so sure, but he had been anticipating the fight since he had first gotten wind of it.

Not that they would be able to keep up with Tier 40s movements, but that just made the highlights all the better, as these battles usually lasted the entire match duration of two hours.

It was the perfect thing to accompany a marvelous view and wonderful meal.

Just as they were being served, Peter Wyatt stood up and raised a bet. “Anyone want to take my bet on Conclusion winning once more? Three Tier 25 swords with a flame, wind, and metal affinity, respectively. Made by Aunt Rela just last year. Who wants to match me?”

That started an outpouring of agreement and people joining the bet on the side of Conclusion winning and another group that hoped the newcomer could finish his journey here and now.

Matt would have rather not have to participate, but Liz, Aster, and himself had no choice but to join in as the hosts.

Liz bet on Conclusion, as did he, but Aster went contrary and put her bet, a small Tier 20 potion that would help one strengthen their bloodline, on the line. It wasn’t really hers, but rather was part of the package they had been provided to bet with should the opportunity to do so arise.

Liz was betting the same potion, but Matt had put up a full-expenses paid dinner to a prestigious Tier 45 restaurant for his own bet. He would have rather used that coupon himself, but that was impossible, just as it would have been impossible to use any of the rewards they might have won. It, like everything else, would have to wait until they completed the Path.

While it took a little while for the fight to start, Matt happily dug into the oysters, which both he and Aster liked, but Liz only tried one before going back to her steak and lobster combo.

Just as their meals were coming to a close, the fight started, and in a series of rapid flashes of light, the space next to the gas giant erupted. Some of the explosions of mana were even large enough that they would have destroyed the gas giant and half the star system, but the ring they fought in prevented any collateral damage. It still let the waves of mana and elements wash through each other before starting to merge as one side took the upper hand.

The ceiling of the ballroom projected a commentated highlight reel, with which they were able to see a slowed down, blow by blow version of the fight.

From the very first exchange, Cassius was on the offensive and was trying to batter down Conclusion’s defenses, but even with him taking a dozen attacks that could have cracked a sun in half, Conclusion just smiled through it all.

A massive explosion that seemed to rattle space itself shook the protective barriers of the ring, and the highlight reel jumped forward to show Conclusion punching Cassius’ descending arm with a ball of silver mana, cracking the challenger's armor like wet paper. But that hadn't been what caused the explosion; it was Cassius’ counter strike. He had kicked Conclusion in the face with a formation on his boot, amplifying the damage to an insane level.

Armor of all types was allowed in these fights, but few chose to use offensive armor, thanks to the inherent risks that came with the lack of protection.

As the crowd of nobles started to yell and cheer, the fight continued as blasts of mana covered the fighting area before being blown away like smoke in the wind, just to be replaced moments later.

While Matt enjoyed seeing the fight with his own eyes - one did not get to witness apex Tier 40s fighting every day - he did keep most of his attention on the battle highlights above, which slowed the spells and unique moves the fighters had down to something he could comprehend.

Conclusion favored slower but stronger attacks that had massive amounts of power behind them, while Cassius liked to move and attack quickly with relatively less power. When Matt heard the caster say weaker attacks, he chuckled out loud at the strange thought. It was a weaker attack, yes, but any one of those attacks could have sterilized the star system of life if it wasn’t contained. At that point, what was the difference between a weaker and stronger attack?

Still, the fight was entertaining, and everyone in the ballroom got into it.

Nobles cheered and yelled as the tides of battle ebbed and flowed, joined by their guests and the courtesans who accompanied them.

That said, as the fight approached the forty-five-minute mark, it was clear that Conclusion was going to win once more. While he had taken more hits from Cassius, the few that he had landed on the challenger were devastating. Cassius was missing an arm and had a massive burn along the side of his face that exposed his skull to the view of the audience watching. Despite that, he didn’t give up. He had to be battered unconscious by Conclusion for the fight to stop, while those who bet on the challenger cried for him to keep going.

Aster snorted quietly enough just so they could hear, “Damn it. I really thought he had a chance.”

Liz shrugged. “He beat the odds most people put on him for how long he’d last. I think he's got a chance in another century or two.”

Matt nodded as he agreed with her conclusion.

Cassius was no pushover, even if he couldn’t quite battle with someone as established as Conclusion.

Now that everyone had finished dinner and the fight ended, those who either lost or won the bet got their blood pumping and adrenaline flowing, and small challenges started popping up between nobles everywhere.

The fights that ensued weren't the same massive battles they had just witnessed. As nobles, while they were expected to fight, they couldn’t be decimating each other to that degree at a party. Instead, they did something called ‘flitting,’ which meant they would each wear a small, Tier 5 piece of cloth and try to destroy the other’s while trying to protect their own. It was a clever way to show off the balance between strength and control, as simply moving too fast was enough to shred the cloth.

Matt, Liz, and Aster wanted to keep out of the fights, but were inevitably pulled into the fray. But thanks to Luna’s varied training methods, they had some prior experience with the format and had a decent feel for the game, even if they were in no way experts.

Matt faced off a few people for fun, and despite claiming a few victories, found himself well out of his depth. He’d practiced flitting a few times with Luna, who set it as a control exercise, but that was woefully inadequate next to nobles who had practiced the fighting style needed for decades. It certainly didn’t help that as a Pather, he needed to extract every last scrap of advantage possible from his every swing, and that full-force attacks were the exact opposite of what flitting required.

He was getting ready to step down from the small stage that rose up for the fight, when a man he’d met recently, Charles Longspear, better known as Chuck, joined him on the stage, fresh Tier 5 cloth on his wrist.

“I must keep you here a little longer. I have heard so much about your abilities. Making it to the fourth floor of Minkalla is impressive for one of your background, I must admit.”

Chuck's smile seemed sincere, but Matt had already introduced himself to the man and knew how fake he was. When Chuck arrived, he had politely nodded to Liz before snubbing Matt and Aster by saying he saw someone calling to him.

The Longspear clan was only a small ducal family when compared to the families here tonight, but even the smallest fish in this pond was a sea serpent that few could compare to outside of here.

That said, Chuck was a rising star of the younger generation, having gone into Minkalla the same cycle as them as a solo delver.

It was fairly impressive that he had reached floor 6 all on his own before barely winning against his reflection, but it was undeniable that he had gotten deeper inside Minkalla than their official identities.

That in and of itself wouldn’t have been a problem, but the Longspear family was old nobility, and thought themselves better than everyone else. Chuck's next words only reinforced that idea.

“If you had come from a better background and had the support of your family, maybe you could have made it to the fifth, or even sixth floor.” Chuck paused to snort. “But that is asking a lot from one who was on the Path, is it not?”

Matt smiled back at Chuck and stuck his hand out for one of the waitstaff to replace the cloth on his wrist with a new one. His current one was serviceable enough him having won his last duel, but he was sure Chuck would take any chance to call his defeat, and having a slightly tattered cloth was an easy opening.

He wasn’t a pushover, though, and shot back, “Yes, being on The Path refined me and my style. I didn’t have Mommy and Daddy to rely on to get where I tread. The Empire itself can back that up, no matter what Dominus wants to say.”

Chuck snorted. “Your insinuation of one's background not being relevant is both an insult to your wife and shows your own naivete. One's background is just another form of one's own strength. Only those without it say otherwise, because they are jealous that others didn’t have to struggle to gather food, and could focus all of their attention on honing themselves.”

The moment his words ended, Chuck darted forward like a viper, moving just fast enough that the strip of cloth at his wrist fluttered and strained but didn’t rip.

With the narrow platform they were on, neither could do more than take a single step to the side, but Matt easily shifted his position to dodge the Tier 16 Chuck. Even with that, Matt had to admit, Chuck was good. He had already accounted for Matt’s dodge, and his grasping hand didn’t waver as it changed trajectory.

If Matt was limited to his Tier 15 appearance, and Chuck was allowed to use his full Tier 16 strength, he might have some trouble beating him. But it was only some trouble, not a question of if he would actually win. Of that, Matt had no doubt. With a quick change in direction to reposition his cloth, Matt stepped to the side, carefully keeping his hand and arm moving slowly enough not to disturb his cloth and keep it slack.

Even as Chuck tried to pull his hand back, Matt rapidly brought his hand down at Tier 15 speeds, having taken advantage of the slow-moving cloth to allow a small micro movement of rapid speed that Chuck couldn’t match without tearing his own cloth, thanks to his aggressive attack.

Matt opened his hand to show the cloth he had ripped off Chuck's wrist before extending his hand to help Chuck up from where he fell, trying to avoid Matt’s grab. “You said before that one's family was their own strength, and I agree. My parents took good care of me and made sure I got all the education I could hope for. That said, my foundation was excellent. I made it to the fourth floor of Minkalla. No potions created by Talented crafters riding the edge of Minkalla’s Tier 14 limit. No items made with the same methods. Just what myself, my bond, and my wife could gather ourselves. A tree that stands in the wind is stronger than one grown in a greenhouse. I remember what floor 6 was. Folded Reflections, having to fight yourself. It's impressive you didn’t die.”

Matt intentionally ended on a more positive and polite note, which would seem like a peace offering to Chuck, but he knew that everyone here would remember his words, and when he publicly came out as Quill, those words would be a slap to Chuck's face.

Instead of taking Matt’s proffered hand, Chuck snorted as he stood and brushed off his pants.

“A good showing. I can admit that, but you should be wary of making enemies as a newcomer to these circles.”

Seeing Chuck wasn’t going to take the face he had offered him, Matt shrugged as he turned around, calling out, “If one has friends like you, who needs enemies?”

Matt brushed past the massive Dominus, who simply ignored his nod.

Not caring, Matt went to a group of nobles who congratulated him on his little victory over Chuck, but Matt couldn’t brush past Chuck's parting comment. Had that been more than a veiled threat? Did Chuck or his family know something? That would seem like something out of a drama, but he had seen reports of dumber information slips.

Making a note of it, he endeavored to look into Chuck and his family, the Longspears. His gut told him they were less clean than they appeared in public circles.

With the party reaching the end of its first day out of the week-long travel, people started spreading out to the various activities the ballroom hosted.

Beds for those who needed or wanted sleep were available, though they were more used for horizontal fun than sleep. Plenty of the waitstaff were more than happy to accompany the young nobles for a little fun, and many took the opportunity to do so.

Others went to the separate lounges where everyone chatted in a more intimate way, complete with dimmer lights and courtesans throwing around their Domains and Talents to relax those around them.

Others still enjoyed the music of the band that the Feathered Nestled Inn had contracted. Their work was transcendent, and while Matt had heard Talented musicians before, whose work could paint a picture so vivid in his mind that he lost track of reality itself, this managed to be something a step beyond even those performances. He was sure there were layers of the performance he just couldn’t hear, which only made him want to get strong enough so he could enjoy the music.

He stopped by Aster long enough to check in with her as she chatted with Ingrid and a number of other bloodline nobles.

She was arguing with Ingrid the noble scion with the ice bear bloodline, and their conversion seemed to have gotten quite heated, but through their connection, Matt could feel she was both having fun and enjoying herself.

As he joined the conversion, he realized why they were arguing.

Ingrid was dead set on the opinion that ice cream was overrated as a treat for ice bloodlines. Her argument was that ice cream was too obvious and overused, and the best foods for cold element bloodlines were normal foods that could be served cold or frozen.

A third but smaller group argued that ice bloodlines were best for chilling drinks, which earned looks of disdain from the ice bloodlines, but was gathering more attention and agreement from the non-ice types.

Matt poked Aster in the rib as he joined her, and she elbowed him back before demanding, “Matt, tell this stupid bear that ice cream is better than stupid cold foods.”

Matt laughed as Ingrid turned her glare to him. “I can’t comment. I haven't tried the cold dishes she mentioned. They seem interesting. The mix of extreme hot and cold isn't a new idea, but it's not a common technique, with the current trends leaning toward more fresh dishes.”

Ingrid jumped on his support while Aster shoved him out of the circle, trying to argue that he wasn’t agreeing with her, just saying he hadn’t had her dishes and therefore couldn’t comment, so his opinion was invalid.

Seeing she was fine and in good hands, Matt rejoined Liz as she discussed more with some of their peers.

He was just a few steps away when Tufa Hamann, the closest guest in age to him at just over a hundred and fifty years old, pulled him to the side and started asking questions. She was a polite enough woman and was obviously trying to get to know him, so he happily allowed her to lead him to one of the edges of the room that were covered by the glass windows to the outside.

Tufa was an interesting woman, Matt had to admit.

She was intensely interested in his life in a lower Tier world born to low Tier parents.

If she wasn’t so obviously earnest with her interest, he would have found it rude, but when paired with her willingness to talk about her own life, he got a glimpse of what a noble went through growing up. The two of them ended up chatting for almost an entire day, until the ballroom arrived at their next destination, the asteroid belt of the system. There, everyone competed in shooting the asteroids that were being accelerated to reach incredible speeds through their loop around the star system, just for challenges like this.

Everyone, even the half-dozen mortals in attendance, stood along the open but shielded platform and shot any projectile they wanted at the passing asteroids, while the ballroom kept track of how many points each shot earned. Things like the type of projectile, the Tier of the shooter, and the speed of the asteroid were all taken into consideration, with bonus points awarded for calling your shot and hitting the called target, and using mundane projectiles without a Talent or skill to assist the shot.

Matt, once again, did not do well.

He tried, but despite everything, he really wasn’t an archer. He much preferred a blade in his hand to a bow and arrow, despite being proficient thanks to Luna being Luna. Still, he had fun trying to shoot the asteroids with a variety of weapons, eventually resorting to using some of his skills to test out how they fared.

Aster, on the other hand, did surprisingly well with just a simple bow and arrow, as did Liz, who had been using throwing spears. She had more familiarity with the spears despite her not using her own as a long-range weapon very often. Matt even tried his hand with the spears, but while he was better, he just flat out wasn’t that good of a marksman.

Being better than only eighty percent of the gathered nobles and courtesans was pretty embarrassing for someone who wanted to be an Ascender, but he comforted himself with the fact that he wasn’t a precision fighter. It helped a little, and in the end, he wasn’t trying to compete here, just have fun. It was just years of being under Luna’s tutelage that didn't allow him to settle for just better than most.

In the end, the top five were Boutaje, who, despite his claims he wasn’t using his Talent, had a knack for knowing what asteroids to hit, which earned him fifth place. Ingrid claimed fourth place, her hulking form belying her dexterity, but her lacking cultivation ultimately allowing the others to edge her out. Heracleonas Staurakius, a man from a military family, showed remarkable weapon proficiency and took third.

The top two were unsurprisingly the dragons, Sciath and Dominus, with the massive man taking first place by a substantial lead over Sciath, who had almost double the points of Heracleonas in third place.

With that event over, they went back inside to another feast, this time catered by a number of luxury restaurants back in the Capital who teleported to the ballroom a number of times to bring over everything.

After all, it would be in poor taste to store fresh food in a spatial ring like some kind of poor person.

That idea had taken Matt for a loop, but apparently, there was a distinct loss in taste for food stored even in time-stopping Tier 40 spatial rings. Matt had never noticed anything different when eating food stored in a spatial ring. Even Aunt Helen had a ring for the purpose that Matt was sure cost a large fortune, considering she was only Tier 24 and had an enchantment that took a Tier 40 to make on it. Through all of that, he had never tasted anything off, but all the nobles he brought it up with commented that there was a distinct flavor profile that one could notice.

He had tried it out thanks to some of the Tier 40 waitstaff at the insistence of some of the nobles, and while he felt it might entirely be in his head, he could taste a muteness to the dishes stored in a spatial ring. They weren't bad by any means, but they seemed…lesser somehow.

His dreams of storing entire banquets in a spatial ring were destroyed. Matt started pondering if he needed to upgrade his house in some way so as to not affect fresh ingredients when he was eventually able to put a time slowing formation on his food storage items. He was only a few Tiers away from Tier 25, when those runes became manageable, and he didn’t want his fresh produce to become even slightly bland if he could mitigate it somehow.

The final three days of the week-long party were produced in the same manner, with the ballroom visiting interesting locations in the Capital star system, such as the living ice sculpture field in the distant reaches of the star system, right at the edge of the gravity well. There, all sorts of ice sculptures moved around in a pantomime of life. If it had just been enchantments powering the ice statues, it would have been one thing, but their formation was a living natural treasure that an old Emperor had found in a rift.

They also stopped by an inhabited moon to catch the finals of a mundane blade fighting competition, and then visited a gambling hall long enough for Liz to once more show her dominance in poker before no one would play with her, and the party moved on to the next event.

Thankfully, there was an ending in sight, as despite Matt’s worst fears not being realized, he was growing impatient with the grandeur the party called for. By the end of it, he was dreaming of vegging out with Mara and Leon on their couch and doing absolutely nothing for a day or two.

Or, maybe they could sneak away for a delve. They weren’t scheduled to delve for another month to better cement their cover stories, but killing things seemed like a nice reprieve right about now, and Matt wondered if he could convince Luna of that.

As the last guest vanished through a [Portal], Matt, Liz, and Aster stepped through the one that led back to Mara and Leon's living room, just to see Luna yelling at the two sheepish-looking royals.

Throwing up her hands, she glared at the two with a look Matt knew meant the conversation wasn't over, and she would bring it up later before vanishing.

Matt looked at his in-laws and wondered why they weren't moving before their skin started to turn into stone, and they crumpled into ghosts and started bemoaning their oh-so-tragic fates of dying young.

Chuckling, Matt grabbed Liz and Aster in each hand and then flopped all three of them onto the couch, where the two ghosts were wailing at them for being rude to the deceased and laying on their bodies.

It was good to be home.
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Matt, Liz, and Aster relaxed on the couch for close to half an hour before Mara and Leon's pestering finally got Liz to sit up, where she immediately asked, “How did I do?”

Ghost Leon stuck a thumb up at her, and in a ghostly voice, warbled, “Verrrrry gooooood.”

Liz groaned. “Don’t give me that. Please just tell me how I actually did.”

Mara and Leon literally collected themselves, settling back into their normal bodies, and leaned against one another, sharing a glance.

Leon spoke first. “You did well. You took this seriously, didn’t rise to provocations, but didn’t allow anyone to walk over you. Your bearing slipped a few times, but you recovered quickly enough that it shouldn’t impact you too negatively. Your worst mess up was when talking to Silvia Dobrescu, and you inquired as to the status of the Silver Star Shipyard instead of the Star Silver Shipyard, but because you caught yourself, it shouldn’t cast too great of an aspersion on you. It won’t endear Silvia to you any, though.”

Liz groaned at the reminder, sinking into Matt’s shoulder in embarrassment. “That’s going to haunt me for the next century.”

“Or millennia. Herons have long memories.”

“Do they?”

Leon shrugged at Liz’s question.

Mara puffed herself up tired of being ignored, “Though you really should have been harsher with the baby Maniake. He’s gotten far too comfortable with the perception that he’ll be the next beast king, and you shouldn’t have been so tolerant with him when he was disrespecting you. You need to ensure he won’t think you’re weak.”

Leon cut in with, “Not inherently. As a former Pather, and with the knowledge that she’ll be an Ascender one day, nobody will think that you’re weak. Instead, they’ll remember your restraint when dealing with Dominus and balance that against the demonstrations of power you will need to display to prove yourself as an Ascender. People prefer to work with rulers who aren’t likely to fly off the handle at any moment. You’ll hear far, far worse on a daily basis from your subjects, and the ability to take insults without needing to get the last word in is a good sign that you have the mental fortitude to take it.”

“No,” Mara countered. “Well…the citizen thing is true, but the Maniake isn’t one of them. He’ll just see someone who might be a terror with a spear but can be cowed by a few pointed words. They’ll see someone with incredible power and no will to truly push it when it’s needed. Nobody would have thought badly of you, so long as you didn’t outright assault the Maniake. You should have pushed back harder when he pushed.”

Leon refuted with a shake of his head. “No, that was simply his goal, to demonstrate that even at her Majority party she would descend to insulting her guests, that guest status is no protection from her ill temper. If it is strong words when dealing with a higher-Tier individual, would that be violence for those weaker than her, when less of the Empire is watching? The Maniakes respect all kinds of strength, and that includes strength of character. Dominus was certainly just pushing to see if he could get any level of rise out of her, and the fact she kept her temper evenly meant she passed.”

“She passed, for sure. She passed right by his test to see if he could insult her beyond basic decorum without her countermanding him, to know whether it would be safe for him to speak more negatively about her in other contexts, and simply because he enjoyed it.”

“Uhhhh….” Matt blinked, looking to Liz to see if she was following. She was, and with a contemplative expression on her face.

Mara and Leon stared intensely into one another’s eyes, glaring at each other until sparks of lightning and fire literally flew between them. Then, in just barely imperfect unison, the duo turned to Liz and said, “You did well enough, sweetie.”

“It wasn’t perfect, but that’s fine.” Leon continued.

“You’ll just need to put in more work managing your reputation is all.” Mara bobbed her head like a chicken as she spoke.

“You’ll be your own type of ruler, not your mother, or even me, and that’s perfectly fine. Establishing yourself as imperturbable to insults isn’t a bad reputation to have, so long as you meet other provocations appropriately. Your mother isn't wrong there. Being kind is one thing, but a pushover is another.”

Mara spoke up the moment Leon paused. “Now, that said, we do have more detailed feedback if you want it. Liz, when you first were descending from your entry balcony, your first two steps were out of sync with the music by a quarter-beat. Your third step was fine, but your fourth….”

To Matt’s mild surprise, he and Aster also had their own review sessions in a manner startlingly similar to Luna’s usual post-action debriefs, but in far, far less detail than Liz’s, a fact which suited him just fine. All that he’d really learned from the party was that he did not care for politics and the games of nobles, which put him in the solid supermajority of all historical Ascenders, even those who were nobility by birth.

Something about seeing nobles put so much emphasis on genuinely pointless things, instead of honing their craft or taking care of their people, just did not sit well with Matt. Thankfully, he’d be in the position to completely ignore it in much the same way Duke Waters or Lila Worldwalker had. What was the point of groveling and playing nice to maybe get someone of marginal importance to like you, hoping to gain a ten percent discount on services, when doing so would just cause a different socialite to raise their prices by ten times?

If a sword couldn’t solve your problems, you just weren’t trying hard enough.

Especially when it came to nobles. Basically every time an Ascender and noble house clashed, the Ascender came out on top. Lila Worldwalker had once quite publicly destroyed a noble house which tried to short-change her on a deal they’d made. While she’d supposedly faced some kind of consequence, nobody really knew what it was beyond it being insignificant. Anything short of outright treason, and sometimes not even that, would ever be really punished for an Ascender.

Besides, even on top of being an Ascender, he’d be the one that they come to, asking for mana and services.

So why should he bother with their games?

Still, if Liz wanted to do it, he’d do his best to support her. Even if it meant putting up with a week of utterly unbearable snide comments without a word in response. Given what he was gleaning from Aster’s talk with Mara, she was also interested in exploring her political side, possibly even in succeeding Mara as beast queen someday. He had only thought it was a passing comment of hers when she was younger, rather than a serious ambition she was working toward but he would help her as well. Personally he’d try to stay as far removed as he could.

When he turned back in, Mara was trying to get Liz to follow her to work and see what a queen did. “I do have some meetings and the like you could sit in on. They’re all on Hestial, though, so you’d have to come visit me there at some point. It’ll be fun!”

Aster nodded, “Yeah, that would be good. Liz, will you be coming?”

Liz huffed, “I do not want to sit in more meetings if I can help it. Dad, do you have anything that you’re up to?”

“Hmm, well I do have some award ceremonies coming up, and a few dukes I need to knock around, but nothing in your Tier range. If anything comes up, I’ll let you know.”

As the discussion seemed to be coming to an end, Matt finally spoke up. “So what did Luna want?”

Mara and Leon looked awkward, but not in the normal way they hammed up for them when they were joking around. Instead, they seemed genuinely uncomfortable. Seeing that, Matt was going to apologize, but Leon shrugged and spoke before he could. “It's nothing you won't find out sooner than later, but Frederic and Emmanuel were working on something to solve your mana concentration issue, and they have a working prototype. Luna isn’t happy, because if it doesn’t work then it will waste your Tier 18 potion, but they also need to test it on you before Tier 20, when even a Tier 45 potion wouldn’t be strong enough for a full concentration.”

Matt cocked his head as he mulled over the implications. He had no real idea how hard something like that would be, but it sounded impressive. Given that both Frederic and Emmanuel had worked together on this, each of them having basically incalculable amounts of wealth available to them, and only had a prototype ready after what was presumably several decades of work indicated that it probably was very hard.

Then again, he was dealing with immortal timescales now, and a few decades was nothing compared to research projects that had started thousands of years ago and were still ongoing. So maybe it wasn’t that hard, and just nobody had ever tried figuring out how to concentrate millions or billions of mana all at once before?

Well, it didn’t really matter to him. He was just thankful that they had been working on something for him all this time, and it sounded like they’d been working hard at it. He was also quite curious about how they had accomplished something that he thought would be impossible, but maybe he could find out when he was there.

He also knew Luna, and she would be mad at even the barest chance of something going wrong that would prevent him from attaining his full mana concentration out of a Tier. So her yelling at Mara and Leon made a lot more sense when looked at through that lens.

Still, as Matt let the idea that his mana concentration issues might be solved in the near future sink in, he felt a rush of anticipation and quickly asked, “When will it be ready? Is it ready now?”

Mara shook her head. “Not that quickly, give it a few months. They want to run some final checks on all the equipment before you step into it.”

With the mental image of stepping into something, Matt got the idea of a giant device like a sleeping pod that would protect him as massive energies swirled around and into him.

He was so excited that all his frustration and tiredness from the party vanished, and he was ready to go. Even the wait of a few months didn’t seem that far away.

Liz pulled him back into the couch, and he sank back even though his mind was racing and demanded they relax for a little bit longer which Matt was more than happy to do.

With the Majority party finished, the three of them had a few days to themselves, and after putting on disguises, they went traipsing through the planet-wide city, hitting as many tourist spots and hidden locales they could find or be directed to by any of the higher Tiers they knew.

Luna suggested they go to a cafe that specialized in drinks and had mundane animals roaming around. Or at least, Matt thought they were mundane animals. They felt mundane, but Luna, in her cat form, could have fit in perfectly with no one the wiser. Was the calico cat that curled up on his lap a normal cat, or a Tier 25 in disguise? Matt had no idea, and that had him on edge the entire time. In stark contrast to his feelings, Liz calmly sipped her tea and read a book she had grabbed from their room’s library while two cats played chase around and through her legs. Aster was even a sleeping pile of floof, having played with the cafe’s animals in her fox form until she’d tired them out. How she was able to relax like that he had no idea, but he wished he could copy her because he was getting wound up so tight he might spring a leak.

Mara suggested they go to a spa that catered to lower Tiers, and the three of them were treated to an entire day's worth of massages, rubs, and treatments, which left them all feeling listless which helped Matt relax after the cafe fiasco.

Leon’s favorite spot was a Tier 5 area dive bar that had awful beer, but was something of a hidden gem for up-and-coming stand-up comedians. A few of the sets were so funny, Matt was glad he didn’t need to breathe with how hard he was laughing and he immediately put the place on his "to visit again" list.

Kurt’s suggestion turned out to be Matt's favorite, and was an immortal’s establishment that had live music and an endless amount of dishes they served to everyone who sat around listening. The food itself wasn’t anything truly special, but each dish seemed to be carefully matched with the set the singer was singing, which turned the experience into something truly unique.

Sadly they eventually needed to return to the real world, and that meant going to various parties, events, galas, and more, all of which were dull at best for Matt. But Aster and Liz were happy to wine and dine along with the other nobles, which left him mostly tagging along.

He even looked into Chuck and his family, and got something of a reality check. While personally abrasive, the Longspears were very solidly in Rusty’s faction of nobles, and notably patriotic in their donations to the war effort. Chuck himself had a number of public screeds elevating the dignity and righteousness of the Empire over the depravity of every other Great Power. Just because Chuck didn’t like him didn’t make them evil traitors.

Thankfully there were some fun events he actually enjoyed going to, but all paled in comparison to the mana concentration project.

With some pestering of his in-laws, he was able to get his introduction to the project moved up to just a month away.

Even Liz and Aster pulled themselves away from their projects with the noble families to accompany him. When they arrived, Luna was already there and shot a glare at Mara and Leon, who pretended not to notice before she turned to Matt.

“If you don't feel comfortable with this, you can always decline.”

Luna’s initial statement didn’t make Matt feel particularly confident in whatever this was. As if to refute her statement, Frederic walked out of the building with a smile on his face. “Now Luna, you’ve seen the results of the tests. Matthew won’t be harmed. At worst, he simply won’t gain any additional benefits. That’s no reason for alarm.”

Matt took the proffered hand and nodded to the royal as he asked, “I hear you and the Emperor were working on this jointly. I’d like to thank you for that.”

Frederic’s smile turned a little more sincere as he nodded. “I won’t be modest, it was my team that had the idea that actually worked, or at least what got us started. But let us enter the secure room so we can talk more freely.”

As they passed through layers of security, Matt felt his spirit and Concept compressed more and more. Even Frederic’s presence seemed to soften, as the passive influence that the man’s Domain and his high-Tier presence had on the world around him was suppressed.

Now that they were in the secure area, Matt turned to Frederic, who gestured off to the side where there was a fragment of a formation on the wall. Matt couldn’t tell if it was there for study or just a decoration with its semi-out of placement. “So?”

Matt's questioning statement caused Frederic to nod. “This is where we first got our idea for the project that ended up working. What do you know of the Glorious Everlasting Kingdom of Prosperity and how they handled failed successors?”

When even Liz shook her head, Frederic explained, “To make a long story short, they used one of these formations to forcefully concentrate someone's mana to the point they had only a few dozen mana left, with terrible efficiency. It was enough to cripple anyone who couldn’t undergo an Inspiration or find someone to carry them through getting a new Tier— which, as you can imagine, was unlikely for a political prisoner. We took what we could from one of those and repurposed a lot of the background principles. I’d love to say that my teams are the main contributors, but once my team and the Emperor's teams merged, they have been doing a lot of the heavy lifting.”

Luna cut in as Frederic was turning to the center of the room. “Repurposed is what I have an issue with.” Turning to Matt, she flicked an eye at the center of the room where a cloth sheet covered something. “The device takes too much from its predecessor for my taste. While it won't cripple your spirit, your spirit will be stressed to the limit. You also will need to take a specially prepared potion which will allow the formation to not just lower your mana to zero with no appreciable gains.”

Frederic seemed a little disgruntled, but nodded. “‘Repurposed’ is perhaps something of an over-dramatic term. Everything has been rebuilt from the ground up, and on something of a different base principle. It doesn’t forcibly re-assign any cultivation essence like the first did, but instead acts to enhance the power of a specially prepared mana concentration potion. And, as it ever so conveniently happened to be, we were looking for an appropriate reward to give you for your valorous actions at Ventillyria. Given your prior history and demonstrated interest in magical research projects, being given an opportunity to tour an ongoing research project and ask some questions of the researchers was deemed adequate. Once there, you were presented with the option of actually being able to participate in the project, albeit as a test subject. Quite convenient, isn’t it?”

Matt’s eyebrow crept upward, “And that’s allowed by the Path rules?”

Fredric just grinned, “But of course. After all, this is a fairly new research project, only started a few decades ago. That’s not a lot of time for any form of radical new super-soldier project to get any level of traction, and it’s not as though this was created specifically to bolster your mana concentration to an incredible degree. That’s far too high a cost to begin for just any Pather at Tier 10. That it suits your need so well is a simple coincidence.”

“Now, I will say, it is quite hard on the spirit, almost by necessity. The limit for how much the potion can be empowered is based on how much strain your spirit can take, and it will push you to your absolute limits to maximize that empowerment. We have healers on standby, and I won’t hide that there still exists some danger, but the most likely outcome is simply a miserable week or two while you recover.”

Liz stepped forward as Matt was going to agree to the procedure and asked. “And why exactly are we doing this now, and not at Tier 19 when Matt needs an extra boost? More time to work on it seems like a good thing.”

Frederic nodded slightly, but it was clear he was only acknowledging her statement, not agreeing with it. “Perhaps, but the machine does work, and it is acceptably safe. But, we aren’t wholly confident that it will work on Matthew the way we want. We haven’t had any test subjects unable to cultivate mana as a result of their Talent, and it’s possible that the way the formation works will contest with Matthew’s Talent directly. If that happens, we need time to adjust it so that it could work on him by the time he needs it. As best as we can tell, it should work just fine, but there’s no substitute for an actual test. Even the best predictions can still miss things, after all. Emmanuel himself has checked things over, if that makes you feel better.”

Matt patted Liz on the back, and followed a passing lab assistant into a side room, where he changed into a fairly advanced ritual outfit. It was a tight-fitting and uncomfortable garment utterly packed with embroidered runes and shimmering with layers of enchantments, adorned with metallic accessories to complete the look.

From there, he was brought into the ritual chamber, and the sight took his breath away. A crystal sphere floated in the middle of the room, with metallic rings surrounding and orbiting it. What looked to be miniature suns circled near the ceiling, and a mosaic of metal and stone composed the floor beneath it while runestones drifted by in some pattern that defied easy comprehension. It started to give him a headache as he tried to trace the patterns. Beyond that, the entire room hummed with energy, both physically and magically, and the currents of mana in the room were stronger than anything he’d ever felt, even when Luna herself was trying to dispel his spells. He couldn’t even properly sense them or see them, as if he was trying to perceive the far limits of an ocean while face-down in the sand.

Matt was handed a mint-green potion both opaque and transparent, filled with ribbonlike swirls of dark color undulating in a way that his senses couldn’t quite follow, morphing beyond the spatial dimensions he could comprehend. At times, they almost seemed to coil into words, or at least runes that seemed to represent entire words. But he couldn’t identify any of them, no matter how hard he tried to grasp their ephemeral forms.

“So how does this work, exactly?”

One of the researchers spoke up, her nametag identifying her as Geneva. “Exactly? We’d be here for decades if you want to know exactly. We’re currently in the middle of some of our start-up routines. In a few minutes, we’ll have you stand in the focal sphere, and once the time comes, we’ll signal for you to drink the potion. It’s important that you down the entire thing at once at exactly the right time, so the bottle you’re holding is edible. Just swallow the entire thing, and let it work its magic. It’s best if you stay relaxed, so avoid tensing your spirit if you can help it. Do try to stay conscious, though. The recovery is easier if you don’t pass out.”

Matt eyed the bottle warily. It was a bit big to comfortably swallow whole, but he could manage. “Okay. Anything else I should know?”

“Not especially. If you could stand in this circle? We need to get a few final calibrations from your suit.”

After a couple minutes of magical prodding, Matt was given the go-ahead to take his place.

Given his magic was basically unusable against the impossibly strong currents, and his Concept was utterly useless for flight at the moment, Matt simply jumped into the crystal sphere meant for him. Some of the timing was a little tricky with all of the flying pieces of metal and stone filling the room, but at Tier 18, it was still trivial to jump the twenty-odd feet. He sank into the crystal without resistance, and once inside, he found himself automatically floating toward the center. As the magic around him grew to a crescendo, Matt saw his signal to take his potion.

Downing the bottle, he was almost surprised by the pleasant taste, but he wasn’t able to enjoy it with the spirit-tearing pain that immediately ripped through him.

All of the unimaginably powerful torrents of mana permeating the room suddenly focused on him. Where before they were benign and transient, passing through him with next to no effect, now it was an unbearable crushing pressure against his very spirit. His mana flared out, but was blown back like it was an errant piece of paper in the breeze. He fought his urge to tense, to defend against the attack, and only partially succeeded, which increased the pain he was feeling.

Still, Matt was nothing if not stubborn, and despite the pain wracking his body and spirit, he clung diligently to awareness. Loosely, he was aware of the formation compressing his mana, the normal sharp pain accompanying it essentially nonexistent compared to everything else.

For what felt like an eternity Matt resisted as he was at the center of the mana vortex which kept crushing down upon him.

An impossible weight pressing down.

Matt did what he did best.

He pushed back.

No matter the obstacle, the trial, the tribulations he encountered in his life, he resisted, and this was no different.

Even at the center of the device, with his spirit nearly being torn to shreds, Matt accepted the situation and resisted with everything he had. He was the center of a lot of fights and this wasn’t so different.

As seconds turned to minutes, and minutes to hours, and hours to days, Matt kept the thought that he needed to push through firmly in the center of his mind. It was all he had and all he was for what felt like an eternity, but it ended eventually.

Even when the pain eventually lessened, it didn’t stop. He felt like he had used [Cracked Mana Spear] for a full hour past the point he should have.

He was loosely aware of someone grabbing him, carrying him somewhere else, and he opened his eyes to find himself being held by Liz. She said something that he didn’t quite catch, then set him down in a blissfully comfortable chair.

A few healing spells later, Matt’s bodily sensations had returned, leaving him only with the vague feeling of his spirit having been crushed by a spaceship. With the increased awareness came the realization that his chair was surrounded by diagnostic tools, more akin to a hospital bed than a normal recliner. It was a modified medical bed, and he was being scanned while the healers were running various tests.

For the frown on Mara and Leon's face, Frederic, the researchers, and even Luna had relieved and happy expressions.

Frederic turned to Matt and smiled. “A perfect success from everything we can see. Try refilling your mana please.”

While he would have much rather used his house’s mana stone— the bond he shared with it meant its mana concentration automatically increased when his did— it was still back at their suite in Mara and Leon’s house. Instead, he had a rechargeable mana stone already mostly attuned to him, and after a few minutes to get it used to his new concentration, he filled it like he had so long ago when he was a low Tier.

Except, nothing happened for a long moment. If Matt didn’t intricately know his own Talent and how it worked, he would have started worrying about his mana pool being permanently broken, but he could feel he was producing mana, just an astronomically small amount. It seemed like his total mana pool had been reduced well past the 0.1 units of mana which the potions normally took him to.

After what felt like forever he was able to bootstrap himself back to his normal 327,680 and he couldn't wipe the smile off his face. The testing showed the potion and formation worked beautifully, and provided nearly twice as much mana concentration as the usual potion would have.

“Is there no way I can go in again? I know we can't use the potion again, but can we use it without the potion? You said the original was like that?”

Mara opened her mouth, but Frederic spoke first. “While I love the enthusiasm, that would be inadvisable with the current iteration. The potion helps mitigate a large portion of the damage to your spirit. We can look into non potion uses of the formation, but the current iteration of the design can't work without it. Besides, you don't really have time for your spirit to recover on The Path to maximize the concentrations in each Tier, and neither do I think you need to. You can make up the difference when you are Tier 25, and have time to sit at a Tier for a while. In a hundred years, I’m sure the team can refine the device quite a lot, and possibly create a potion that can be used twice, or some kind of formation that doesn't need a potion. Even if it's less efficient per use and amount of spiritual strain. For now, that isn't a possibility.”

Matt nodded to that as he started answering the questions of the researchers present. There were only a dozen of them, and he had been assured they were trusted and vetted by the Emperor himself, so he happily answered any questions as they took copious notes and readings of his body.

While they didn’t focus on his mana generation, he could see the interest burning in their eyes, and so he happily told them about some of the modifications he had done to runes and other ways he abused his Talent. Getting these people on his side would create a fantastic core team for his guild, even if he didn’t mention the guild in particular, just some of his ideas about how to use his mana to help everyone.

He might not have taken to the noble doublespeak lessons, but he knew enough to slowly reel the researchers in instead of putting out an offer immediately.

Still, it was an enlightening conversation to hear them talk about their work and ideas, even if he couldn't understand most of it. When he looked at the plans, they actually knocked him out for almost a full ten minutes, and when he woke up, he couldn't even remember what he had seen. That signaled the end, as Mara and Leon politely but firmly put their feet down and insisted the team had done enough tests, and they were going home.

Under normal circumstances, Matt would have protested, but given how utterly exhausted he was, all he really wanted was to crawl into bed for a good day or twelve of sleep.

Even as he slipped into the impossibly comfortable bed, his mind raced at the opportunities this opened up for him. It wasn’t a perfect solution, but as the researchers said, this was very much version one of their formation, and he could expect improvements with each time he used it and gave them more data to work off.

That opened him up to other ideas for his Intent and his mind raced even as he started to slip into sleep.

Possibilities. So many possibilities.
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Geneva looked out to where the young man left the room, followed by two royals and an incredibly famous, sometimes infamous, manager.

King Frederic looked at her the moment the door shut, and there was a hardness in his eyes. “I hope you and your team now better understand why this project is top secret.”

Geneva nodded even as she felt some of her fellows growing nervous. Clearly, they were thinking they were going to be killed to keep this information under lock and key, but Geneva knew the Emperor better than that. As long as they kept their mouths shut, they would be fine. She could also foresee a massive increase in security for the coming decades, but that was hardly a passing thought for her.

All she could focus on was the reward for this job: any project she wished to work on would be fully funded. It would only be for a single project, but the budget in treasures, labor, and mana for a proper project could verge on the incomprehensible.

Geneva had thought that was an idle promise at the time, but seeing the boy's Talent and his mana returning from a fraction of a single unit of mana to hundreds of thousands of mana over the course of an hour, she now knew that promise was sincere. That was amazing enough, but given the boy’s mana output would grow to even more staggering heights, she might have been dreaming too small.

She was just contemplating which of the fanciful projects she had only dreamt of when it felt like the world was going to collapse around her, and she turned to see the Emperor standing next to Alice.

His voice was calm as he said, “I’m sorry, but I can't let you do that.”

Even as Alice started to tremble and started to apologize, the Tier 50 shook his head. “Even a fleeting thought of selling the information about Matthew cannot be allowed, as there was a chance you would have acted on it. I won’t kill you, but I will be putting you in a more secure facility until there is no danger from the leak.”

As everyone processed that, the Emperor added, “Do be sure that none of you attempt to use any form of communication other than the official channels as I will be watching and there will be no second chances.”

Before any could do anything, even agree, The Emperor and Alice were both gone like they had never been there.

Geneva shook her head at the foolishness. Alice was smart, but apparently, her greed was larger than her work. What need was there for monetary wealth at their Tier when even a single research project could cost trillions of mana, and getting that funding meant selling your inventions to the highest bidder?

Even funding for a single research project was fleeting compared to the goodwill she might earn from exemplary service on a project that most of this generation of royals had a large stake in. Finding an in with Matthew, solving a problem he had and forming a connection while he was young, was an added bonus that she would be able to leverage to fund even more research.

Best of all, the kid seemed genuinely interested in their work, and his own comments about formation and enchanting showed he had a foundation in the sciences.

Maybe he’d make a guild; or if he didn’t, he might intend to make a noble research group through his connection with Queen Mara and King Leon. Guilds were better, as they offered more freedom for their members, but she’d happily sign a restrictive research contract for dedicated access to twenty-eight billion mana a day. Even in her wildest dreams, she wouldn't have imagined a mana budget that large, but she was sure her fantasies would be full of ideas in the coming years.

Even as she listened to King Frederic, she was already starting to plan out the next series of refinements to the formation, just as she was planning what project she wanted to focus on in the future.

The possibilities seemed…endless.
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As predicted, Matt spent a full week in bed as he recovered from the side effects of the mana concentration formation.

If it had simply been the spiritual strain, he could have been up and moving the day after, as he was experienced with spiritual strain and could easily push through it. But as it turned out, the potion had some nasty side effects of its own, which included, but were not limited to, his bowels having been literally liquefied, blurry vision, nausea, and hives. And just when he thought he was done with the side effects his skin had turned various shades of purple which caused him to smoke any time he was in light that was too bright.

All in all, Matt considered it a success, as all the side effects vanished on their own without a healer's intervention.

Liz had been stressed out of her mind the entire week, with Aster only doing a little better, as she could feel through their connection he wasn’t really in any danger. That was touching but unhelpful, as seeing them feel bad didn’t make his pain any better. Eventually, he resorted to asking Leon to drag the duo out of the room for an afternoon of fun activities just to get a break from their worries.

He could hug a toilet and vomit out his stomach lining perfectly well all on his own, thank you very much.

While he was hugging his personal throne he was able to do some good soul searching. Was he still as independent as he once wanted to be? He had once been so determined to prove himself on The Path, and prove that he could do everything himself. While vomiting his guts out, he had to ask himself if he failed on that account with his mana concentration issue. Was he still being true to himself?

Matt thought he might have failed that initial idea of standing on his own, but he also didn’t mind. The Matt who made that initial declaration had been a kid who was worried about his Talent taking over his life and becoming the only thing he was good at. He was afraid of not being able to stand on his own next to Liz, who was a double princess.

He had grown a lot since then, and really didn’t mind having other people help him. Civilization wasn’t built by one person, and he was a part of that civilization. Getting others' help was nothing to be ashamed of.

If he had wanted to, he could have gone off into a rift somewhere and spent a few million years as a Tier 15, and gotten to the same solution as the team but his time was better spent elsewhere. He was better off leaving the search for a viable solution to the professionals on King Frederic and Manny’s teams.

Everyone had the place they fit properly, but civilization worked most efficiently when everyone was able to shine in the role that suited their desires. Not necessarily what they did best, as forcing someone into a box based on their Talent was a good way to suppress potential prodigies like Duke Waters. But for the most part, people tended to gravitate toward paths made easier by their Talents, and for people like Frederic’s researchers, it was one and the same.

Thankfully, on the eighth day, the side effects had mostly passed, and he was able to resume somewhat normal activities.

Due to their planning, they had no parties to go to for another week, but Mara did take Aster on a quick tour back to Hestial, where she’d arranged for a day’s worth of meetings that she could sit in on with minimal disruption. For his part, Leon took Matt and Liz on their own little trip to watch him smack around a Marquess who seemed to forget to whom he ultimately owed allegiance. Most of it happened so quickly that neither Liz nor Matt got to see anything, but Leon did take the two of them out for ice cream afterward, which was really fun. It made Matt feel like a kid again, and despite his age, he couldn’t really complain about having a loving parent again.

Afterward, Leon took them back to the Capital. There, he did some paperwork and gave Liz and Matt each a case to do while he blurred through thousands in seconds. It was necessary, as he had what seemed to be a never-ending stream of documents to look over and deal with.

The file Matt got seemed like a fairly simple request for funds to expand a portion of the city into an otherwise protected planetary forest. His initial inclination was to accept due to the population boom, but he had been trained too well to just accept things at face value, and so he dug deeper into the problem.

The issue seemed threefold; first of all, the city was formed around a number of valuable rifts and was originally settled deep into a mountain range, and it had expanded in a snake-like fashion through the valleys until it reached a sort of oasis in the mountains where several valleys turned into a basin. A basin which housed several unique forms of life that proved sensitive to human activity and hadn’t taken well to transplanting.

Secondly, the city’s mayor had a friend in the construction business and had been funneling most work into her company, which was why the city had expanded in that direction instead of out of the mountains, where they would have eventually reached a plain that they could expand into endlessly.

Thirdly the city, while experiencing a population boom, could easily handle such an increase of births and immigrants simply by expanding their existing infrastructure.

Feeling like he now knew what was going on, Matt reviewed the situation once more before suggesting to Leon that the mayor be prevented from running for election anymore, and having the local noble more firmly guide the city's growth along the suggested patterns for Empire cities.

Right before he went to submit the answer, he paused, thinking it all seemed too easy. If the situation was this simple, it should have never come across King Leon's desk.

Once more, looking into the backgrounds of everyone involved, Matt found out why the local noble had simply shoved the problem onto Leon’s lap; the mayor was the illegitimate son of a Duke, who had some notable influence on Tier 25 through Tier 30 weapon production. More digging showed that while the duke had never acknowledged his son formally due to his actual wife’s anger at his infidelity, people who tried to make things hard for his son seemed to have a really hard time ordering weapons or armor.

Matt’s first instinct was to simply suggest Leon warn the man, but looking into the duke, he was a well-regarded and rated noble who rarely, if ever, abused his position to such a degree. He simply seemed to be trying to protect his child’s interest in the only way he could without further angering his wife.

Matt was well and truly stumped, but knew the project shouldn’t be authorized, and once more wondered why Aster would want to solve puzzles like this as a queen in her own right. It sounded dreadful.

Scooting over to Liz’s spot on the table, he started peeking at her situation, but quickly gave up. Her situation, the prospective lessening of a local imperial tax as disaster relief, didn’t seem any less complicated than his own. Sliding back to his own case, Matt pondered the situation some more before concluding that the mayor still needed to be put in his place, and his father, the duke, needed to be slapped down, even if only a little. There was little wrong with protecting one's child, but to bring weapons production into the situation was a step too far when a war was going on, so that was frankly unacceptable. Taking into consideration his and his family's loyal service, removing him was a step too far, so a warning and a small slap on the wrist seemed appropriate.

As for the original situation with the unique biology of the mountain oasis, that was an easy solution. Instead of just being a local reserve, Leon could register it as an Empire reserve, which meant it became the Emperor's personal property. The criteria for those locations were fairly strict, but the entire purpose of the Empire reserves was to prevent local nobles from taking unique places and bulldozing them for personal profit. The city, and even the planet in question, would even see an increase in tourism thanks to the protected status of the oasis, and no one needed to be executed or removed from power.

It seemed like a clean and easy solution, which made him worry that it was too simple, or he had missed something once again, but no matter how much he looked, he couldn’t find anything he had overlooked.

Finally sitting back, he got ready to wait for Leon to finish the pile of paperwork, but seeing that Matt had finished, Leon immediately paused and turned to him.

Matt nodded at the rest of the paperwork. “You don't have to break for me.”

Leon just blinked at him in a way that made Matt’s mouth click shut.

Seeing he had won, Leon smiled and asked, “So, what was your answer? Explain your steps and reasoning for each one.”

Matt smiled slightly as he recounted his initial viewing of the problem and his simple answer before looking deeper into it as Leon nodded along.

Finally, when he presented his final answer, Leon smiled. “A good answer. It's even similar to what I would have done. Not exactly the same, but part of that is my experience and knowing everyone in question.”

Matt raised an eyebrow in silent question, which Leon read and answered, “Really, it is similar to your answer; I would have just added a second contingency of ensuring an impressive new politician came into the city and ran for mayor. It's best to remove someone who can't take a hint like that.” At Matt’s confused look, Leon explained, “This isn't something you would know, but this issue has come up once before, though it never made it to my desk. Instead, the local duke took care of it on behalf of the marquess.”

Matt nodded, as that changed things, but was distracted as Leon smiled brightly. “Since you did so well, are you interested in taking a few dozen more cases?”

Seeing Leon was serious, Matt started throwing out excuses as fast as he could.

Leon thankfully gave up and returned to his own work until Liz finished her paper, and he immediately paused again and went over everything with her like he did with Matt.

Liz’s case was more complex, and when it was finished, Matt complained about stupid nobles and snarked that Dominus would fit right in, which seemed to catch Leon off guard.

“You might not have picked it up from the reports, due to the fact it's something everyone knows, Matt, but the Maniakes family are some of the most progressive in the Empire. Even before the Sophron dynasty took over, they were championing the rights of those who were weaker than them for eons. They hate me and Mara, but if you give them a chance, they will probably be one of your biggest supporters.”

Matt wanted to refute Leon's words, as anyone who hated them couldn’t be good people, but he knew that wasn’t how the world worked.

Nodding, he took Leon's small rebuke to heart and made a note to go over the top ten noble family list more thoroughly. Missing that tidbit of information was inexcusable, as his professional pride wouldn’t let him half-ass something. Even if he intended to skip the noble games, he needed to know who best represented his own goals and motives.

As he mulled over that, Leon quickly finished up the rest of the paperwork he had to do. With Leon’s Tier, even thousands of cases were taken care of in short order, and the three of them returned to the estate for a small dinner Matt whipped up before going their own separate ways.

Like he did most often when he had free time, Matt worked on his Intent. Not that he could try forming it, but he was able to see what felt compatible. Besides, after the mana concentration experiment, he had new ideas thanks to his resonating with the sensation of being crushed but enduring. It was similar to his endless Concept and its ability to push him forward and through hardship, but it was a different flavor of strength. Enough so, he thought he had a chance at making an Intent around it.

Sadly, his first idea didn’t work.

A black hole would have been perfect, as it was the polar opposite of his Concept, and despite his mana concentration problem being seemingly solved, he still liked the idea of having his own unique, personal way of solving the issue that wasn’t reliant on anyone else. But the moment he tried to create a black hole image, it clashed with his white hole image and threatened to destabilize his Minkalla image.

Tossing that idea out, he tried for a few more, but nothing was better than his Minkalla image, so he turned to his phrase.

Having a good sense for the idea of being enduring, he started playing with word combos.

I am Enduring.

Matt let the thought build in his head and spin around, seeing how it fit with his proposed image.

In and of itself, the phrase was stable, and he felt like he could move forward with it even though it lacked the feeling of a puzzle piece falling into place that I am Endless had had. It was also a decent fit with his Minkalla image, but still lacked the perfection he was looking for in an Intent.

Matt didn’t want to be just decent though, and knew there was something out there that would be perfect. When he found it, he knew it would send his power to another level.

After a full six hours of meditating, he was woken up by a quiet beep from his AI. If he was deep in an idea he could ignore it easily, but it was a rescue from his purgatory of self-reflection he happily latched onto. Six hours was normally a very short time, but when you were looking into yourself, it could feel like an eternity, and even Luna recommended taking a break after that long.

Opening his eyes, he found Liz still sitting in her meditative pose and was about to leave her to it when she opened her own eyes and grabbed his passing hand to pull him back down next to her.

Falling into his lap, Liz groaned, “Tell me you had better news than I did?”

Matt smiled as he ran his hand through her hair. “That's only possible if you tossed your previous ideas out, because I got nothing that fits perfectly. I am Enduring isn’t bad, but it doesn't feel right.”

Liz groaned at the mention of tossing her previous work out, and Matt knew he had hit the mark. “I did. At least my phrase, Blood is Life felt soooo good, but it just felt wrong at the same time. Like a puzzle piece that got wet and no longer fits the other shapes around it. Shame on that one.”

Together, they commiserated over the difficulty of making an Intent before Tier 20, and after moping around, they decided to abscond out and have a date night to cheer themselves up.

With Aster not due back from Hestial for another month, he and Liz had to partake in the noble activities alone. It was a bit more boring for Matt, but he tried to be involved and pretend to be interested.

This time, thankfully, it wasn’t even as hard, as they were at the hEachaidh family's local estate. As the third strongest ducal family in the empire, and the second strongest family in the Beast Kingdom, the hEachaidhs held considerable sway. So when the invitations for the two of them arrived, Matt knew they couldn’t get out of it.

Still, Sciath had seemed nice in contrast to Dominus, but Matt knew that while the second strongest dragon family was kind and amiable on the surface, they were still dragons, and were not to be trifled with. On a more positive note, while they weren't super progressive with things like commoner rights, they were still moving things along instead of trying to pull things back to the way they were. That, if nothing else, was a mark in their favor, as some of the other top ten were quite content with how things were a generation ago. They had little interest in moving things along beyond paying lip service to Emmanuel and doing just enough to keep themselves out of trouble.

While Sciath’s party wasn’t a large one, and was slated as more intimate for close friends, there were still a dozen people attending out of the top twenty-five strongest noble houses. Matt wasn't sure if she hadn’t invited the others, or they hadn’t chosen to show up, but either way, the smaller crowd let him enjoy the party slightly more.

As he and Liz entered, they saw Heracleonas and Eleazar lightly sparring on a water-like reflection with their real selves sitting off to the side. Matt assumed it was an enchantment of some kind, but wasn’t sure, as he had never seen anything of the like before. Still, a fight between the two scions of the only two hereditary grand duchies in the Empire was certainly a treat.

The two families had earned their double duchies in vastly different ways. The Rajagukguk had been the first major family to throw themselves behind Empress Agatha’s bid for the throne, and had most of their higher Tiers wiped out by the old dynasty holding off a strategic flank during a critical battle in the early years of the war. That earned them Empress Agatha’s trust and protection, which was why they were given twice as much land to control and govern as a normal duchy, despite that making the family stronger than normal, thanks to the increased resources at their disposal.

The Staurakius family, on the other hand, had been loyal to the old dynasty, or rather the Empire itself. And as Empress Agatha had been a traitor by all metrics, they had fought tooth and nail until the old emperor had been killed and she crowned herself Empress. The family had been damn near exterminated by the new Empress, who had zero tolerance for disloyal vassals, especially old-blood military families. While the details were dramatized and possibly entirely fabricated, the Staurakius had sold themselves to Agatha’s service in exchange for leniency, and Agatha had used and abused them. Any time she had an issue that needed cannon fodder, she sent the Staurakius family, and they never balked. More notably, they never failed. She repeatedly threw them into impossible situations, and they always came out on top. That, along with continued loyal service, had earned them Agatha’s leniency and Gregorios’ trust, which was when they were granted the second dukedom to rule over.

From the information Matt had, the Staurakius family had almost become the leaders of Rusty’s kingdom, but lost out to the current royal. From all the reports, it had been a close call, with Rusty and Prokopios each nearly splitting the support of the kingdom. Rusty really only became the royal since he was closer to Emmanuel, and in the end, the next Emperor was the one to decide for every kingdom except the Beast Kingdom, who primarily decided through strength of arm.

Considering the two families' histories, Matt was a little surprised to see them fighting. Especially considering that Heracleonas came from a military family, and Eleazar came from a family who specialized in crafting, and reportedly had little combat experience.

Watching the fight as they entered, he noticed that while Heracleonas was undoubtedly the better fighter, he was also five Tiers lower than Eleazar. While Eleazar was clearly not a professional combatant himself, he was handling himself well enough not to be defeated.

As Sciath stood to greet them, everyone else also moved, and a round of polite greetings commenced, which Matt mostly tuned out. He had met everyone here not too long ago, and even if he had forgotten them and their information, he could always rely on his [AI] to bring up the relevant information as needed.

Once the pleasantries were finished, Sciath nodded to the water illusion. “This is a new product one of my uncles invented a while ago, but has finally moved to mass production, as they finally found a way to replace an expensive natural treasure. We are testing it out, so if you wish to give it a go, we’d love to see what you can do.”

Matt wasn’t crazy enough to accept any kind of illusion enchantment that might read his abilities, so he asked as if he was only curious, “How does it work? Some kind of AI-based fighting sim?”

Sciath chuckled politely, but Matt felt there was a hint of derision, though he couldn’t be sure if that was him projecting his feelings, the draconic features the woman had, which gave her a slight lisp, or her judging him for not already knowing. “Nothing so droll that has been done before. This device acts similarly to a legacy in a lot of ways. You merge your spirit with the device, and it makes a small copy of you that lasts for half an hour, or until you choose to delete it. It's entirely private and safe. We can’t see anything, and the fragment isn’t recorded in any way, shape, or form. Otherwise, it wouldn’t get approved for public sale and use.”

Matt pinged Luna and Leon to see if either could back those claims up, and when Luna answered that the young dragon was telling the truth, and that it wouldn’t give anything away, Matt and Liz both agreed to partake.

Heracleonas stood forward, and with a small but confident grin, offered, “I would love to spar with the two of you. Pathers are so rare to find and be able to duel. I’ve sparred with a few of them, but no one who was really exceptional. Care to battle it out?”

His already strained spirit felt a little sore with a piece of it removed, but Matt kept the discomfort off his face, even as his copy took its place next to Liz, and they fought the Tier 13 Heracleonas one after another. Thankfully, his copy fought as a Tier 15 and with his normal ‘Matt’ restrictions, so while he beat the scion of house Staurakius, it wasn't a quick or particularly easy fight like it would have been if Matt really let loose. But neither was the outcome in question, and everyone could see that.

After Matt’s copy stood down, Heracleonas turned to Matt. “Impressive. I rarely lose to anyone just two Tiers higher than me. Your reputation isn’t just for show then.”

Matt shrugged as if it didn’t really matter. “You are impressive yourself. Your family really knows how to train fighters. I don’t think I can compare to you in your versatility. I’m good with most blades, but I’m still specialized with my longsword.”

Heracleonas agreed, as if it was only natural. “My family has a long history to pull from, and each of us always adds to the family's legacy so the next generation has an easier time progressing and building upon our success. Our family has something similar to the Path, as we limit the resources that any descendants can use without earning them. When I was 11, I had to kill a feral Tier 1 wolf to earn the essence to awaken, and I have been pushing myself ever since.”

Turning to Liz, he nodded to their clones, which were fighting, and was about to say something when Eleazar interrupted, seeing Liz’s clone was already taking the lead in the fight. “Not so confident now, Hera; losing two for two must hurt. Imagine how strong they will be when they start taking resources from their royal parents. How will you hold your head high then? It seems the Path does find prodigies after all, even if they aren't Ascenders.”

Sciath smiled as she leaned forward, her scale-patterned skin giving an edge to the otherwise normal expression. “Speaking of Ascenders, do you two know Queen?” As if hearing her own words, she chuckled. “Well, obviously, you know her, as you participated in the same Tier 10 tournament together, but my point is the rumor is her father is outing her identity. I got an early copy of the interview, and wanted to share it before it went public.”

The grin turned proud as the other noble heirs turned to her and started clamoring to see the interview.

Matt felt Liz relax slightly, even as she leaned forward as if to see better, but knew she was simply trying not to give any tells away while being as nervous as he was.

During their time in Minkalla, Susanne had slowly told them about her life and how her father was an immortal who liked to philander with mortal women, get them pregnant, and then leave them high and dry, just to go on and repeat the cycle when someone else caught his attention. She had also mentioned he was a competent swordsman in his own right, even if he wasn’t as amazing as he had been in her Folded Reflection’s life. A lot of her early style was based on his teachings.

When Sciath started the recording, and it was Susanne's actual father on the other side of the interview table, Matt immediately called out to Luna, Carol, and Susanne herself. Luna, being on the planet, was the first to respond.

“Relax, Matthew. This isn't the first time someone’s relative has tried to sell a mask out for a quick buck. Carol and her team know how to handle this. If you want to send Susanne a message sending her your condolences, feel free, but her identity is in no danger.”

As Susanne's father thanked the interviewer, Matt wanted to vomit as the man went on to explain in excruciating detail everything about Susanne and how he taught her blade work, demonstrated his own style, showed recordings of a young Susanne wielding a blade, and then comparing them to Queen in a number of tournaments she participated in over the last few years.

Matt wanted to say it was all bullshit, but AI verification and comparison showed there were similarities in young Susanne's style and adult Queen’s style, though that was flimsy proof at best.

Frankly, it was disgusting to see a father selling out his daughter’s secret identity on the possibility that it was true. Worse yet, they dragged Susanne's younger brother through the mud as well, saying that the fake Susanne, who simply seemed to be delving at Tier 9 to pay for his secondary school, was a fake, despite all the numbers adding up for the financials.

The interviewer then dropped a bombshell and said they had gotten a statement from Queen herself, and Matt saw the screaming face of Queen’s marble-like mask, looking at a pad someone was shoving in her face. From the surroundings, Queen had clearly just come out of a rift and was obviously injured, with blood leaking out of her armor and still dripping from her left hip.

After a slight pause where she looked at what Matt was sure was a condensed version of the interview, Queen shrugged. “I’m certainly glad he’s not my father, what an asshole move.”

With that, Queen turned away and walked into the setting sun, a massive greatsword floating on her back. The silhouette made for an amazing moment, and the interviewing news station left it up while they cut back to Susanne's father, who started deflecting the probing questions the interviewer shot at him.

Matt wanted to punch the man in the face when he proudly admitted that he was only doing this as retribution for his daughter ruining his good name by having someone contact anyone he tried to trick and telling them of his history. He tried to spin it that he was in the right, but even the interviewer seemed to struggle to keep a polite façade up.

Only a few minutes later, Sciath paused the video. “What a scandal. Even if it's not her actual father, it's not a good look. What do you guys think will happen? Frankly, I don’t think it's her; the style is general enough. The small similarities are things you can find in any greatsword user’s technique. This just seems to be someone angry; he will need to change his face and identity if you ask me. But what if it was true?”

Matt wanted to say that Susanne was going to kill the man, but kept quiet as the other nobles started speculating. Instead, he composed a message to Susanne and gave her his best wishes, and told her to contact him, Liz, or Aster if she needed anything. While they kept in touch, their messages were usually on the shorter side, with Susanne being such a quiet person, but he felt this was a prime opportunity for her to vent her frustrations if ever there was one.

Liz was tearing down Susanne's father when one of the other nobles asked what Matt thought.

His answer came easily. “My parents died when I was young, but they would have never tried to sell me out for a few minutes of fame or temporary wealth. It's disgusting, and he should be ashamed, but clearly, with his self-admitted behavior, he had no pride or decency to lose.”

Sciath agreed. “Well put. My own parents would never do something like that. I’m fairly sure my uncle Baroub would kill the man if he had the chance. He's a bit more feral, and very family oriented.”

Liz smiled as Matt knew Sciath brought up her connection to Baroub on purpose, as he was good friends with Mara and Leon, and was sort of an uncle to Liz and her other siblings.

“Yes, I’m sure Uncle Bob would not take kindly to such behavior. Even if Queen isn’t Susanne, the real Susanne must be devastated that her father is willing to try and make a quick buck on her name, especially after everything else he has put their family through. Who admits to abandoning their family so readily?”

One of the lesser nobles, Brandon, shrugged. “As much as everyone here doesn't want to admit it, we all have relatives who wouldn’t hesitate to do the same if they were in the same position.”

That started a whole new debate about whether or not anyone's family would treat them so callously, which Matt mostly ignored.

Thankfully, the meeting had truly been about Sciath flexing her hot new gossip, and once that was discussed to death, they were able to leave without being rude. That in and of itself was a bit of a shock for Matt, as he couldn’t imagine getting a party together to talk about the latest gossip. Not that he never gossiped or talked about such things, but he wouldn’t get his friends together just to show off he had the newest piece of news.

It wasn’t until they were safely back in the estate with Leon there to block anyone from spying on them that Matt and Liz let loose the torrent of things they had to say about Susanne’s father.

Leon didn’t try to stop them, but did leave them with a small nugget of wisdom. “Someone who is willing to do that to their own flesh and blood is so deeply unhappy, nothing can make them better and they will eventually self-destruct.”

Matt tried to take comfort in the words, but knew it was a hollow statement at best, no matter Leon's good intentions. He well knew that Leon was the type to die for his kids, and would never do something like that, but Matt knew plenty of detestable people who were more than willing to sell family out and not lose a moment's sleep over it.

Susanne’s father seemed the type.

Thankfully, when the interview went live a few weeks later, it was quickly pushed out of the news cycle thanks to a duchess’ affair being leaked, and that had a much greater draw thanks to the very public battle between her husband and her lover.

Matt was pretty sure Carol, or at least the Path management system, had something to do with the leak, but he was just happy it kept the spotlight off Susanne.

Aster arrived soon after, and was excited about her trip with Mara. She now seemed even more inclined to eventually become queen herself. Matt still had no idea how she found that desirable, having dealt with even one case for Leon, but he agreed to support her in any way he could.

Thankfully, one of the longest years of his life ended, and they were free to return to delving with their body doubles taking their places, though even that delving session didn’t last too long. Eleanor and Ethan’s Tier 10 tournament was right around the corner, and they wanted to be there for the kids. Taking another year off wouldn’t be the end of the world, as they were going to do a mission while they were there, which they could use to redeem essence stones.

Counterespionage didn’t seem particularly fun, but apparently Queen would be there doing the same thing, as it was something of a rite of passage for high-end Pathers, so they had to do it eventually.

Matt couldn’t say he was looking forward to doing counterespionage work, but he was looking forward to seeing Eleanor and Ethan again. The two of them, while not exceptional, should be able to make it to Tier 12 or 13 without too much issue, though their getting any further on the Path was in doubt.

Still, he and Liz felt responsible for the two of them, and Aster wanted to meet them, so they happily accepted the mission.

Susanne even said she had a surprise for them, which only added to the anticipation.
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With it being his third time at a Tier 10 tournament, the first for his own and the second for the Ascension, Matt expected he wouldn't be that excited for the event, but on the contrary, he found he was looking forward to it. Part of that was seeing Leon's capital, Stormhaven, in the flesh and getting to see his in-laws once more; another reason was seeing Eleanor and Ethan, as was getting to work another mission with Susanne.

She was one of the few people he had met who could keep up with his, Liz’s, and Aster's abilities, and he had only come to really realize how unique a trait that was as he advanced past the rest of his peers. That and he wanted to make sure she was actually okay with the incident with her father. No matter how callously he had treated her and how much she had hardened her heart to him, his act of trying to out her must have hurt.

Arriving on Stormhaven was a treat for Matt as Leon apparently kept a lightning storm roving around the planet at all times, but instead of just dropping rain and making noise, the storm Leon created was as creative as he was. Looking up, Matt watched as two figures made out of lightning crossed swords before being dogpiled by smaller lightning figures until the entire display dissolved into the clouds and started showing a scene from a cartoon Leon, Liz, and himself had watched while they ate breakfast before Aster and Mara came back.

Knowing it was Leon’s way of saying hello, Matt and Aster waved even as Liz groaned and murmured about dumb parents, but they didn’t miss her blowing a kiss at the sky after her comments.

Laughing, the three of them moved through the bustling city, and Matt took the opportunity to enjoy the light drizzle that was kept off their heads with shields that covered all the pedestrian areas. Instead of staying in the luxurious floating castle that represented Leon's seat of power, which Liz assured him was as decked out as the estate on the Capital, they were staying at a safe house sometimes used by Harper's agents. Matt was perfectly happy with the accommodations, and so was Aster after she set up a winter barrier Matt had recently designed and created for her.

It wasn’t anything fancy, but it had been a unique challenge as Aster wanted a variable-size barrier that could contain the cold she liked to ensconce herself in, for when she couldn’t stay in her own or Matt’s home. There were commercial options available, naturally, but this was something Matt could do himself at a lower cost, and he had been aching for an enchanting project to sink his teeth into.

Additionally, Luna had been harping on his enchanting recently, remarking on how inefficient and wasteful it was. His ability to throw most efficiency concerns to the side was part of how he had been able to advance his enchanting skills so quickly, but it rankled Luna that one of her charges would ever make something that ‘threw mana around by the bucketful and only occasionally splashed the target’. She was being hyperbolic, but she had something of a point, so he had tried to make something usable by someone with entirely normal mana reserves which made it an interesting project.

His reliance on his AI didn’t help her attitude toward his enchanting. While he didn’t look into the actual design schematics of the commercial versions, he had a good idea of how they functioned as there weren't that many ways to do what Aster wanted. That allowed him to quickly sketch out a few designs, then slowly refine his ideas over a few days.

His first idea of a rune that combined the temperature control and isolation into one hadn’t panned out that well. It worked, in a sense, but ten mana per second was horrifically wasteful for such a small task, and the cost would balloon even more as it encompassed a larger space. The shorter conduits between runes hadn’t made up for the instabilities generated by combining too much functionality into a single rune. Ultimately, it was an idea for the trash bin, even if there were some lessons to be learned from it.

The second idea was much more feasible and had actually worked, as he was simply creating a barrier of mana that isolated the desired area and created a permeable shield along the perimeter. That shield was fairly efficient thanks to it being an old and specialized variant used for temperature isolation. That was where a lot of the commercial devices stopped; they created a bubble and let the buyer heat or cool the room as they so wished. Some went further and built temperature control into the units, but Matt wanted to go the extra mile for Aster.

Instead of just building a temperature control, Matt built in a temperature control which could get cold enough that even Aster was satisfied, and could also control the humidity of the room so she could perfect the temperature versus the amount of snow. Her room in their house got a similar but more permanent version of the device, and it was a constant ice cube in her room.

Compared to a commercial device that had been iterated on for centuries by dozens of experienced enchanters, and optimized for mana usage, it still wasn’t particularly efficient, but by his standards it was downright economical, which was the whole point of the exercise. Aster could fuel it continuously with a quarter of her own mana regeneration, or tap into the house’s mana reserves for normal usage.

After they settled down, the first thing they did was change into their masks and go check into the spy headquarters, where they were debriefed by a local head of security.

The man was short, balding, and on the older side, which, if on a mortal, would make him an unassuming man, but as an immortal spy working on counterespionage, let him slip into any crowd and blend right in.

The moment they sat, the man started talking. “You may call me Ezra, and I will be your handler and liaison while you are on this mission. If you have any questions, you ask me, no one else. I can’t stress this enough, do not try and contact anyone else except me. Queen has her own handler, and while you will be working together, you have separate missions. Feel free to request her help as long as your management team allows it but don’t try and reach out to her contact. People always fuck this up, and I’d rather not have to deal with the fallout when you do it. So, please. Contact only me.”

At everyone's nod, Ezra continued. “Okay, first of all, our people have identified a dozen teams from the other Great Powers. Preliminary information gathering has one from the Clans, two from the Republic, and one from the Sects, though we are pretty sure there is a second Sect team somewhere that we just haven't been able to identify. Two from the Guilds, but they are friendlies and are using this as a safe place to train some of their agents; if you find their bases feel free to bust them and bring them in but don't hurt them as they won't resist. We are on good terms with the Guilds, so don't ruin that. Now, feel free to run the hell out of them for getting caught. That’s a time-honored tradition. There is one team from the Monster Collective, but we have no idea if they sent more teams. Great Powers usually, but don’t always, send at least two. There are definitely at least two from the Corporations, but they’re almost never found. We call them ghosts. Finally, the Federation, we know of two teams, but from the chatter we are getting, it's more likely they have up to four teams. They are who we are focusing on. If we stumble over any of the others, we will nab them, but the Feddies are our actual targets.”

Before Matt could ask why Ezra explained. “We are going after the Feddies because we have credible reports that they are planning something for the tournament, and if possible, King Leon wants them to join the executions at the start of the tournament.”

At the surprised looks, Ezra smiled. “Ask Queen. They are her prizes. Now, about the structure of the spy teams. The Federation usually sends teams of two to five agents. It's never just one, but they like to stay separated, so don’t rush out the moment you see one thinking he's alone, you’ll just spook the other one underground. The best way to identify them is their mannerisms and tech. If you see…”

The debrief with Ezra took six full hours, but all of them made sure to commit the information to memory. Their job, for all it was a training ground, was very real. The Guild spies might be friendly and here as practice, but the others were enemies of the Empire and needed to be taken to task.

After the meeting, they went to meet up with Queen.

The moment they saw her, Aster ran over and pulled the other woman into a hug. “It's so good to see you. I’m so sorry about your dad. We sent him a nasty gram. Bad gas and glitter are set to go off the moment he approaches. Fuck that guy!”

Susanne snorted. “He's a piece of work, but he was shopping around with that news story for almost a year before it actually got any attention. He’s not even the first person to try that stunt, just the first one to actually be right. I never hoped for us to reconcile after what he did to my mother and brother, so I’m honestly quite ambivalent about it all. Why waste emotions over someone like that?”

Matt and Liz joined Aster in the hug for a moment before they pulled away, knowing Susanne wasn’t the tactile sort.

Liz growled. “You may not be angry now, but you have every right to be. My parents were ready to go on the warpath.”

Susanne had been told about Liz’s parents while they were in Minkalla, and so Matt got to enjoy her mask's eyes going wide at the realization that two of the royals were mad on her behalf, but saying they were on the warpath was an understatement. When they had heard about the news, he was pretty sure if Susanne's father had been in the same system as them, he would have simply ceased to exist. The duo were so family oriented that it made sense, but it was the only time he had seen the two genuinely angry, and it had taken him aback.

As he pulled back, Matt added his support. “We paid for him opening the package to be recorded if you want something to laugh at.”

The normally screaming Queen mask morphed into a smile as Susanne agreed. “Please. I’d like to send it to my brother as well, he took the incident harder than I did and was quite angry so I’m sure he’ll enjoy it. Not to say I won't enjoy it. I debated going and punching him in the nose, but he wants the attention, and I won't give him what he wants.”

Aster huffed out as she pulled Susanne to the nearby couch. “Fair but boring. On a more interesting note, what is this we hear about executions?”

Susanne snorted. “After I hit a bunch of normal local tournaments at Tier 15, I was about to leave like normal, but this woman jumped down from the third-floor seating. I expected her to be an assassin of some sort, but imagine my surprise when she broke both her legs on the landing and, instead of worrying about it, just begs for me to listen to her. So I did. I was still expecting an assassination, but she genuinely wanted help. It turns out someone kidnapped and replaced her daughter, and the local officials were unable to find anything wrong and dropped the case.”

Queen's fist tightened, and her Concept, hanging like a pendant on her wrist, started glowing faintly. “I wish I could just say it was the local enforcers being incompetent, but it was far more sinister than that. While I was able to bust the local operation and rescue half a dozen kids, I wasn’t able to recover much intact data, so I thought it was a single operation, but the data nerds pulled some Talent out of their asses and were able to reconstruct some of the information. It turns out the kidnapping ring was massive, and they were picking up kids from a dozen systems and replacing them with pseudo-clones that would last a year or so before dying. They suspected the situation had been going on for close to a decade at that point, and they were able to find almost a thousand cases of early childhood death.”

Matt winced upon hearing that, knowing this situation was not going to be pretty, no matter how Susanne had already handled the situation. He couldn't imagine the shock that the grieving parents must have gone through, having thought their child had died, only to be told that they were alive and kidnapped. That was a horror story, no matter how you cut it, and suddenly, the executions made far more sense.

Sadly Susanne’s next words made it even worse. “Having found the case, I was given priority on one of the bandit teams we located. I took them down, but a number of them surrendered. They plan to execute them before the Pather tournament to remind everyone not to mess with the Empire and the Path in particular. As it turned out, the kids the teams were targeting were people noted for their exceptional drive and abilities who were expected to be given invitations to the Path. From my understanding, the Emperor was pissed at the news and personally ordered the prisoners' execution. They believe that the Federation was behind it, but there isn’t any concrete proof.”

Matt looked to Aster and Liz as he now better understood why they were hunting the Feddie spies. The only question he had was why Leon or Harper wasn’t personally making a move. He suspected it was because they doubted the spies were actually involved or even knew anything and just wanted the spies as someone to vent their anger on as proxies for the Federation itself. If any of them were involved, he didn’t think it could pass the high Tier’s gazes. Another part of him whispered that it might just be because of their involvement, and the high Tiers wanted to train the four of them.

That or even the Emperor's anger was a farce, and the kidnapping of over a thousand kids was nothing to make the high Tiers move. Matt wanted to doubt that last one for no other reason than he had met Emmanuel, Leon, and Mara and knew they wouldn’t tolerate such actions happening under those noses.

Still, he had a growing desire to see the Federation spies caught and executed alongside the bandits they had worked with. But why hadn't Ezra told them about that in the mission brief? He had clearly known. Was it just because he knew they were going to talk to Susanne, or was it because, as Ascenders, it wasn’t their job to question why?

Matt wasn’t sure he liked the reality of that last idea but knew it to be true and something he inadvertently signed up for.

Aster shook her head, her thoughts clearly following a similar path to his own. “I wonder why our handler didn’t mention this to us?”

Liz shook her head. “Probably thought it didn’t matter. We are going to do the job regardless, so why does the fact the Federation is proven to be evil once more really matter?”

Matt agreed. “It doesn’t. It might even make us reckless in our approach.” Letting his Quill mask harden into a stern face, he added, “That said, if we do catch the spies, we should do our damndest to ensure they aren’t able to kill themselves.”

Susanne’s Queen mask grinned, the normal frown twisting into a comically wide smile. “Agreed. I’d love to add them to my execution list center stage in front of the entire Empire.”

Matt whistled while Liz asked, “So they are letting you do the honors?”

Susanne nodded. “Yup, that was my one ask from the mission rewards, and they granted it. That said, it would be nice for you guys to join me up there, but I won’t share my initial catches.”

While her mask was in its normal scream, Matt could hear the teasing tone in Susanne's voice.

Despite them all wanting to immediately start kicking down doors, that wasn’t really how espionage or counterespionage worked, which was why the four of them took over a meeting room and, after ordering enough food to feed an army, sat and started going through all the casefiles the local agents had collected so far.

It was there that Queen gave all of them another shock as she almost offhandedly mentioned wanting to hit Tier 20 so she could test her Intent ideas as she was pretty sure she had the right ideas.

Matt groaned upon hearing that with Liz slumping down. Aster, on the other hand, perked up. “What are your ideas? I have a few for my Intent but nothing I’m like super confident in.”

Susanne leaned forward in her chair as she explained. “So before I even started I knew I wanted to go for a created Intent and start creating my weapon manifestation as my anchor.”

Matt cocked his head as he tried to process the logic of using something that already existed as an Intent Anchor and it not being a claimed Intent.

Susanne must have read his body language as she explained for them. “It's a little mind bending but for all that I keep my weapon manifestation active all the time it always has been and always will be a temporary figment of my Concept. I’m not the first person to think of or do this and it's always a Created Intent. There’s even some fun interactions, like being able to use my Concept on it for free, and actively using my Intent will be multiplicative instead of additive, because I’m directly boosting my Concept instead of working alongside it. Carol introduced me to a couple of people who’d done the same, and that helped.”

“I’m hopeful that I can twist my Image into a shattered sword remade. First time I ever broke my sword might have been fighting you, but it’s become much too common lately, and I think it’s starting to affect the integrity of my Concept. Ideally, my Intent will help with that by providing continuity between manifestations. Even if one sword breaks, it’s no less reliable if it’s the same sword once reforged. My father actually helped there, as his complete lack of emotional support is helping me tie in coming back stronger after emotional devastation to the overall idea.”

Liz nodded “Not bad at all. Gives me a couple of ideas, actually.”

Susanne tilted her head in acknowledgement, “Still not sure what I want to go for as a Phrase. I could go with a generic ‘Sword,’ but I’d prefer something more active, you know?”

Matt sighed. “I know. Believe me, I know. I’m trying for an image of Minkalla, more or less, but it keeps fighting me. Then, I’ve got some candidate Phrases and Anchors, but I have nothing that really resonates.”

Aster puffed up her chest wanting to show off, “I’m trying to push for my tiara to be my Anchor, and it’s going pretty good! Because Minkalla gave it to me with Winter, and that helps me connect it to a winterscape of my own.”

That started a not so short segue into everyone talking about their Intents and trying to brainstorm together. Nothing about Intents was fast, but every last bit helped. He was able to give some advice to Susanne about being Endless, a concept she was trying to work into her Image, and that made it all worthwhile on its own.

The four of them would have liked to talk for months about their Intents but they still had a mission to do and quickly refocused themselves. They initially started with the suspected Federation spies but moved through all the files just to get a better feeling of how the spies worked.

Admittedly Matt cheated, and even while he was reading things himself and going over the information, he had his [AI] cranking away at the same information looking for any connections the analysts might have missed. That even his [AI] couldn’t find anything was a testament to the counterespionage teams working for Harper and the Empire.

Still, they pored over everything just so they would personally know the information before they went and started scouting the first possible spy locations, though one was suspected to be empty.

A slightly upscale location filled with Tier 20s who, while wealthy, were in a lower-income area wasn’t the first place Matt might have chosen for his secret base, but that was the point. Even then, the suspected base wasn’t where any of them would really have checked if not for a few reports of intermittent mana flickering in the building but not the surrounding buildings. In the maintenance room on the bottom level, there was a perfectly normal room with mana conduits that should have been sealed off, but even from outside, Matt’s spiritual sense could feel where new sealant had been applied to the door.

With how the reports came in, they were pretty sure the spies had already relocated, as the intermittent mana outages had ended a week ago. That said, it was likely the place had been boobytrapped and could explode if they kicked down the front door like fools.

Not wanting casualties, they had the building evacuated and the mana supply ready to be turned off at a moment's notice. The four had wanted to kill the power early, which invited the risk that the building was set to blow when the power was turned off, but they could contain that and have no risk to themselves. Ezra had vetoed that idea saying the possible information they might be able to gather was worth the risk of them going in first.

After all, they were supposed to be Ascenders, and if they couldn't handle one little explosion, what good were they?

The last part was left unsaid, but Matt had heard it clearly enough.

Slapping talismans on each face of the building, Matt was confident that even if the building came down, the neighbors who weren't actively watching wouldn't notice a thing thanks to the modified building demolition talismans. He hadn’t made the talismans, something as complex as that being well beyond his ability even if the runes were of his Tier; no, they were part of the normal counterespionage kit and had been provided to the four of them free of charge and would ensure the buildings fell directly inward and stop any debris from leaving their barrier.

Matt most certainly hadn’t had his [AI] scanning the talismans the entire flyover to this building.

Not at all.

Once in the building, they slowly moved through the halls looking for any traps, spying devices, or oddities.

It took close to five hours, but they made their way to the basement, having found two hidden recording devices, one for visuals and the other for mana recordings. Two alarms, Matt and Aster were able to disable; he overloaded the first one, and Aster froze the second, preventing it from triggering. Three different variations of a noise trap on the stairs, each rigged to ensure you had to step on one of the rigged steps alerting anyone hiding in the safe room.

After all that, they reached the entrance to the maintenance room, and each of them slowly inspected the sealed door. When none of them found anything odd except the new sealant used to close the door, they checked it three more times but eventually concluded the door hadn’t been tampered with.

That didn’t mean they opened the door; instead, they retreated back upstairs while Matt sent a small drone up that would create a pinpoint-sized hole in the concrete wall, letting them bypass any spiritual sense befuddling arrays set up inside the room.

The spiritual sense was great in that anyone could use it, but it was also the easiest sense to block and fool, thanks to its ubiquity.

When the drone finished burrowing, Matt whistled while Susanne cursed.

Liz and Aster didn’t say anything, but Matt could feel Aster's unease through their bond.

Unsurprisingly, the entire room was filled with explosives. Actually filled. Practically all of the air in the room had been replaced with Tier 25 alortia, a sticky, slimy brown ooze. If they’d tried kicking in the door, teleporting inside, even tearing open the wall, it would set off. If too much mana interacted with it, it would detonate, and that much would practically annihilate the bottom floors of the building, possibly even cause some of the neighboring ones to come down as well.

It was decidedly past what they were equipped to handle, but they were able to call in backup. They simply needed to keep the area clear until the bomb squad arrived in the form of a Tier 35 alchemist who happily siphoned off the explosives into a storage flask.

A quick debrief later, the four of them left to go find another possible base where they discovered nothing amiss at all. A false alarm, something they became intimately familiar with over the next two months.

Matt had hoped they would get someone, but even the Guild spies were impossible to track down, and while they were told this was perfectly normal, it didn't help. Only the best of the teams were sent into enemy territory and especially for an event with such high security as the Tier 10 tournament.

They even encountered an ambush that had been set up for them. But either the team drastically underestimated their strength or the assassins weren’t expecting them at all as the team was easily taken out by the four of them; though it did raise questions of who sent them and what was the purpose.

That didn’t mean they suddenly got any more successful on their hunt. Failure wasn’t something Matt was used to, and he didn’t enjoy it one bit.
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Luna looked to members of The Seven tribunal and kept her expression carefully neutral even though she wanted to smile.

She had told them the children would do fine on the tribunal’s little test, but three of the colors had openly told her they expected the kids to fail.

The counterespionage mission at the Tier 10 tournament was a time-honored tradition and one that quite a few possible Ascenders failed at. Failing this test wouldn’t sink an Ascenders' qualifications, but it was a black mark on them and their management team.

Completing the mission or even finding a spy wasn’t all that important in the grand scheme of things and wasn’t even a criterion of the test, though if the teams managed it, it was a positive mark on their report.

Instead, it was a test of Pathers’ ability to listen to orders, follow instructions from people other than their management team, plan operations, and then put those plans into action.

The fact that some of the tribunals thought one of her charges wouldn’t be trained well enough to handle those criteria was almost insulting, but she understood it.

On paper, Liz and Matt were both charge in and bash things fighters if you only looked at their kits. While she did her best to make her charges well-rounded, neither of the children's fighting styles were conservative or subtle in nature. For that matter, even Aster, a nominal support mage, focused more on area debuffs than single-target debilitation, and even had a fairly wide array of direct attacks. But that was simply the byproduct of delving with Matt, and having the benefits of his Talent and Concept to utilize far more mana than most could ever hope to.

Overkill was the right amount of kill.

Luna had worked to hammer those tendencies out of them in the beginning, and if she said so herself had done a fantastic job. That the children had found their own styles, and they were bombastic and seemed more like blunt instruments than the precision instruments the Empire liked.

The utterly unstoppable force that was Duke Waters was an undeniable boon, but he was such a monstrously stereotypical Ascender, unconcerned and unskilled in anything but brute-force application, that the more covert skills which Light and Shadow had cultivated were nearly as desirable. Aiden al’Aegir proved the upper bounds of useful combat capability by being limited to Tier 31. That he could still fulfill the role of an Ascender in checking the Gladiator and Legends that were his peers with a four-tier disadvantage was a testament to his strength, but Zack Varon and Allison Spein would be just as capable of that role when they were Tier 35 and would return from the frontlines when recalled instead of galivanting behind enemy lines as they pleased.

Her children and Susanne had done wonderfully. Beyond failing to capture a team, they hadn’t even caused an incident, blown up a building, or even slipped and showed their masks being at the event publicly.

Watching Purple, Green, and Red apologize for underestimating the kids in front of everyone was especially gratifying, especially seeing that Carissa had been at the meeting, which meant the Emperor would be getting the information forthwith.

It also meant the children were getting special rewards for their Tier 20 prizes. Normally the prize was more training with Harper’s undercover agents and then them being sent to one of the neutral Great Powers as a short sightseeing vacation, but that wasn’t really possible with the pressure of the war looming over their heads, and that was why she was here to argue for her charges' prizes to be converted to items, additional ‘research’ opportunities, or skills.

That, and she was fishing for information about Light and Shadow. The two had been seen in conjunction with a fairly consistent group of individuals, many of which she’d been involved in training. A rotating roster of Academy Graduates, near-Ascenders, and ace veterans told a story of a team built around the duo, and she wanted to know if her charges would be joining them or forming a counterpart of their own, to better prepare them beforehand.

Sadly her efforts were in vain, but she did get some concessions from the tribunal to increase the kids' Tier 20 rewards. She hadn’t managed to arrange for a second full Concentration for Matt, so his potions would actually be weaker than they had been for a couple of Tiers now, but she had to admit to herself that it truly wasn’t the priority. Not now that the proof-of-concept formation had been tested and shown itself to be a viable method of raising his mana concentration beyond what a normal potion could manage. The inefficiency irked her Domain but it was easily ignored.

There was also the issue of explaining why Matt kept getting concentration potions as rewards, and the final stretch in particular would raise more questions than they wanted to answer when they verified the children's time on the Path so him taking the small hit to prevent the other Great Powers from digging at his mana too early was worth it. Beyond those failed rewards, there was nothing too extravagant so as not to push the limits of what the Path of Ascension program allowed, but she had gotten them each a Tier 35 trainer of their respective fighting styles for an entire year free of charge and video chats with a few experts with a variety of Intents that they could bounce ideas off, which was more than she expected.

The trainers would even be coming to them instead of the other way around, which showed her just how much the tribunal valued her charges.

That was good, because they were almost Tier 20 and still delving up five Tiers without an Intent. That would stop quite abruptly once the monsters they started facing had full Intents of their own but it was still impressive. No amount of mana, blood, or ice could cover that jump, as Duke Waters could attest to.

Ideally, it would only take them a few decades to form their Intents, but so long as one of them managed it in the next fifty years, they could manage. They were all making progress, but they still needed to accomplish in mere decades what took most people centuries to do.

But progress was progress, and she was proud of them and their versatility. She’d let them have the rest of the tournament to their own devices and to spend with their own Pather charges and Susanne before they left to return back to delving.

Then there would be no time for friends or relaxing. Not if they wanted to finish the Path. This was truly her favorite part of being a manager.


17




While they were still engaging in some counterespionage even as the tournament began, Matt was looking forward to Eleanor and Ethan arriving in Stormhaven. Of course, it wasn’t like they didn’t have a thousand and one other things to do in the meantime.

Matt spent a full two weeks helping Leon quietly fill up a number of royal mana reserves, which involved a lot of sitting on his butt while filling skyscraper-sized mana stones. For the first day, he just sat around and watched movies, but he quickly grew bored and started revisions of one of his new talisman arrays. With most of his mana going toward filling the mana stone, he wasn’t able to fully use his [AI] for its normal iterations, but he had fun doing the mental work himself. After that, he took care of a few miscellaneous things he had been putting off, like redesigning the next iteration of runes to use on his sword for when he reached Tier 19.

When he was nearing his final mana donation of three hundred and ninety-six billion, he finally opened the packet of information Leon had tried to bribe him with when the idea of Matt donating some of his time and mana to Stormhaven was brought up. It ultimately wasn’t much, an ordinary expense document, but the expenses inside were the things the mana would be used for. He would have given Leon and Mara all the mana they wanted for nothing with no accountability; but he was glad his father in law was going to use his mana for the good of the little people.

Matt had been tempted to look at it immediately, but he had wanted to wait until he had given the mana, so when he looked, he knew that he was seeing places that would soon be getting his help, which changed the flavor of the information packet. He felt like he was about to open his first birthday present as a kid again and let the moment linger to savor it.

Right off the bat, his eyes skimmed past the thirty percent that would be released into the air to fuel rifts and formations. That was normal, and he had no issue with such a use of his mana. It was a little indirect, but it would still be helping everyone on Stormhaven, but he wanted to see the specific projects that his mana would be fueling.

In the second place, Matt grinned at the entry. Seven percent of his nearly four hundred billion mana was going toward Tier 5 and below public rifts. Most of that went to preventing the rifts from Tiering up, but a little more than twenty-seven billion mana would ensure prices remained affordable and instances were never delayed. That single contribution would fund rifts for the next century or more, and make a real difference to the lowest Tiers who lived on Stormhaven.

Third through seventh place were similarly rift expenditures, but they were for higher Tiers, and while Matt was happy they would be helped, it felt a little less impactful to him. In eighth place, Matt smiled at the ‘community enchanters’ program. Aimed at newly-awakened children of low-tier families, it was one part job, one part school, and aimed to teach the kids the basics of enchanting, as well as provide a route to provide enchanted devices to even the poorest neighborhoods. It even had systems in place to help find the gifted and talented and provide them with regular promotions or even sponsorship to the crafting side of the Path, and Matt’s contribution meant that they’d have operating budget to spare for decades if not centuries, as new enchanters clumsily picked up the basics of the trade. It kept them off the streets and provided a clean way to give back to the community, and even an automatic route up for the top performers, what wasn’t to love?

Thinking of the kids his mana would be helping, Matt couldn’t wipe the grin off his face as he looked at the next dozen entries, which were similar for various crafting professions, all getting one percent of his donated mana.

Seeing that felt really good, and Matt pinged Leon to ask if any of the organizations were already staffed or would be staffed before the end of the tournament. His answer was immediate and better than he could have hoped for. Each of the professions was already active in small numbers, and his mana would be going to expand those services, so he could see all of them by visiting any of the dozen current locations.

Putting that on his to-do list, Matt kept browsing the list and had to smile as the percentages people were getting out of his total mana were starting to become smaller and smaller fractions. 0.01% of his mana was still thirty-nine million mana, which was more than enough to fund a local charity that made stuffed animals for kids who, for whatever reason, found themselves in a hospital.

He had never heard of the idea before, but was more than happy to know they would get enough mana to fund their operations for years.

Being able to flex his mana and see the benefits was addicting, and he felt like a junkie as he was searching for his next fix. And, like an addict, he immediately had an answer.

Hospitals.

A quick flick of his eyes showed him that there were no hospital entries anywhere on the list, which struck him as odd.

When he asked Leon, his father-in-law had a quick but irritating answer. “Hospitals and their ilk have a very fixed income, and their budgets are public record. While technically much of your mana will go to funding them, it’s a lot harder to explain why a hospital is suddenly getting a massive amount of mana, beyond what they earn for their patient treatments. Yes, they can use that to fund research or expand their operations, but a few million mana suddenly appearing will raise more than a few questions. Billions of mana will mean people start digging, and that’s something we want to avoid. But yes, in practice some millions or even billions of your mana will be used in a hospital. Once it enters the system, we don’t have a way of tracking individual units of mana. I just wanted to show you the extra good that you’d accomplish, what new things the budget can afford, rather than a statistics report of where your mana could show up.”

Matt didn’t really like the answer, but it made sense, and he couldn’t really argue with one of the royals about what was and was not appropriate with their spending. For all that he wanted to ignore politics, he wasn’t dumb, and knew that any opening would be exploited by Leon’s detractors. And those battlefields could do more damage in the long run than his mana could help.

Telling himself to be content with his current donation, Matt thanked Leon before leaving to go visit the secondary schools that would be getting his mana.

They weren’t anything special, and Matt could tell at a glance they were struggling to accommodate the currently enrolled recently awakened young adults. Still, the foundations they were teaching them were solid, and would serve them well if they wanted to get picked up by a guild or a corporation in the future. Knowing that they would be able to expand and serve even more people put quite the pep in his step as he left to meet back up with Liz and Aster.

The two of them had spent most of the last two weeks assisting Leon in running Stormhaven and the million and one things that he needed to get ready for the Tier 10 tournament.

Matt tried to get into the last-minute terraforming team that was still working on an extra smaller moon that would be filled to the brim with monsters as a test for the up-and-coming Pathers. It would be used to simulate protecting a planet from active rift breaks, or in the worst case scenario, taking a planet back that was lost to rift breaks. But upon his arrival, he was politely told that for all his power, the professionals had it handled. The lessons learned at Ventillyria were not soon forgotten, and similar massive killing fields set in simulated civilian populations were a great training environment.

Instead, Matt just helped Liz direct things as Leon’s child.

Matt had expected Aster to be doing something similar, but instead, she had asked for and been given a position in the chain of command. Nothing too high up, as she was only a Tier 18, but being an immortal still gave her enough authority to take care of a small department. Apparently, the man she was replacing had been happy to give away one of his departments, which was how Aster became the active leader of the environmental facilities for the small planet that the Tier 10 tournament would be conducted on.

Matt even pitched in sometimes to help her teams shape pretty but challenging environments for the Tier 10s to encounter, which was a surprisingly detailed job that Matt could fully admit he wasn’t cut out for on his own. He was happy to just lend his manipulation skills to the more experienced workers.

The man Aster had taken over for had done ninety-eight percent of the work already, so she just needed to oversee the completion of his project, but that didn’t mean there weren't a dozen and one things that cropped up. Matt was confident that his bond could do anything she set her mind to, but seeing her take charge made him proud. After seeing her lead the project, he felt he could really see her taking over for Mara when she ascended.

Just three weeks before the Tier 10 Tournament was about to start, Eleanor and Ethan arrived on Stormhaven, and Matt, Liz, Aster, and Susanne were spying on the duo from a nearby tea house.

Susanne spun her finger along the rim of her glass as she murmured, “They seem normal enough. From what you guys said, I half expected the girl to break the world by just walking through the front door.”

Aster chuckled even as Matt mock gasped, “I never said that! I only said it was good she didn’t need to activate the teleporters or really had anything to do with them. Can you imagine how bad it would be if she got a one while activating them? It would be catastrophic at the very least. Still, she's a good kid, doing her best.”

Liz nodded even as she was constantly tapping at her pad, refreshing her messages. She could have used her AI, but this way, she could share the information with everyone.

Just moments after the duo started walking down the street, a message came telling the four of them that the kids had arrived and were calling on Howard and Willow, the false names Matt and Liz had used when they first met up with the kids.

Susanne and Aster had their own disguises as well. Aster was pretending to be Matt’s little sister, like normal, though that meant her tail and ears were hidden. Susanne just changed her appearance and tagged along as their friend, and thus sufficiently disguised, they moved to meet the kids in a training room they reserved for the purpose.

Matt had suggested the location partially as a call back to how Dena and Eric had done the same to him, and partially because he really wanted to see how the kids’ Talents and skill sets had evolved in the past decades. With that in mind, a training room was the only real place for them.

It took Eleanor and Ethan almost two full hours to get settled in and make their way through the city to their training room, but Matt and the others watched every step they took with their spiritual senses.

When they entered the room, Matt took the opportunity to look at the kids with his eyes. The spiritual sense was great, and could genuinely replace all five normal senses, but he was still human, and preferred his sight to the alternatives.

They had both aged up a fair bit since he’d last seen them. Physically, they were both still young adults, easily mistaken for a Tier 1 or 2 teenager, but Eleanor rightfully carried herself like someone twice that age. She was confident and strong, carrying herself with utmost surety and with a smile that could light up a room, a far cry from the buried uncertainty and intense bravado she’d shown at the carnival. To no surprise, she also carried a fair number of scars, but of more interest was the tattoo visible on her skull, the hair that should have been there shaved away. It was fairly clearly Ethan’s doing in some way, as the boy had a similar one on his shoulder, but Matt couldn’t tell what it was supposed to do except wiggle a little.

Ethan had also done well for himself, Matt could tell. He’d put on a good amount of muscle and lost much of his lankiness, resulting in a very solid frame befitting a melee fighter. His hair was actually longer than Eleanor’s these days, held back in a loose ponytail, and his own collection of scars were predominantly the burn marks of a smith, but the number of other scars he had were no less than that of his cousin. His confidence was a different sort than Eleanor’s was, a bit cockier in comparison to her mature steadiness, but no less welcome to see.

The duo had journeyed on the Path of Ascension and came out whole. Not unscathed, but whole, and that was all anyone could ask for.

Matt smiled as Eleanor called out, “Mr. VIP, Willow! It's good to see you guys!” Pausing, she cocked her head and scanned Aster and Susanne from top to bottom before addressing them. “And others.”

Ethan grinned as he sized up Susanne and Aster, clearly just seeing two possibly unattached women. “Well, hello! Ignore my cousin; she’s grumpy when she's awake.”

Aster snorted while Susanne didn’t even blink.

Seeing his charm was ineffective, Ethan finished crossing the distance and moved to hug Matt and Liz, who did the introductions.

“This is my younger sister, Ellen, and a friend of the team, Margret. How are you guys doing? You look good!”

Eleanor smiled as she switched hugs with her cousin. “It's good to see you guys too.”

Once she separated from Matt, she cocked her head, inspecting him with a small pout forming on her lips. “I thought we’d be stronger than you guys when we met up this time, but I can't even see through your Tier. How is that even possible? You guys were only Tier 5 like thirty years ago. I thought for sure that we could have caught up with you guys.”

Matt smiled as he and Liz let their true Tier show through the masks' concealment and general veils they always wore, but didn’t say they were only 94 years old so as to not crush the kids' hope or expose themselves.

Eleanor stumbled back in a dramatic pratfall just for Ethan to catch her at the last moment and fall down with her.

While they were hamming it up, Matt could see that the duo were genuinely shocked by the transformation of their seemingly simple mentors.

Ethan was able to speak first and asked, “Huh?”

Knowing what he wanted to know, Liz filled them in. “While we didn’t reveal it, we were already fresh Tier 17s when we met up with you guys.” That was a little lie, but they couldn’t tell the kids that they were actually only Tier 15 at the time, as even an idiot could do the math and see they were on Pather pace, going from Tier 15 to Tier 18 in a short two decades. “To provide a bit of context, when someone awakens to a detrimental Talent, someone else who has made it to Tier 5 on the Path, and is currently a Tier 15 or higher, is called in to do the vetting and recruiting. We obviously satisfied those conditions, and we wanted to see how you reacted to what you considered peers instead of being awkward about us being so much stronger.”

The duo took a moment to process that, and Eleanor took the time to look at Aster and Susanne, the latter of whom revealed a Tier 18 cultivation as well. Aster, on the other hand, to better keep their identities hidden, only showed a Tier 16 cultivation, but even that was enough to make the Mallick kids groan.

Ethan rubbed his face as he grinned. “And here we thought we were impressive.”

Eleanor popped to her feet and challenged, “Wait, we can still beat them! How far did you guys make it on the Path? Did you guys even have a Tier 10 tournament to go to?”

Matt popped her bubble ruthlessly. “When you pass our Tier on the Path, we’ll tell you.”

Eleanor sighed. “Ahh, oh well. We have at least one or three more Tiers in us, I think. The manager should help us get at least that far.”

Matt raised his eyebrow in question, as they shouldn’t have known about that, and Eleanor explained, “Ethan was a boy toy for a Tier 15 Pather we met up with a few years ago, and she told us about some things like that.”

Ethan popped to his feet, an indignant expression on his face. “I wasn’t a boy toy. We were casually dating, is all.”

Eleanor coughed out a quiet, ‘boy toy,’ which made everyone laugh, and Ethan gave up with a dramatic movement.

Seeing Ethan was embarrassed, Matt tossed him a lifeline. “So how have the two of you been in the last few years? How have you progressed?”

Saying that, he summoned an illusionary sword for himself and a spear for Liz while the kids withdrew their own weapons.

Ethan pulled out a hefty halberd crackling with lightning. Eleanor just donned puffy orange gloves that looked like really cheap winter gloves found at any mortal store.

Liz must have made a face, because Eleanor groaned even as her ears went darker as she explained, “It was a nice growth item I could afford, okay? Don't judge their appearance too much.”

Eleanor then showed what they could do when she clapped her hands together in a muddled thud, but when she pulled her hands apart, a burst of flames gushed out similar to [Flamethrower], but in a wave instead of a cone. Matt let the flames wash over him and smiled as he saw that each flame had their own dice roll. With five dice rolling for her odds, almost twenty percent of her attacks landed on 20s, and Matt smiled, feeling the larger pricks of damage trying to bypass his [Mana Barrier].

With more dice rolls, it mattered less if the attacks were individually weaker, as they were boosted in power thanks to her now substantial odds of rolling a 20. Even more amazing was that he didn’t see a single 1 roll, which made sense when he had his [AI] calculate the odds of rolling five ones. 1 in 3,200,000 wasn’t impossible, but it was incredibly rare. If he had been a normal Tier 11 monster, he would have died from that single attack.

He was going to rush in to put some pressure on Eleanor, but she was already casting a [Jolt] and throwing it at his face, forcing him to dodge instead of rushing her. He played along with the dodge rather than countering, as he wanted to see how her Talent handled it. The dice that seemed to be settling down as the attack was about to hit him started rolling more vigorously once more, until it hit the wall and rolled as normal.

Matt dodged a few more spells as Luna’s training started channeling through him. “Good predictive attacks, but what will you do when I don’t dodge?”

Standing still, he let the [Fireball] whiz by him where he would have been with a smile.

Just as Eleanor started casting and he watched the mana from the spell structure of a [Jolt] in her spirit, Matt started to tense his muscles like he was going to dodge and smiled as he saw her start predicting his movement. Almost immediately, she stopped as she realized he might be tricking her once more, and instead changed the trajectory to aim at his current spot.

Taking a single step to the left, he let the attack sail right by him with a laugh.

Three more attacks missed him until Eleanor finally started to think outside the box and instead aimed at the floor, letting the explosion of the [Fireball] ensure that he had to move or be caught in the explosion, and then attacked him while he was still mid-movement.

Letting himself act on autopilot, Matt watched Ethan fight Liz and smiled as she was using her shorter spear to keep him backpedaling, all while giving advice on how he could improve.

It reminded him of their time versus Dena and Eric, which brought him back.

While watching their fight and giving Eleanor some advice, Matt smiled as he noticed the halberd Ethan was using was very clearly the result of him using his Talent on a spear and an ax. It made him start looking out for other places where they had used his Talent.

The [Fireball] that exploded like a water balloon spewing hot oil was an interesting spell but an awful choice to use against Liz, who simply walked through the flames that couldn’t even singe her clothes. The [Earth Spike] that whistled with the wind as it ripped through the air was an interesting condemnation that seemed to have no downside, and Matt was getting excited about the possibility of what could come out of Ethan’s Talent if given some Tier 20 skills. But when he mentioned it, he got an answer he should have expected but hadn't thought of.

The range for the merges being stable was still pretty small for skills. Mundane weapons and armor seemed completely stable when merged, but the more magical an item Ethan merged, the less stable it seemed to be when away from his influence. With that in mind, Matt didn’t bother asking for unique skills, as they were fully magic and would break the moment he left the continent Ethan was on, let alone the planet.

A few hours later, when the kids were exhausted and panting on the ground, they called a halt to the sparring and took the kids to a nice dinner, even as they complained that he and Liz had been cheating with their higher cultivation.

They hadn’t been, but none of them burst the kid’s bubbles. For all that they were good, they were most certainly not Ascender level fighters. But that was okay, as they knew it as well and weren’t the types to push themselves to the limit time and time again until they ended up slipping over and dying. He was just glad they were safe and strong enough to take care of themselves.

Susanne even opened up enough to give Ethan some advice, and Aster spent a portion of the dinner doing the same for Eleanor as a fellow mage.

Matt even stole a look at Eleanor's gloves, which did as he suspected and converted spells into short-range waves of their spell effects. It was good for a mage in a small team with limited melee support, but Matt found the conversion rate a little lacking for her.

While he wouldn’t want them to go into Minkalla at their current skill level, he knew they would probably go in at Tier 13, possibly Tier 12 if their manager thought they were strong enough. He wasn’t sure that they were strong enough with their current capabilities, but it was a manager's job to make them stronger, and he could see several places the kids could improve.

After a long dinner, they promised to meet up a few more times before the tournament started, and Matt was forced to promise that he would get the kid's parents from the teleporter. They had broken off from the clan’s normal travel routes long enough to see their kids compete at the Tier 10 tournament, but would be arriving late and had made the kids promise that they wouldn't mess up their sleep schedule for something as simple as their arrival.

He and Liz happily agreed to do so between their other duties.

They spent a lot of their free time checking possible spy locations, but still found nothing until they gave up for the evening and started getting ready to try cracking the masked Pathers’ masks. It was interesting to see that from the other side, as they were given near unlimited access to funds to buy information from information brokers. At the same time, it was scary just how much those brokers had on anyone and everyone.

A lot of it was unindexed information scraped from public places, and while one piece of information didn’t mean much, when it was all put together, it painted a far too complete picture. Two teams of Pathers were almost immediately outed by the four of them, and Matt could only hope the identities were throwaway identities like Shawn, Jules, and Lassie had been, as it had been far too easy to find their ‘real’ identities.

When the tournament actually started, Matt and Liz had to watch off on the side as Susanne got to execute the bandits who had been attacking and kidnapping people, to the cheers of the crowds.

Leon walked forward after the [Clone] of the Emperor said his own spiel, like a hurricane about to slam into the coast of a primitive civilization. “As many of you know or have heard, there will be an execution today. A public one at that, which should show how serious the matter is. Bandits thought they could kidnap the children of the Empire because they grew up on border worlds. They thought they could do as they pleased because they had some unique Talents. They thought they could evade our eyes and blades, but they could not.” Nodding to Queen, who stood off to the side of the kneeling bandits, Leon brought her into the conversation. “Our very own possible Ascender, Queen, found out about their plot and destroyed one bed of these pests, but when another cropped up, she threw herself into battle against Tier 20s and came out victorious. And here are her spoils.”

The crowd of Pathers went wild with anger, many of them screaming so loud that Matt was sure they were tearing their vocal cords, but they seemed unbothered as they called for blood.

“For the crimes of banditry, kidnapping, murder, espionage, and for doing so with not just mortals, but unawakened children, the sentence is death.”

The moment Leon said ‘death’ Queen moved in a flash and five heads landed as the crowd roared.

Leon ended the opening words and execution on a positive note. “Let that act as a reminder of what happens to the enemies of the Empire, and what you may become if you excavate all of your potential.”

As the blood ran, the Tier 10s fervor went through the roof, which made the first few days of the event especially violent, with a record number of brawls breaking out in the normally safe areas on the Pather’s planet.

Poor Aster had her work cut out for her, as she had to direct her teams to fix all the broken landscapes, but it at least gave her something to do, and she genuinely enjoyed it.

Beyond their work as spies, the three of them were paraded around as special guests at the Pather tournament. Aster was not included, as that would blow their cover and she was busy enough with her own work. Matt spent most of his time in his Quill mask as an assistant announcer, as Queen never said too much and Torch only had a handful of times where people heard her saying more than one word at a time. Monosyllabic sentences didn’t exactly make for good commentary, so Quill’s personality was much needed.

Quill leaned back as he watched a feed from a dungeon delve that had gathered attention. “Look at her go, Messi. She's running through those unicorns like I run through the all-you-can-eat buffet at the Silver Stables. How much longer do you think she can keep it going?”

Messi nodded with his dark hair falling over his eyes, and the cameras started flashing as they tried to capture the good looking man's image for the news sites.

“She is very impressive Quill, that is true. Look at how she twists out of the unicorns' charges. The only issue is her method of dodging won't work very well against the unicorns' kicks.”

Quill agreed, as he also saw the woman getting subtly herded into a trap. “Now we get the opportunity to see how she can handle a hit. My money is on the ‘not very well’ option.”

“I won’t be taking that bet. She—” Messi was interrupted as the girl got kicked in the chest and went flying into the dirt. “And there it is. The answer is not very well, let's just hope she can get up before they start trampling her.”

Matt actually had fun with it, as he was able to tone down some of his meaner comments in the name of public speaking, which let him generally just praise the kids and offer feedback with the other broadcasters.

That said, he let his more acerbic comments loose on the other commentators, who sometimes said the dumbest things. He wanted to say it was just to increase conversation between the broadcasters, and he was sure a few were doing just that, but others seemed genuinely dumb. He had to wonder how some of them had gotten on the shows he was a part of, and happily ripped their arguments apart.

The less said about some of the public's submitted questions, the better, though there were a few good ones.

Eventually, he caught on and learned that the stations he was working with had realized that his yelling at dumb comments was great for repeat viewings. He didn’t mind that, but when he noticed the trend, he spoke to the manager of the show and got them to intersperse more good comments. He didn’t mind the dumb ones, but he was getting tired of reading the same five stupid takes on the fights and events at the tournament.

He even very carefully didn’t talk up or down Ethan and Eleanor, as one day, it would come to light that Matthew Moore was Howard Lax and Quill, so he didn’t want to tear into them and ruin their future relationship. But he also couldn't be nice to them when they didn’t deserve it, as that would bring even more attention to them. Thankfully, they were pretty average Pathers, all things considered, and while they did well, they didn’t stand out too much.

That said, he and Liz sent them weekly updates on how they were doing and giving them encouragement. That and the cheers of their parents really seemed to help bolster them along as they fought their way through challenge and danger.

Liz and Susanne, on the other hand, were using their expertise and giving lessons to the kids who took the top places in the Thunderdome, what Leon had named the small planet filled with monsters, in the monthly resetting kill rankings. They weren’t as cool as Light and Shadow currently were, or as famous as Lila Worldwalker, but the two next teams who had a good shot at completing the Path were still prestigious enough on their own that they got their fair share of worshipful gazes.

Susanne privately complained about it, but even Matt could tell a small part of her liked being recognized for her achievements.

At the six-month mark, the three of them got pulled into their own little event, and in front of everyone, a wave of tens of thousands of Tier 22 monsters was set on them, and they were able to let loose and decimate them. None of them used any kind of special attacks, but that didn’t stop them from putting on a good show and impressing the kids.

Eleanor and Ethan did well. Well enough to get themselves a management team Luna said was adequate, which, when translated to anyone else's speech, was a glowing recommendation of their prowess. Though Matt wasn’t surprised. Ethan had a strong Talent on his own, and some of the unique spells he was able to make were fairly strong, even though the merging rate was abysmal. Still, a [Flamethrower] that spat out electrified fire was damn useful for anyone, let alone Eleanor, who could really abuse channel spells with her own Talent.

When the curtain fell on the year-long event, Matt felt bad saying farewell to everyone once more, as he had thoroughly enjoyed his time with Susanne and seeing Eleanor and Ethan again. But they promised to chat more going forward, and Liz had the good idea to convince Luna to ensure the other team's manager would inform them before the kids went into Minkalla so they could give them some advice.

Then, it was back to the grind, and they pushed hard and fast for Tier 20 so they could start working on their Intents safely.
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Matt panted as he looked down into the valley, where a single massive bear paced around, letting out occasional chuffs and growls.

They had already spent a week clearing out the rest of the monsters in the Tier 24 rift, but with a five Tier difference, each fight was difficult on its own, and the bears were one of their hardest opponents in recent memory. It was precisely why Luna had them cutting their teeth against the beasts.

If they were just simple elemental bears, the rift should have been easier than most, but the breed seemed filled with limitless energy and a willingness to trade damage with anyone who tried to fight them. If that was all, they would have been fairly normal monsters, but Continuous Bears used their own brand of endlessness to absorb damage and use it to fuel their own attacks. To make matters worse, they loved to work together with the Space Bats and the Time Rabbits to confuse and outlast anyone delving this awful rift.

If the three of them were closer in Tier, they could have just overwhelmed the bears’ damage absorption, but with a five Tier gap, they struggled to damage the monsters at all.

Aster flicked her tail, slipped back over the lip of the valley, and groaned. “I’m not sure we can take that big boy. Even if I slow him down, he's going to get free in fifteen seconds at best.”

Matt agreed with a nod. The Continuous Bears were hard to use any kind of slow or crowd control spells on, as while the spell would work like normal at first, it would quickly start to lose effectiveness until it was useless. And that was for the normal bears. If the increase in power of the other monster types held true for the sub bosses, this bear was going to break out even faster.

Learning that lesson on the Space Bat had cost Matt a large chunk out of his thigh that had taken days to heal while fighting. He was just glad the monsters' offensive powers were only on par with Tier 24 monsters and not exceptional like their defenses were.

Liz pushed herself back and quietly asked, “Are we going to call it quits then?”

Liz’s voice was perfectly calm, but Matt heard the irritation in it. They had fully cleared this rift in the hope they could advance to Tier 20 without fighting the trio of bosses guarding the rift exit and reward, and were just a step away.

Tier 20 had been such a looming goal for so long that with it so close, none of them wanted to give up, but the only source of essence left in the rift was the final sub-boss and the collection of bosses. Both options none of them were entirely sure they could actually beat without a serious risk of death.

Fighting with this large of a Tier gap, even a small mistake could prove fatal, and that rang especially true when fighting a boss.

Matt shrugged. “If we have to leave, we should, but I think I have an idea. First of all, how is your arm, Liz?”

Liz flexed her right hand, twisting it left and right, showing the appendage had its full range of movement. “Ninety percent, what's your idea?”

Matt flipped his hand and pulled out one of his talisman arrays. “I think it's time we use Breaker’s Fist.”

Aster groaned as she shook her head. “There’s no way that will work, Matt. You need to be way too close to land that with a sub boss this dangerous.”

Everything she said was correct, but Matt nodded anyway. Breaker’s Fist was an array he had put together with Tier 24 bear hides during their current delve on a whim, wanting to take advantage of the bear's unique properties and how they might merge with his mana’s endless sub-aspect. The end result was giving Matt an incredible amount of melee strength and reinforcement for a brief moment, all concentrated on his fist.

At least, in theory.

Matt hadn’t actually been able to test the array. In fact, he hadn’t even made the array yet. Though, in principle, he should be able to make it in a mere few hours with how simple the actual formation was.

Liz shook her head at his idea. “It's too risky to do that without testing. If it's that bad, it's smarter to just back out and run another rift for us to hit Tier 20. What about your fire arrays? If I direct one or two of them, we might be able to punch through the hide of the monster.”

Matt searched his ring and tossed the remaining two fire-based talisman arrays to Liz and the ice-based one to Aster.

They had burned through a lot of his supply in the last few years with their aggressive delving speed.

Matt still had a lot of single talismans, but the arrays were practically needed when delving at such a disadvantage. For all that they pretended he had a talisman Talent, he didn’t, and the lack of added power really started to be felt at times like this.

Aster flipped through the pieces of parchment and tsked. “I can work with this, but it will only extend my slowing of the bear by five, maybe ten seconds. Once it starts growing immune to something, it's hard to keep the same effect going.”

Liz asked, “Matt, can you wrap the bear in a lot of earth? Even if only for a few moments? That should let me get a good hit with these two. Adding in my own attacks, I think I can get us through its hide.”

Matt nodded as he ran the simulations. As long as the boss didn’t have a wildly different skill set from the smaller monsters they had fought, they should be able to pierce the monster's hide.

Then, it would just be up to him and Liz to finish the monster off before it could kill them.

A dangerous game, but one he was confident they could win.

They spent a few minutes hashing out a general outline of their plan before getting ready.

Matt used 60,000 MPS to fuel both layers of [Cracked Phantom Armor] to their limits. He had spent the last few decades making his first skill more and more efficient so it wasn’t outclassed by higher Tier skills. He was hoping that when he completed the Path he could get a few upgrade orbs, and intended to use one on the skill that had enabled so much of his growth.

Setting his feet, as he couldn't fly with his Concept in such a high Tier rift, he launched himself into the valley, sword glowing with mana. Like a star descending, his presence was immediately noticed by the sub-boss, who, instead of turning and running like a normal bear, reared on its hind legs let out a scream that caused a red aura to appear around it.

Standing close to fifteen feet tall, the monster swiped at Matt as he descended. But with his physical buffing skills running, Matt was just able to react and dodge the monster's attack by using his Concept to subtly change his direction, forcing the bear to lock down space.

As his blade touched the bear's second swipe, Matt was already commanding the ground to reach up and wrap around its legs.

He immediately felt the ground start to break apart, but with a large portion of his mana, he commanded the ground to hold, and it did.

As his blade released the stored mana in [Mana Charge], the world went white, and even with both layers of [Cracked Phantom Armor] protecting him, Matt felt a strain on the skill and knew the bear would have taken some damage, even with its reinforced claws. With the mana causing the world to go blueish-white, Matt had to rely on his spiritual sense to dodge the second claw as it came around to try and swat him out of the air.

Instead of dodging, Matt teleported to the bear's flank and immediately swapped places with Liz, who drove her flame-covered spear into the side of the bear. If it was only flames, the bear might have been able to rely on its defenses to take the hit, but Liz had been charging [Hungering Weapon] and her Concept, waiting for the swap.

From Matt's vantage point at the top of the valley, he watched as a wave of flames expanded outward for a brief moment before rushing back in to converge on Liz, or rather her spear, leaving only a small moment where he could see the blood being pulled out of the bear’s side and fed through the spear like a child drinking through a straw.

The bear, who had shrugged off his initial attacks, stumbled backward, a large cut exposing its ribs, charred flesh already starting to wiggle as the monster tried to heal itself.

Matt teleported back down into the valley with two quick jumps, using the mana he had just sent back into the growth ring, not able to do more as the bear was locking down space next to it. As he approached, Aster was already casting her own spells. [Black Ice] was a new standard opener and muffled the presence of her follow-up spells. [Brittle Cold] made the bear’s Continuity Concept effects weaker, and [Winter's Harvest] weakened the bear and fed that power into Matt and Liz. Then, she used [Absolute White], which slowed the bear and helped conceal them, an effect that was doubled up with [Black Ice], then also boosted by [Winter’s Harvest]. [Headwind] and [Tailwind] sped them up and slowed the bear down as well, giving Matt and Liz the moments they needed so they could actually react to the sub-bosses' higher Tier movements.

Even as her spells were going off, Aster still cast the talisman array as she tried to lock the bear down, using the moment to command the [Snowpack] ice golem cast through her glowing growth tiara down into the fight.

Matt twisted through the air, and using his left hand, he cast a seemingly unending stream of [Cracked Mana Spear], keeping the beam of energy on the gigantic bear’s already wounded side.

On the positive, it hurt the bear enough to turn its attention from Liz to Matt, but on the other hand, the spell wasn’t doing as much damage as they had hoped it would. It was still carving new chunks from the bear’s regrowing flesh, but they had hoped that Matt’s finishing move would at least punch through to its internals.

Matt rolled out of the way of the bear's lunging attack, but knew that he couldn’t keep it up forever and dropped [Cracked Mana Spear] for the moment. A large shard of ice slammed into the bear’s head, interrupting its skill-infused bite that was trying to take his life.

Liz was already moving, and with blood gathered from the rift, drove a dozen copies of her spear into the already wounded side of the monster, which caused it to turn and snap at her.

Liz almost got out of the way.

Instead of a clean dodge, she was forced to block the blow with her shield. The bear's glowing teeth bit into her shield, forcing Liz to drop it. When it tried to shake her, she was sent flying instead of being tossed around like a salmon who was a little too slow.

Matt was already moving and cast [Sword Twin] twice, one blade being absorbed into his own and the other dashing to attack the boss’ face.

[Cracked Air Slide] let him accelerate to an incredible degree in just two steps, but even with [Barbarian's Hide] reinforcing his body, he could feel his muscles tearing and bones cracking under the immense speed. Instead of just charging up a single [Mana Charge], he used his merged blade to cast [Hypersonic Edge], and using the combined spells, slashed along the bear's already wounded side, letting the explosion of mana cut deep into the bear's flesh.

Being so close, Matt was unable to dodge the pained twisting of the sub-boss and caught a flailing paw that backhanded him into the nearby valley's wall. If [Cracked Phantom Armor] hadn’t held, he probably would have cracked his head open on impact instead of being mostly fine.

Throwing the stone off him with a small repulsion field, Matt stood up and rushed back into the fight with his blade ready, just in time to see Aster's ice golem getting torn to shreds.

Dodging, he skipped past the explosion of ice that crept over the ground and waves of blood that seemed to chase each other as the Continuous Bear screamed. Energy seemed to infuse the bear, and its movements turned into blurs. It was pure instinct that got Matt’s blade into position, allowing him to block the blades of mana that tried to tear through him.

As the bear fell back onto all fours, Matt was there to meet it, his now battered second [Sword Twin] diving in and scouring a cut on the monster's left eye that didn’t seem to bother the creature, but gave Matt an opening with its loss of vision.

Spreading his spiritual sense, he didn’t try to sense anything but instead tried to obscure everything his spiritual sense touched, which forced the boss to rely on its now injured eyes.

He got a [Bulwark] up in time to block a bite, but as the bear started to shake, the spell fell apart, despite all his reinforcements. That forced the bear to stand still, which opened it up to Liz’s spear that darted in deceptively slowly.

Accompanying her spear was a wave of blood that seemed to rush into the bear's injured side, causing it to scream. As it twisted and bit at her, Liz stood her ground and exploded in a shower of blood as the monster grabbed her and started to shake and chew.

Seeing that, Matt internally winced, but knew she had already used [Blood Body] and wasn’t in any real danger. With her corporal form shattered, all the blood around them became part of Liz, and she rose into her golem form before turning it all into golden crystal with [Blood Crystal Armor]. With a size that could rival the bear, Liz exchanged blows with the beast, standing her ground and keeping its attention even as Matt started charging [Sheer Cold].

He wasn’t going for a massive, rift-ending attack, but even a few seconds of 500,000 MPS was enough to charge the skill to the point he was pushing the limits of what it could handle. While he had been expanding the skill and how much mana it could take, that was a slow process that was being outpaced by just how much mana he had.

When the spell went off, he could feel Aster guiding the ice to cast in a cone instead of a circular AOE, thanks to their connection as bonds.

The boss screamed in pain as the wave of ice flash froze its back and rear legs, even as Liz kept hammering away at its face.

With all the damage they had inflicted on it, even the Continuous Bear boss started to weaken and slow down, and it only took them a few more minutes to kill it.

When Matt felt the final bit of essence flow into his spirit, he sighed and limped over to the puddle of blood that was Liz as she reformed.

Panting, she gasped out, “We did it, at least. Fuck, I think I pulled something in my back.”

Aster slid down the hill and pumped her fist. “We are hot shit! Not our cleanest plus five delve, but a damn good one against a rift that we don’t counter. Shame we couldn’t kill the bosses though.”

He agreed, but knew there was no way they could take on the other two sub-bosses with the bear to back them up. And they didn’t really need to with their spirits now full. There was no reason to risk it, so they slowly flew back to the entrance of the rift and left.

Matt followed Aster and Liz out of the rift, where they nodded to the guards, who didn’t seem to notice Luna waiting by the exit.

Luna moved next to them and slowly clapped. Matt couldn’t tell if their manager was mocking them with how slow and steady it was, as her face didn’t show anything. “Well done. Getting to Tier 20 delving plus five is something few can do. Let's get out of the rift’s entrance and talk more at your home.”

It took them a little bit of time to make it back to their house, but when they did, the three of them collapsed.

Matt smiled as he felt Aster Tier up and chose to copy her, crunching down on his essence core. The rush of power as his core shrunk down felt like ecstasy as he finally hit such an important milestone.

Tier 20, where it was safe for them to try and create their Intents.

It had felt like an impossible task to reach that Tier, but they had finally managed it. The last fifteen years, they had done nothing but delve, but at just one hundred and twelve years old, they had managed to reach Tier 20 on the Path of Ascension, making them one of the fastest teams on the Path.

They had pushed themselves to the limit in order to earn some extra time at Tier 20 so they could slow down and create their Intents as early as possible.

Luna had warned them that the difficulty they were used to delving up would be nothing when compared to trying to delve a Tier 25 rift, where monsters would have Intents.

They hadn’t really believed her, and so Luna had shoved them into a Tier 25 swarm rift. He and Liz should have easily countered it, but the two of them were hardly able to kill a single rat, which was only as strong as a Tier 24, but with an ability that spread any wounds across the whole swarm. Fighting something with an Intent when you didn’t have one was a barrier few could surpass, and certainly not when they were already five tiers weaker.

Matt still wanted to test it, but he suspected even as a proper Tier 20, the three of them wouldn't fare any better in the rat rift, which was a small blow to his confidence. That said, he was excited to try and complete his Intent. He had had so many ideas he hadn’t truly been able to test, and now he could do so without falling over dead due to an errant thought.

Luna watched as Liz finished her own breakthrough and nodded to them. “Congratulations. I have already told you everything you need to know about your Intents, but do be careful when attempting to make it. Tier 20 is when you won't die instantly upon a failure, but you will still experience serious spiritual damage if you are wrong. That said, take the next few weeks and feel your way through the process. If you have questions, don’t hesitate to ask me.”

Matt grinned at Liz and Aster before standing up and hobbling to the shower. Liz joined him just moments later, and they fooled around a little in their now much larger shower before flopping into the soaking tub they had added to the bathroom.

With a higher Tier came larger spatial rings, and they’d splurged on comfort. It was nothing, really, compared to the utter opulence that higher-Tier residences claimed simply by existing, but they could be comfortable. Aster’s shower and bath were capable of sustaining liquid water cold enough to freeze Matt’s hand off if he wasn’t careful, and Liz’s could actually get hot enough to glow. If they were careless, their showers could actually kill them, but so long as they didn’t accidentally use water at or above their Tier at their respective maximum temperatures, they’d be fine.

It had been a challenge, setting up the enchantments for that, but Matt had enjoyed the change of pace it had provided, particularly the ways in which he had been able to use his newly-expanded workshop.

Objectively, it wasn’t anything special. Half the time Matt wanted to make something actually impressive he needed to improvise in several ways, but even just a few decades ago Matt wouldn’t have been able to even dream what his and Liz’s joint workshop had grown into.

It was very much a joint workshop now, as Liz often needed his help to make formations for her potions, and he regularly needed custom potions for his own work. Aster was even learning cold-smithing off in one corner, and Matt was hopeful she might be able to apply that to help make some of the materials and physical devices they’d need. But, she mainly preferred making decorations for sale instead of weapons, armor, or crafting tools that they could use.

Aster liked to joke it was her only way of paying taxes, but Matt knew that a large portion of her enjoyment came from doing something that was traditionally done with fire and heat with ice and cold. It wasn’t perfect, as cold smithing came with some elemental limitations and imparted cold properties of almost anything forged with the practice, but Matt and Liz were happy to take advantage of her for some of the smaller custom pieces they needed for their own projects. Aster liked to feign irritation, but it was clear to all of them that she secretly enjoyed it.

Once he and Liz were properly relaxed, they retired to the living room where they waited for Aster. She came out not long after, ready to go to their celebration dinner.

Reaching Tier 20 was a milestone for anyone, and they wanted to celebrate it.

Alas, even with how far ahead of the curve they were, the Path brooked little time for proper celebration, and they were back to the grind almost immediately. Tier 25 rifts were still beyond their reach for the moment, the breakpoint Tier and appearance of monsters with Intents too much for them to manage at their current level of power, so Tier 24 held them for a little while longer.

But, interspersed with the delving, there was a new activity that demanded immense amounts of time, something that promised to be the last great hurdle before they could complete the Path.

Creating their Intents.

Matt flew well out into space and found a free area that no ships should fly through and started working on his Intent.

His first step was attempting to claim his sword as his Anchor. Minkalla was still a bit intimidating, so he wanted to first explore something more tangible, literally. Also, Liz and Aster were going for their Anchors first, why shouldn’t he?

Matt withdrew the sword, clasping it in his hands and meditating upon it. What it meant to him, his history with it, what it represented, and what it was made of. Those were just the start.

The metals which composed the blade, the enchantments he had applied, the essence empowering its base material, its ability to change up what it was on a moment’s notice, how it was just as surely a powerful weapon for smiting people as a potent foci for magic… He still didn’t push it too far, but his spirit seemed to like the idea of his sword being a focus, something which he could use to amplify his spells.

Considering he still had some more ideas to test, and the fact he mainly wanted to try a bit harder with his phrases before fully committing to a full Intent trial, he left it at that, after making a note to redo the enchantments on his sword to make it more mage-based. Being able to feel with more detail what parts of his ideas did or didn’t work was already showing its worth, and he moved on to his phrases with his spirits high.

He’d definitely learn something from his dozens of candidates, no matter how long it took.
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The first attempts Aster had made in regard to resonating with her Intent had been in the shadow of the moon, a place where there was plenty of cold, but today she wanted desolate. Their latest rift had taken place on a massive barren wasteland for much of it, and something about it had twigged a desire to try her Intent further out.

So, she rode her ice cream cloud to the system’s asteroid belt. Most of the metals had already been stripped out of the field, leaving only rock and ice, but that was perfect for her needs.

She wanted ice. Cold, desolate ice that hardly knew a moving molecule. That was what she wanted for her Intent.

No matter what she wanted for her bloodline, she was still an ice fox. The flavor of ice might change, but it was all still ice. That had been an important realization she hoped would keep her Domain from breaking when she eventually created her Stellar Ice bloodline, but beyond that, she wanted to create that reality. And what was a Domain but imposing one's understanding of reality?

Winter in Minkalla had been a great base for her, and as she sat on a floating shard of ice the size of a small moon, she started to meditate on the fae and the winter wonderland that they had created.

That place had been home in a way she found hard to describe, and despite it all being part of Minkalla, she felt it was real. Real enough that as she created an icescape in the center of her cores where her Intent would form, she felt the Image fall into place almost seamlessly.

But almost seamlessly wasn’t good enough, and Aster started playing with the Image.

A near copy of Minkalla’s winter domain, Aster created a land of ice and cold filled with Fae walking around and working. Being of ice and cold, they were perfect for her land, and Aster almost felt like she was connecting with something deeper, but no matter how perfectly she imagined it, there was still something wrong.

She kept tweaking small parts of the image, looking for what was wrong, changing the normal trees into trees of ice, but even change seemed to make her stray away from her once near-perfect image. Closing her eyes, she reverted her image to the reflection of Minkalla, and on a whim, removed the Fae. It made everything feel lifeless and desolate, but it felt like the sharp edge of the puzzle piece had been shaved away, and the Image was now perfect.

Aster took a moment and reflected on what that said about her. Was she meant to be alone forever? Alone in a desolate winter landscape? She didn’t believe that for a moment, as she knew even if the Realm collapsed, she had Matt and Liz to hold up the sky, but she couldn't help but wonder why her Intent's Image was so lifeless. It was possibly why she’d felt compelled to come out here, but…

It seemed lonely.

There was still more work to be done, clearly. She had a direction though, which was good, and from there she shifted to the part of her Intent she was overall most certain of.

Her Anchor.

Her Tiara was the ideal anchor for a number of reasons, but the main one was that she would eventually be the Queen of Ice. Not unlike how Winter had been the Queen of Winter in Minkalla, Aster would eventually be the Queen of Ice. Some day in the future, when people talked of ice mages, they would speak of her like they spoke of Duke Waters, the indisputable peak of the element.

Her Will suffused the area around her, chilling it beyond what mere physics would allow. It was but one way through which she could demonstrate her rightful strength, her dominion over the very concept of cold, the purest idea of Winter. She was the Princess of Frozen Stars, and her tiara was evidence of that very fact. It had been granted to her by the Queen of Winter herself, the physical manifestation of her birthright, all that she would inherit.

Egotistical, perhaps, but a ruler needed an ego, the absolute surety that they were the best for the job, the lack of second-guessing and absence of peers’ proof of that reckless confidence.

She would inherit the earth, and ice was her crown.

Her tiara praised her name, assuring her that yes, she was the rightful Queen of Ice, that all of winter would be her domain. But that was it.

Aster’s eyes narrowed. She was close. Oh so very close. Her spirit happily swept through her crown, using the bonds it already possessed, growing it as she grew, but her Willpower, her Domain, would not crown itself.

Not yet, it whispered, voice carried to her on the biting winds of winter, Your kingdom is not yet ready.

Aster frowned. Her kingdom was hers for the taking. She had seen it, seen what it would be. It was hers, whether it knew it or not. It was hers and she would not be denied.

It is not ready. The crown jewel has not been made.

Was it saying that she couldn’t make the anchor yet? Luna had said that Intents could be very particular, and while it was rare that the parts insisted on being made in a certain order, it wasn’t unheard of.

Though, it made sense that her literal coronation might need to be the final piece of her Intent to form. There was much more to being a queen than simply wearing a crown, after all. There was much work to be done before then.

I am Ice, she replied, meditating upon the full implications of that idea, delving ever-deeper into the reality she suggested. But her spirit didn’t respond.

I am the Cold at World’s End. It didn’t approve of that. It was unbecoming for a queen to be the apocalypse itself. She was no winter wolf seeking to devour the sun and leave her lands awash in darkness and ice.

The Eternal Majesty of Ice. Something was there. Her spirit applauded the idea of an eternal ice sculpture to her majesty, lasting past the very heat-death of the universe. But there was more there, something just out of reach…

A stabbing headache brought her back to reality, and when Aster went to wipe her forehead off, it came away covered in frozen blood. Her eyes widened slightly. Perhaps she’d been pushing a bit too hard for right now.

Aster sighed. It wasn’t like it had been easy for any of them, and even halfway through Tier 20, none of them had that much to show at this point. That was why Aster really wanted to show her humans up by getting to something first, and if she was lucky, maybe even Susanne. The swordswoman, last they’d heard from her, had a very solid idea for all three parts of her Intent, with a decent amount of resonance between them. She was still waiting until she reached Tier 20 for genuine attempts, but Aster wouldn’t have been surprised if she’d get her entire Intent within a decade.

Though, it wasn’t really any comfort, Aster could sense Matt’s irritation with his own Intent through their bond. Perhaps Liz was having a better time than them.
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Liz, as had become her habit for nearly a full Tier now, meditated within an ocean, or at least a pool, of blood. Specifically, her blood.

Her Anchor.

There really was no other option for her. She was One With Blood. It was her in a very real sense. It was her cauldron and weapon, her health and her heritage. It was what her body used to fight off foreign attacks, even how it counterattacked. Everything she touched became a part of her blood, her skills simply an extension of her circulatory system.

It was her pride and joy, thick and powerful. It had held potions strong enough to let her match a giant blow for blow, and absorbed enough metal to make a spaceship.

It was already her spirit made manifest. This was simply the next step for that. It should be as easy as breathing.

At least, comparatively.

Her blood was so much more than simply the red-colored liquid that she needed to remove from enemies and use within herself. She’d spent the last half-century truly trying to comprehend every last way which blood could be understood, because it was all important to her Intent.

Intents were hard.

Unlike Concepts, which fundamentally didn’t require much beyond a basic idea for your spirit to center upon and build off of, Intents served as the gateway to the third Talent, the Power Talent. Beyond the additional step of an Anchor, connecting her spirit so firmly to reality that trying to say it was anything but real was a fool’s errand, every part of the Intent had to be firmly understood and comprehended. Every last facet needed to be accounted for.

She needed perfect clarity of intent, absolute knowledge of everything her blood did and was, such that her spirit could manifest and perform all of those actions just as surely. And that was the easy part. She didn’t need to worry about the resonances with the other portions of her Intent yet, didn’t need to balance her understanding of her Anchor with her Phrase or Image, didn’t need to keep every portion of her Image in mind as she reached out to claim her Anchor, all that mattered right now was her— and her blood.

Her blood was her weapon. It had been enhanced with blood iron, heavy iron, and a dozen other metals, letting it hit like an outright hammer. It could be formed into spikes, and she’d studied and memorized the exact crystal and mana patterns involved in those spikes in preparation for this.

Her blood was her life. She had spent countless hours, days even, in meditation focused solely upon her blood. She’d intentionally infected herself with a plague and watched as her blood fought it off, studied the ways her cells had, in their own semi-chaotic, semi-organized way, gathered their forces and fought off the invaders. The next time, she’d brought her own expertise to bear, physically controlling her immune system to wield it as a weapon against the blight attacking her.

She’d also watched it mend her, and spent so much time controlling it to mend her faster. She knew how it created the scaffolding which the rest of her body grew back over, and how to tweak it to prevent scars, or to make scars appear in a certain way, or how to remove a scar altogether, cutting out the tissue and creating a new shield against those who would harm her.

She’d even killed herself a couple of times, simply to study how her blood responded. She had seen the mana, willpower, and essence coalesce and repair her spirit, keeping it from falling apart even as her body failed. She’d seen the resurrecting power of the phoenix fight off the eternal darkness of death.

Her blood was her heritage. It was her mother’s blood which ran through her veins, the same fire which she used as Torch imbuing every last cell, carried in the essence of her bloodline, yet connecting her to every other phoenix who had ever lived.

She’d sought to try and integrate fire more directly into her blood, but that hadn’t gone well. There were no known aspects which integrated fire and blood, despite the life’s work of an old Duke whose power was drawn from sacrificing blood in giant braziers. Phoenixes had been a source of inspiration for him, or so he had claimed, but his dream of bloodfire had never materialized.

But her blood was her fire.

Her Concept already could instantly transform drops of her blood into blood-red flames whose ash was simply more blood. Liz had spent weeks slowly burning her blood inside and outside of her body, watching as her Domain smoothly changed blood to fire, fire to ash, and ash to fire. She’d even studied the ash that originated when burning her blood without aid of her Concept, for that too was a part of her blood.

Her blood was her skills. She’d studied skill theory, learning the ways in which her blood changed the aspect of skills she absorbed, studying skills before and after she absorbed them and saw the ways in which her Talent changed or didn’t change portions of its structure during the aspect change. Sometimes it was major, sometimes it was minor, but her blood refused to allow any skill to go wholly untouched. Blood worked its way into that part of her life as well, her constant companion in all things. She knew its full mana composition as well. Water, healing, and decay was only the start, to say nothing of her efforts to fully master how to synthesize those as well.

It was her magic as well. Skill-less magic was incredibly hard; triply so for a Pather who just didn’t have the time to truly master all the intricacies of their personal mana channels before they Tiered up and changed enough to wipe out any progress. But she’d learned it. She knew the ways in which mana was carried alongside blood, the ways it should act when exposed to the ambient mana in particular patterns, how to form resonances with other people, and more besides. Magic was in her blood, and blood was in her magic, and she needed that for her Anchor.

Her blood was her cauldron. Whether inside or outside of her, she knew what she was doing when she utilized blood instead of water in her potions. Sometimes it helped, other times it made it harder. Sometimes she didn’t use it at all. But she was an alchemist, and the sanguine was but one of her tools. She’d even physically synthesized blood, beginning with nothing but base materials, and building it up piece by piece until she had a flask of entirely artificial blood. That had given its own form of appreciation for the complexities of blood, which even her memorization of its components couldn’t quite manage. Understanding. Something about a years-long process, utilizing tricks which alchemists like herself had perfected over millennia, utilizing tools which she could have scarcely imagined before her awakening, had brought her even closer to the substance that had defined practically her entire life.

Blood was just so much.

Blood was death. Blood was life. Blood was the carrier of disease. Blood was a thing of honor, of filth, of dedication, of family. It was sacrifice, it was food, it was core to vampires and unicorns alike. Blood could sanctify that which was defiled, or defile that which was pure. It could bind or set free, it could empower or oppress. It was a symbol of hope and despair, the rallying cry of the oppressed and the tool of the oppressor. It was rebirth, it was new life, it was fresh death. It was her past, it was her future, it was her everything. It was in her body, it was in her spirit, it was in her skills, it was in her magic.

She was blood, and blood was her.

Her Domain flared, Willpower flowing around her and thumping against her spirit like a massive heartbeat. With it, her blood was carried along by the currents, rushing in unison with her spirit as the two seemed to blend together, joining into perfect harmony as they met⁠—

Liz’s breath, held in anticipation for the formation of her Anchor, burst out in a strangled scream as her spirit stumbled, tripping over itself and practically cutting itself in half on the naked blade that her blood suddenly was. Instead of a perfect embrace as the physical met the spiritual, Liz felt her blood blacken and almost rot as her spirit tore itself, and the blood it was trying to connect to, to shreds.

She must have blacked out at some point, because when she was next aware, she was half-on the edge of what was once her pool of blood. It didn’t look quite so pleasing now, not that hundreds of gallons of blood ever looked pleasing, but it was a messy, decaying thing, congealed and smoking and sputtering, like the dying gasps of a broken heart. Luna was next to her, extending a hand to help her out, but Liz could barely even manage the effort to reach up to grab it.

Why her manager hadn’t just relocated her she didn’t know, but after a herculean effort, during which Liz realized blood was pouring from her skin like a leaky sieve, Liz took the woman’s hand.

From there, she was quickly, but still perceptibly, moved to a healing tank in the next room over. The potions within soothed her and began work knitting her body back together, compensating for the many, many injuries her entire circulatory system had taken.

What did I do wrong?

She wondered.

Luna wasn’t providing any insight, so she turned her attention inside. Maybe, if she watched her body and spirit get put back together, she could figure out just what she’d need to fix for the next time, what she did wrong.

Besides, she might learn something new. This was the most drama she’d experienced with her Intent-making this far, and blood was how the body was repaired after all. So why not her spirit as well?
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Matt let his hand drop away from the glass, feeling so helpless as Liz’s body healed. They’d been pushing themselves so hard with their Intent refinement, but so far they’d managed to avoid anything too bad. Sure, Aster had transmuted her ears to ice once, and he’d lost an arm thanks to mana backlash at one point, but they’d never been incapacitated from a failure before, and they’d been proud of making it through practically the entire Tier without one.

And then he’d emerged from his own attempts at refining his current ideas of ‘focus’ to find his wife floating eyes-closed surrounded by a cloud of blood in their healing pod.

“So what happened?” Matt asked.

“I don’t know,” Luna simply replied, earning a bewildered look from himself and Aster.

“How do you not know? Haven’t you taught hundreds of people how to make their Intent? How do you not know what Liz did wrong?”

“I could inform you that she failed to make her Anchor, Matthew, but I suspect you would find that answer demeaning. I do not know the source of her failure. Objectively speaking, she is very close. I would not be surprised if she manages to claim her blood as her Anchor within the next five years, and from what I could feel of her attempt, there were no genuine flaws. It simply was not properly compatible. Liz is upon her own journey, determining what her blood is and what it is to her, and my input will not aid in that process. Your insight might, due to the nature of your relationship, but mine would only interfere. However, this close to completion, it is unlikely she could even properly articulate the entirety of her understanding, let alone convey where the problem may lie. This is her journey, her Intent to process, and it is something nigh-impossible to truly understand for any but Liz herself.”

Aster annoyedly flicked her tail, and Matt simply reflected upon his own Intent. He knew what Luna meant, as properly trying to convey his intuitive understanding of mana, or Minkalla, or black holes, or even his sword would be essentially impossible, but he wanted to help. He didn’t want to be stuck on the sidelines; he didn’t want to watch as people hurt just beyond his reach. He wanted, needed even, to be involved.

His spirit sang, but the feeling slipped away before he could push at it too much, but it brought a smile to his face, despite himself.

“Wouldn’t have thought you’d be happy to see me like this,” Liz teased, and Matt’s smile lit up all the more.

“You’re awake!”

“I’ve been awake,” she countered. “Just meditating. Everything hurts, but it looks worse than it is, and I think I’ll be out of here in just a few days. Maybe a week and a half after that to be on the safe side of the cooldown.”

“Good to hear. Now, I’ve received word that a situation has arisen that the three of you are uniquely positioned to resolve, should you so choose.”

Luna paused as she scanned them before explaining, “There was a Tier 22 planet found along the border region between us, the Monster Collective, and the Clans. In the interest of not getting involved in yet another war over it, the higher-ups were going to give up our claim. But, diplomacy has prevailed, and instead, there will be something of a tournament set up. To the winner go the spoils. As two Ascender candidates so close to Tier 21, and crucially not involved in the main war, you are our best choices to represent the Empire and win that planet for us. Assuming, of course, you accept. We’ll need to rearrange some of your delving to ensure you can break through in time, of course, but I’m certain you could manage it if you choose.”

Matt whistled and looked at the others. Seeing their agreement, he nodded. “We’ll do it.”
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Matt knew how the Great Powers grew, at least in an abstract sense. The known Realm drifted through chaotic space, passing through regions of the roiling, primordial energy like a raft adrift on the seas. The connections to countless low-Tier worlds passed through and around the territory of a Great Power, carried on the currents of chaos like so many embers just as much as the Empire was pulled past them. Nobody knew for sure how large chaotic space was, and it was in many ways a meaningless question to begin with. To say it was large would imply things like distance and volume had consistent meaning, and whether it was infinite was anyone’s guess. He’d heard theories both ways, but no matter what it was still growing.

There had been some attempts at making real space crossings, but the handful of times it had been tried put the newly Tiered planet so vastly far away in chaotic space from any inhabited planet that no known method could bring it into the net of the Great Powers. It was only the connection the Tier 50 leaders had with any person of a high enough Tier that a distance and direction could be found at all in the roiling vastness of chaotic space; virtually every other tool and trick normally used for finding a path back home failed over such gargantuan distances. Instead, real space crossings were found through comparisons of star charts, when two already established systems could compare what their constellations looked like and prove that they were in the same universe, at which point the systems could be moved closer to each other at enormous expense.

The growth of the Realm was simple though, planets from any universe that reached Tier 1 would appear somewhere in chaotic space, their essence cores manifesting as a ball of light anchoring its surroundings which correspond to an area of real space. Then, over untold eons, the planet would slowly Tier itself up as essence was added to the cycle as creatures that were not removed by cultivators lived and died. The vast, vast majority of planets in the Realm were under Tier 5, and were generally allowed to simply pass through and around settled territory unimpeded, unless they were needed for some other reason, such as acting as a link to another, more valuable world.

That was how it normally worked. Tens, even hundreds of planets were added to the Empire each decade this way, at least on average. But, once in a while, a planet actually worth the trouble would pass through a region which could feasibly be considered in two or more Great Powers’ expansion range. When that happened, there was usually some form of minor war, skirmish, tournament, bet, or gamble to establish who would control the new planet. This world’s closest approach to inhabited space put it in a bit of chaotic space near the borders of not only the Empire and Unification of Clans, but close enough to the Monster Collective for them to make a claim as well. Though, it would be a bit of a stretch for them to extend their borders so far in one move, but it was one they considered worth it for a Tier 22 world. It would act as a perfect local center of power, and would be a nice economic boost to the border regions for whoever claimed it.

Instead of simply relinquishing their claim, the Empire had managed to negotiate a contest of champions, so that they could at least try to win the planet, no matter how unlikely, without a war. It was limited to the Tier of the planet, which was common enough, but that limit hurt the Empire more than the others. The Empire’s elites were already stretched thin on account of the war, making Matt, Liz, and Aster the Empire’s best chance at winning.

The opportunity to fight various elites from two other Great Powers, not to mention the rewards the Empire was offering for participation, made it an easy choice, and they quickly agreed to go. It would take them almost six months to get there, and that was only because they could use one of the Empire’s four real space crossings to cut out most of the trip, and the fact that they were using Luna’s ship for transportation. Without the crossing, it would have taken years. And without Luna’s ship, it would have taken them decades.

The Empire was just too damn big.

Six months, by comparison, was a pretty reasonable timeframe, and one that Matt was happy with, as he could spend the time working on his Intent and making talismans for whatever the fighting would entail.

Having that thought, Matt asked his question, “What will we actually be doing to compete for the planet? What kind of fights and what kind of rules?”

Luna shrugged. “It's usually some combination of clearing the planet of monsters and then a fight between the Great Powers, but there’s no set competition or standard method. Each Great Power favors and pushes the methods they are best at. The Clans favor small units or large army fights, usually, as they have the numbers and the wealth to equip their elites with the best available. The Monster Collective, on the other hand, prefers solo fights, and they dominate that style. Ideally, we would get something of a middle ground, but whether that works out depends on our representative, and how big their fist is.”

Luna did assure them that they would get more information as they approached the gathering point, but they were under something of a time crunch, and had genuinely needed to cram three rifts into the timespan that usually took them halfway through a single one, boss-rushing and breaking through to Tier 21 so fast that Matt’s spirit felt strained simply from the sudden growth. Liz had the worst of it, her Domain essentially offline but needing to go double-time, nonetheless. She’d literally dragged herself out of the healing tank still dripping with blood to delve, and dive immediately back in after they finished to get a few hours of healing to ensure her condition didn’t worsen.

But the breakthrough came when they needed it and with no time to waste, for the first time in a long time, they got into Luna’s chaotic spaceship and moved through the Empire.

Matt, any time he wasn’t actively making a talisman, was in a meditative trance refining his Intent. There weren’t any major breakthroughs or serious revelations, but he was making steady progress overall. He’d narrowly avoided a dip in the healing pod more than once, but had held back far enough to not get too badly injured from the backlash. Still, he hoped to complete his Intent sooner rather than later, as any edge could help him in the tournament

Liz, once she was fully out of the healing pod, put herself back in it twice more from other attempts before deciding she needed to ease up. She’d resume in full force after the planet’s contest, but she didn’t want her Domain to be out of commission when facing actual elites at a Tier disadvantage. She claimed that the wounding, and subsequent healing, was helping her grow closer to her Intent, but Matt felt there was more to it than just that.

After converting his pile of Tier 24 monster flesh into parchment, they were turned into talismans, and for the first time in a while, Matt had a decent supply. He even made a few new types of talismans that he thought might surprise anyone they fought who was relying on past recordings to try and predict his style.

Matt wasn’t about to transition into a true talisman user, but he appreciated their versatility and the way they gave him the ability to counter anyone he might be fighting. As they approached the gathering point, they got feedback on some of the notable contestants they were going to fight, allowing Matt to abuse his [AI] and start running simulations and building counters.

A little more than five months later, Quill, Torch, and Scoop arrived, ready for a fight. They weren’t going to bother hiding Aster for this fight, as even if the worst came to worst and their real identities were revealed, they were past the point where it would be easy to hire an assassin to take them out. They still had ninety years left to finish the Path, but as Tier 21s, Quill felt that attempting to stop their momentum at this point was foolishness.

Quill watched the screens in Luna’s ship as they tore through space on a Tier 3 border planet that the three Great Powers shared. It was so similar to the training planet that he had gone and explored, he took a moment to pull up its information and smiled at the memory of how he had met Liz oh so long ago.

The planet below them was normally used for the same occasional joint exploration, though with three Great Powers sharing the border planet, the fights were far less cordial, as everyone tried to step on the dead to climb just one step higher.

It was sadly similar to what they were about to do, just on a smaller scale, all things told.

Things had been decided during their travels, and Luna had correctly predicted some of the methods that the Great Powers would be using to determine ownership of the planet.

First, there would be a free for all with the express purpose of clearing the roaming monsters, with each Great Power taking roughly a third of the primary continent for their own. The Great Powers would then measure how quickly each of them cleared their portions of it, and would assign points. When Matt had heard that, he thought things seemed a little too controlled and tournament-like, and his instincts were correct.

Even when they were ostensibly supposed to be fighting the monsters, fighting between the Great Powers’ people was not only allowed, but encouraged. Surrendering might be allowed if the opponent was merciful, but no one would prevent killing.

It seemed like a waste of life, but Quill had well learned that individual lives were drops of water in a bucket for Great Powers, and no one would worry about spending some water to claim a prize. Even they, as possible Ascenders, were simply more impactful drops of water. They were still expendable. If there was a large enough prize, they would be spent first to secure the prize, not last.

Though, they would most certainly not be the only water spilled today, as the border system was filled with ships. They quickly joined the cluster of Empire ships, but Quill read the telemetry and knew they were thoroughly outnumbered. Given they were already at war with three Great Powers, and the others decidedly weren’t, it was hardly a surprise that they could scrounge together more than a few local Tier 22 delving teams. Though, maybe they weren't outmuscled. That was the point of Ascenders, after all.

Quill just hoped the three of them didn’t fumble their first inter Great Power showing, or they would look foolish, and that would carry through even past their completion of the Path.

Under normal circumstances, being worried about a one-Tier gap was laughable for them. Unfortunately, Matt knew there was a world of difference between the kinds of delvers and elites-in-training that they typically came up against as Pathers…and the sorts of elites that Great Powers would send to claim a world like this one.

The fact that the planet was Tier 22 worked in their favor, ironically. Tier 25 was one of the major Tier breakpoints, and while there were comparatively lots of people who stayed at Tier 20 for extended periods of time, almost nobody remained in the Tier 21 to 24 range instead of pushing for their third Talent.

The main obstacle Matt expected they might encounter would be Intents. With only a one-Tier gap, they could probably manage to beat a ‘normal’ Tier 22 with an Intent. If they ran into an elite Tier 22 with an Intent, they’d probably lose. Their only hope would be that anyone above Tier 20 with an Intent would have a very fresh one, but even that hope was slim.

Ironically, Tier 20s with Intents would be the most dangerous, as it was far more common to wait around for centuries or millennia while honing their Domain at the breakpoint Tiers than anywhere in the middle. Though given they’d have a cultivation advantage, they still stood a good enough shot at winning any such lingerers anyway.

Quill expected that once they arrived, everyone would move out, but his ego took a small hit as he learned that everyone hadn’t been waiting on them, and instead, they simply joined the formation of ships.

Luna then informed them that a VIP from the Clans was still a few days out, and once she arrived, the contest would begin.

With that in mind, the three of them went to settle in, but Luna instead informed them that they were ordered to visit the leader of the expedition.

Knowing they were going to be treated as a dog and pony show, Quill put on his best political mask and got ready for a boring evening, but when they arrived, he was pleasantly surprised to see who the commander actually was.

Lila Worldwalker stood there with a shit-eating grin on her face. “Hey, kids! Fancy seeing you here.”

Torch laughed and accepted the hug Lila was offering. “It's good to see you again! How come you got tasked to do this mission?”

Quill and Scoop were hugged as Lila explained, “Tasked? I begged to get this mission. I’ve been going stir-crazy sitting around waiting for ages, and there’s only so much refining of my bloodline I can do before I start itching for a fight. So when this mission came up, I volunteered. With the war going on, having a former Ascender reminds people the Empire isn't too occupied to hold our own. That said, I'm glad you kids are here, or we might have shown our asses.”

Lila brought them through her personal ship and to a dining room, where they shared a nice meal as she gave them a more detailed rundown on what they could expect. They ended up not bothering to leave even when the VIP arrived, and the convoys shifted into chaotic space. It was a bit of a trek still to the planet itself, even though the convoy actually moved through the Clan’s space, planet-hopping for a week between low-Tier worlds until they delved into the true unknown.

Leaving the calm areas inside the net that was formed from the interlocking planets' teleportation network was a little nerve-wracking for Quill, as he could feel the chaotic energies slamming into the ship’s shield, and knew that his ship would have been tossed around like a leaf in the ocean. They might not outright die, but flying anywhere would have been a matter of luck rather than skill.

That said, there was a majesty to the venture.

The massive convoys charged through the swirling energies, carving a path into the seeming emptiness of chaotic space. With his low Tier, Quill's spiritual perception was limited to a measly few miles in this region of chaotic space, and that wasn’t nearly enough to be useful, which added a layer of the unknown to the venture.

It took another week of cutting through seeming nothingness, but Lila prepared them so they could see the brighter-than-normal dot as they approached, like a lighthouse in a storm. The turbulent energies were calmer near the spark that was the free-floating world, and Quill breathed a sigh of relief, knowing they had reached their destination.

Scoop turned around to Lila and Luna and asked, “How did anyone even find this place? Who is exploring this far out? It seems extremely risky.”

Lila nodded. “Divinations are one way, but so is studying the flows of chaotic space to find big, noticeable planets that will be drifting by, or even going out to personally search. That last one is the most reliable, but also the most dangerous, because after you get more than a couple of days out, you pretty much always need some sort of trick to ever get back. Pretty much anything worth taking is months to years out, so fill in the blanks there.”

Quill made a note to ask more about Travis and Keith’s job the next time they met up, as he hadn’t really realized just how dangerous their jaunts into chaotic space really were. Knowing Liz and the entire Moore family, he had no doubt that Travis and Keith were going deep into chaotic space and not sticking near the safer regions.

When they neared the firefly that was the world and entered that universe's real space, Quill got his first chance to scan the planet, as the information had been kept confidential. Or at least, Lila had refused to spoil the surprise, which amounted to the same thing.

The planet was normal enough, roughly standard size, right in the middle of the habitable zone of the G-type star, giving off a perfectly normal yellow light that wouldn’t be amiss in ninety percent of the planets of the Empire. There were even two moons slowly orbiting the planet, but that was where the normality ended.

The planet spun so fast that Quill watched as the planet rotated by at a startling pace. A two-and-a-half-hour day-night cycle was exceptionally short, but he knew that was fixable by any of the Tier 40s leading the expeditions.

It did create some incredibly unique life forms, or at least the life forms that had formed and survived the ever-increasing essence amounts and against the hostile life forms that came out of the ruins and rift breaks.

Lila’s ship registered five ruins, showing just how old this planet was.

Quill expected everyone to swarm the planet, but instead, they settled into a wide orbit while a team of Guild explorers flew off, transmitting information to all the leaders. Quill watched as the data came in, the totality of an entire world displayed for him to see. Notable resource points were marked while preliminary scans of the ruins also flashed across the screens. It seemed that they hadn’t touched anything while waiting for the representatives of the Great Powers to arrive, which struck Matt as odd.

Lila must have known what he was thinking, as she explained, “Information about incoming worlds is valuable, triply so when the planet is near a border region, and the payout for the location of an untouched planet was worth more than anything the discovery team might have found before it came into our reach.”

Letting the bit of information simmer on the back burner of his thoughts, Quill got ready for a fight.

It might not be imminent, but it could happen any moment, and with all the warnings about there being no safety margin, all three of them were ready for an attack.

Nothing happened for a while, until Lila transformed into sand and flowed straight through the ship’s hull, reforming in her dragon shape outside and meeting with the other representatives as they flew from their respective convoys. The Monster Collective representative was a massive, bronze-furred, bear-human hybrid, fifteen feet tall and with weirdly elongated and prehensile claws. He even had thumbs.

Scoop had told him about the middle ground some Monster Collective beasts went for, but it made for an interesting first sight.

The Clans representative was, unsurprisingly, a dwarf that was literally dwarfed by the other two, at about five feet tall. She was practically just as wide as she was tall, with muscled arms that Quill fleetingly wondered whether or not they were as thick as Scoop’s torso. A white-hot forge hammer hung from her belt, palpably radiating with the idea of ‘smithing’, even from miles away.

Without being able to hear anything that was going on between them, he contented himself with studying her hammer for the entire duration of the discussion.

Two hours later, a decision seemed to have been made as the entire fleet got the order to disembark and settle down on a mountain range surrounded by a large desert.

The moment Quill, Torch, and Scoop stepped out of Lila's ship, the three of them became the center of attention as people stopped removing buildings from their storage rings to stare. Quill wasn’t sure if they hadn’t been told they were coming, or if they just didn’t believe it.

To cut the tension, he leaned over to Torch and stage whispered, “Look at how they adore me. You need to work on your public image.”

That earned him a few snorts and a few more jeers, but it got everyone moving. Before too long, Lila returned. Not from the air. Instead, she swam up the mountainside like it was water, up from the desert she had been swimming in.

The moment her draconic head breached the stone and slithered out, she roared, “You have one Empire standard day, but then it is your job to clear as much of the continent as possible. The other two continents will be left untouched for the winner of the planet. Otherwise, it's open season, and you are encouraged to kill everything that moves out there. The only place you may not fight is within a dozen miles of the Great Powers' bases. Otherwise, just kill everything you can and take everything not nailed down; it's yours to keep or trade as you see fit. The Empire will buy anything at market price if you want to sell here and now. After that are the more direct fights, but that’s not your concern right now.”

As she finished speaking, sand rose up to create a perimeter around the makeshift landing base before hardening into sandstone and then turning glossy like polished marble.

Lila, on the other hand, sank back into the rock of the mountain like it was water, vanishing from sight and spiritual perception alike.

Being left to their own devices, Quill turned to everyone and said, “First order of business is to create quadrants to more efficiently plan our searching; the Tier 30s clearly did a good job, but⁠—”

Throwing out a talisman, Quill blocked the small bolt of lightning that someone shot out at him, interrupting his plan.

The woman who had thrown it out snorted, “We aren’t listening to you, child. I don't care if you are the second coming of Agatha.”

Quill could already see the other delver teams starting to turn away and knew they needed to act immediately. If they allowed this team to run roughshod over them, no one else would respect them, removing any chance of the coordinated assault which they would need to complete their mission. At the same time, forcing people to work for them would be opening their backs to a knife in it.

Looking to Torch, she instantly understood, and in a burst of flame, rocketed toward the woman who had shot the lightning bolt. Another woman next to her stepped forward to intercept, but Scoop waved her staff and the woman slowed for a brief moment, allowing Torch to slip between her grasping hands and chains of wind that tried to grab her.

Rather than her spear leading the charge, Torch led with her hand in a claw-like grip as she grabbed the woman's arm and pulled her into a headbutt. The woman rocked back, her helmet slightly deformed under the attack. She was already charging a spell to counter with, but Torch was already moving, and kicked her knee from behind and sent the woman to her knees and pressed a flaming hand to the woman's head.

The not-so-subtle threat made the woman's team freeze, and Quill spoke for their team. “Anyone who wants to ignore our orders, feel free to buzz off and do what you want in your own direction, but look at our situation. We are outnumbered, and the Empire only had so many volunteers versus the genuine soldiers of the opposing sides. If we don't work together, we won't even get to participate in the later fighting, and that's if you guys don't get picked off by the other two Great Powers or taken apart at the end.”

Turning to Torch, he signaled her to let the woman go before addressing the rest of the Tier 22s. Seeing their teammate was free and unharmed, the group stood down, and Quill continued. “Anyone who isn't willing to work with the group, fuck off and don't get in our way. I’m only giving you thirty seconds.”

After thirty seconds, Quill only noticed a handful of teams leaving. Amusingly enough, while they had moved off to the side, the team who started it all hadn’t left. Seeing that, Quill now suspected the interruption was less an actual rebuttal to them stepping forward, and more a power play to take the lead position themselves. He could work with that.

“As I was saying, everyone needs to report to me their team’s general delving portfolio, notable specialties, and miscellaneous abilities, in addition to proficiency against real people.”

A flurry of reports came in, and Quill fed them all into his AI before using the provided maps to allocate roughly balanced teams in quadrants of the continent.

They were in the southern portion of the continent in the large desert that covered a significant portion of the large landmass, while the other two Great Powers had bases to their northeast and northwest. The Clans had taken over a small mountain range while the Monsters Collective had straddled the intersection of a forest and a plain.

All three of the Great Powers were roughly equidistant, but Quill was quite happy with their location, as they had open sightlines for miles. It ensured that ambushes, traps, and rushes would be hard to pull off for the enemy.

The same went for them, but Quill could already see they would be defending most of the time rather than going on the attack. When his [AI] spat out a good mix of teams, Quill reviewed them briefly before sending them out. The team who had called them out, Dixie’s Maidens, was one of the more capable Tier 22 teams, able to delve Tier 23 rifts blindly and Tier 24 rifts as long as they took it slow, countered the rift, and didn’t encounter any monsters with Intents. For a group who only had partial Intents, that was impressive. If they had had to fight it out, Quill was confident his own team would win, though perhaps not as effortlessly as would be comfortable.

With only a day to prepare, they weren't able to do too much, but it did give Quill enough time to talk to the defensive teams, who would ostensibly be preventing the other teams from clearing out the monsters. Then, there were the stronger teams who he had acting as quick reaction forces and guarding a number of squadrons.

Where possible, Ascenders were the final layer of defense, which irked all three of them, but they knew they couldn’t galivant around just because they wanted to. That would be unacceptable, and would essentially constitute shirking their responsibilities.

The positive was that they had Lila, who happily chatted with them and spent a good amount of time commiserating with their plight, as it was one she had been stuck in a number of times herself.

The day of preparation gave Quill a little time to explore, which turned out to be fruitful. Despite it being locally midnight, they got to experience the effects of the short day-night cycle and see how the planet had evolved with it. While the desert was hot, there had been some life moving around in the short day, just mostly a variety of snakes and lizards. But at night, the place came to life with dozens of species, some most certainly from ruins rather than the planet's own natural evolution, as they didn’t have the six-limbed aesthetic the planet seemed to have developed. The local fauna seemed to be fighting for dominance; it was quite entertaining to watch a Tier 15 beetle fighting off over a dozen larger serpents before moving on to get eaten by a Tier 20 frog that crawled out of a short-lived oasis created by a small burst of rain at dusk.

Pulled out of his exploration, Quill flew up with everyone else as the timer of one standard day ended.

Blurs of light flickered out as everyone rushed to try and get as far away from the base and competition as possible, but Quill knew that only meant the fighting would start soon.

Fighting was most certainly the purpose of putting them all on one continent rather than spreading them between the other two. Despite that, Quill was looking forward to what was about to happen.

After all, he had reviewed the profiles of the peak representatives the Monster Collective and Clans had sent forward, and he was looking forward to seeing how the three of them matched up.
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Lila rolled onto her back and wiggled her body to sink into the sand, letting herself consciously relax into the surrounding earth. Not that she wasn’t ready for a fight; she was ready to throw the entire desert at Viralira or Aplald on a moment's notice, just as they were ready to attack her if she encroached their area.

That said, she didn’t think they actually would attack. While she was only newly Tier 44, in contrast to their peak cultivation, she was still an Ascender, and could deal with them easily enough. If they attacked her in unison, the worst-case scenario was her having to retreat. Not that it mattered. The two were more likely to fornicate in front of everyone than team up for anything.

Still, she smelled an opportunity to enlarge her hoard, and Lila couldn’t pass it up.

Sending her spiritual perception out to entwine with the others, she spoke through the series of vibrations that high Tier communications amounted to, “What do you two think about a not-so-friendly wager?”

Viralira’s spiritual sense rumbled back like she needed to remind everyone she was, in fact, a dwarf and not a human. “Like you’re willing to pry your scaly claws off anything, dragon.”

Lila smiled. She had already won Viralira’s interest, and so ignored the provocation while waiting for the bear to speak up.

It took almost a full minute, but Aplald rumbled out, “What do you offer, and what do you want?”

“I offer three scales from First Shepherd Toby on his first shedding after reaching rank 3 bloodline. I want anything you could possibly give to match such a prize.”

She let her smile creep over her maw, knowing that had been an irresistible offer to the others. The scales had been one of her most prized possessions, bought at great expense from First Shepherd Toby by Georgios when she left active military service. They promised a slow but sure way to reach rank 3 on her own, but her steady supply of blood from a dragon at least rank four was far better suited to that task.

Using her trash to fleece Viralira and Aplald for their treasures was a fantastic trade. She just hoped Matt, Liz, and Aster were as good as Luna said they were.

Even if they weren't, oh well. Gambling was fun in its own right, even when not among friends. It added a little thrill to this adventure where she could only watch.
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Quill watched and waited as everyone scattered to the winds of the desert, trying to remind himself of the larger picture and his place in it. It even worked to a degree. Or maybe it was Lila sharing her view of the fights with the three of them so they got to watch in real-time as the Empire’s delvers encountered and fought monsters.

Rifts had seemed to turn into small oases for one type of monster, which told Quill there was no single monster that was stronger, faster, more cunning, or more dangerous than the rest. If that was the case, then monsters, or rather their descendants that weren’t bound to the rift, would have gone on to dominate the planet like an invasive species over the eons.

As he had noticed yesterday, there was some degree of bleed-through. He suspected it was from the ruins; the planet was overrun with bugs and small creatures which would normally inhabit a rift but were usually ignored.

Quill smiled as a group in a fortified tower plinked at a group of gray scaled apes from range. When the apes tried to take to the skies, their flight was shaky and slow, as befit trying to fly with a Concept on a planet with such firm space. There was a reason everyone was using alternate methods of flight, aside from the rare few people who truly specialized in Concept flight, or those who had some portion of their Intent. Though even those with partial Intents did so for showmanship more than practicality; the willpower use was prohibitive given the certainty of high stakes combat in the near future.

That left the apes at a severe disadvantage.

A disadvantage they quickly changed by ripping up the spindly trees that had grown in the shadow of the mountain housing their rift, and hurling them at the delvers like javelins. When that didn’t work, they started using light-based spells to attack the delvers, which finally forced their frontliners down and onto the ground to engage the monsters up close.

Quill analyzed both sides and came to the conclusion that the delving team could handle the apes, but it would be a slow fight, as they were conserving their strength. He approved of the tactic, but it resulted in a fight that was boring enough for him to seek out a more interesting feed to watch.

He quickly found one.

A team of four men had rushed far ahead of the others and had reached the edge of the desert where sandy hills turned into rocky shrubland. There, they had found one of the planet's ruins, and had dived into its spatially expanded depths against the advice he had passed on from Lila.

She had warned him that usually, ruins of this Tier were left alone to be the last thing exploited due to their higher-than-usual danger, which very much tracked with Matt’s own experience with the golem fortress so long ago. But while he had passed on that information, not all of the teams listened. It quickly became obvious as to why Lila had said what she said, and Quill was only able to watch as the lead tank, a green-skinned man, had his legs torn to shreds by a wave of insects that quickly swarmed up his body to tear at his abdomen. The man with a rapier dove in and grabbed the melee fighter, but he was a moment too late and too slow.

The bugs jumped off the first man and started devouring the second, and in moments, he too was torn to shreds.

The mage spread his hands and sent out a wall of fire, trying to stop the wave of insects. It worked, but only until the monsters behind the leading elements pushed the initial wave through the flames. Most died, but those who did survive threw themselves at the mage. He lasted nearly a second.

The final man, a healer, didn't hesitate as he cast a healing spell on his last surviving teammate, but Quill could see that he wasn’t trying to save the man, but rather keep him alive longer to buy himself time to escape.

Vile.

As the man stumbled out of the ruin, he fell to the ground and panted as he watched the insects slam against an invisible wall that the ruin must have erected to keep the monsters inside.

Scoop tsked. “Let's mark him down for backline healing only. Can't trust him anywhere dangerous.”

Quill nodded at that and agreed with her sentiment. He most certainly didn’t want to rely on someone like that for anything, let alone healing.

Going back to watching the teams, it only took two hours before there was an incursion by the Clans into the nominal Empire territory, which was their call to action. Quill took off on an oversized flying sword, while Torch took off with a set of flying devices that acted as ankle and wrist bracelets, but produced flames. Scoop, on the other hand, was riding her flying cloud and was using her namesake to pull chunks of the cloud out and toss them into her mouth.

Reports came flooding in as Empire teams fled or were killed but Quill ignored them. He had warned all teams in that area to retreat, and if they chose to disregard his orders, they could reap the results of their actions.

When they arrived, he was able to get a better picture of the team who had encroached on their area. It was a team of five decked out in matching colors of earthy brown and neon green, with crests adorning their shoulders and chests. He was able to identify them as heraldic badges the Clans used to distinguish themselves.

Balder’s Clan wasn’t a well-known clan, but they were a respected mid-Tier human clan that had a reputation for being hard on themselves and harder on their enemies. They had earned themselves a number of accolades from the last time the Clans were at war.

They were Tier 22, but that was the norm here, and Quill let his mask smile as the group turned to disregard their team after sensing they were merely Tier 21s. Foolish.

“Give over all your spatial rings and⁠—”

Torch didn’t give the leading man time to finish his statement and dove at him like a descending meteor.

As flames brightened the now dark sky to a noon-like brightness, Quill was able to see the shock and horror on the team's faces as they finally realized why they were confident enough to come to a Tier 22 battlefield.

The team was dead in moments, no quarter given to enemies of the Empire, and Quill thought that was all they would need to do to secure the sector. But as they were flying back to Empire-controlled territory, they saw the night sky brighten behind them and grow brighter by the moment.

It was so bright, Quill initially thought it was the sunrise, but the light was coming from the north rather than the bulging eastern horizon.

No, there was someone coming from Clan territory.

Quill assumed they were coming for vengeance, but didn’t discount that this was an ambush, and started cycling through his various manipulation skills and their sense’s variants to catch anyone hiding.

Finding no one only made him more wary, and he threw out a number of talismans to create a perimeter that, if crossed by anyone, would alert him. It was in no way perfect, but Quill felt better for its protection.

Like a shooting star, a dwarf in shimmering silver-blue armor turned the night sky to day, similarly to how Torch had done not moments ago.

As she approached, Quill reeled in shock. He had asked earlier, and Lila had assured him that there were only two Tier 20s on the planet, both from the Monster Collective.

Which made it all the more shocking when Seasaidh MacMhunna and her chosen group flew as Tier 19s onto a Tier 22 battlefield, looking to all the world like Valkyries in golden armor descending to let loose devastation.

Seasaidh MacMhunna, the latest Inheritor of the Clans, wielded a mace with the head of a star, a man made growth artifact passed down from one of their Great Power’s earliest Golden Ages. Quill knew a bit about the dwarf girl, just like they’d been briefed on all the elites they were liable to face in their first war, but he didn't know she would be here. Most of all, he hadn’t known she was a Tier lower than them.

Crashing to the ground with an explosion of debris that flew for miles, Seasaidh stood her ground like she was posing for an audience. An audience that manifested as the three remaining members of her group landed with far less aplomb and a few miles back.

Seasaidh laughed as she saw the three of them still flying. “Ahh, the newest possible Ascenders. Quilt and Flare, was it? Along with someone you picked up from some backwater planet on the way here? I never got to fight Light and Shadow due to being a little too young, but then again, you guys are too weak. Still, it will do. I⁠—”

In unison, the three of them rushed Seasaidh before she could finish her monologue and allow her reinforcements to arrive.

Scoop immediately cast her support spells, buffing their side while slowing Seasaidh, whose armor flared like a sun as she tried to resist the effects. Quill was sure by the way she was throwing mana around that she would have been able to forcefully break the debuffs’ effects in short order, but he and Torch weren’t just for decoration.

Quill tossed out two talismans that flared into lightning bolts that raced for Seasaidh, but just as fast as the lightning he threw, she swung her mace and batted the two bolts into the ground and sky. With his mana sight, he could see that she was burning away Scoop’s debilitating spells from her mace down into the rest of her body.

“Is this the best the Empire has to offer? Is this the power of Ascenders?” Seasaidh shouted out as she burned away the last of Scoop’s spells.

Torch darted through the cold, spear and shield raised to face Seasaidh, who swung at her with the Morningstar.

The Morningstar that glowed like a sun met the flame wrapped shield in a wild conflagration.

Flames billowed out in a wave before pausing, starting to reverse, and then pausing again. That stuttering and starting movement happened a few more times as Quill watched Seasaidh and Torch grimacing under their helmets. Even using as much mana as Quill could give to her, Torch was slowly losing the fight, the flames encroaching and threatening to engulf her.

Torch wasn’t using [Fire Manipulation], she was using the [Blood Manipulation] that she had spent close to a century honing into her strongest skill. More than that, it was her innate skill, making it all the stronger. Finding someone who could go toe to toe with her in fire control was a rare event, but if anyone should be able to do it, an Inheritor would be one.

Seasaidh seemed to realize that as she grinned, even as her mace went from producing flames to blinding light and her speed increased a dozen times over, almost matching Torch’s potion boosted self. Judging by the way mana pulsed through her armor, he could tell it was more than just spells boosting her speed. It was difficult to get a good read on the armor mid-battle, but from what he knew, it would be some of the best armor possible to make in the Clans, better than anything he had ever seen firsthand. From what he could tell, it was made of literal force, but he couldn’t properly conceptualize how that was even possible. Spells like [Force Armor] existed, yes, but the difference between a defensive spell and permanent armor was like night and day. He couldn’t contemplate it too much, though. Her mace blurred as she pulled it back and slammed it into Torch's shield like a woodcutter trying to fell a tree. Torch’s shield held firm, but she was sent skidding backward, her feet digging deep lines into the ground.

Scoop was summoning a twelve foot tall ice golem, but before it could get more than half formed, Seasaidh threw herself forward, past Torch, and ripped into the golem with her mace, carving chunks from its body with each swing. Scoop managed to expel the dwarf with a [Wind Lance], but not before she had caused enough damage to the golem to make it collapse on itself.

Quill decided enough was enough, and threw a handful of talismans out. [Mana Spear]s, [Mana Bolt]s, and [Force Lance]s ripped through the intervening space, homing in on the blurring form of Seasaidh, who tried to dodge.

She managed to dodge the initial bombardment, but the follow-up spells had been able to lock onto her movements and slammed into a dome of light she summoned around herself. The final [Force Lance] was the only spell to penetrate and left a shallow scar on her armor, but the material it was made of already seemed to be repairing itself, the scratch fading into the light gray-blue of the rest of it.

Torch approached Seasaidh from the rear, but before their melee fight could resume, Seasaidh threw out a blast of fire, then with a slam of her mace, forged it into a blisteringly hot lance of plasma and launched it at Quill, all in a single practiced motion. A [Bulwark] manifested to stop the spear, but rather than dissipating, it started to drill into his shield. He quickly activated a [Dark Wall] talisman, then a [Bulwark] talisman behind it to slow the plasma’s momentum. Just as he finished, the spear burst through his original spell, quickly overloaded the second barrier, and finally petered out against his third one.

Torch and Seasaidh were battling it out with their weapons as Quill rejoined the fight, and he could see that the dwarf was pumping mana and will into her mace, causing it to glow all the brighter and manifest spikes of plasma from the head, reminiscent of solar flares from a star. He could feel his armor heating up just from the proximity to the weapon, and that was merely a side effect of the effects she was imbuing into her mace.

The heat and power he could feel from her was glorious. He drank it down like a wilting plant. He wanted to rip that mace apart just to absorb the wisdom used in making it.

The spikes on the mace turned white hot with light leaking from them, and the explosion sent Torch flying and skipping off the ground until she managed to orient herself enough to drive her spear into the earth and come to a halt, before sprinting back into the fight.

Knowing this was one of the strongest opponents they had faced despite being a Tier lower than them, Quill threw himself into melee range. Sensing his intention, Scoop sent out a summoned mass of twisting white ribbons, her tiara’s interpretation of [Headwind], to tie down Seasaidh.

As a nominal mage, he needed to be careful when he did that, so as to not give away his cover, but Quill had his own powers, and they had hinted at him being melee capable a few times now. So as long as he didn’t go overboard, it would be fine.

Landing next to the dwarf, Quill let a few of the fake talismans on his cloak flare to life while he channeled his physical buffing spells. Backstepping from the first swing of her mace, Scoop’s ribbons wrapped around her short form, and Quill activated the [Breaker’s Fist] talisman array he had gotten working on the long trip.

His gauntleted fists flared with mana as they started gathering momentum from each of his talismans.

Quill's first swing sent Seasaidh’s Morningstar flying back and almost out of her hands as he landed a punch on the haft of the weapon. His second attack, aimed at her shoulder, was dodged with some dash spell that let her nearly flow around his fist. Seasaidh used that opening to swing at him, the head of the Morningstar venting plasma into the air, forcing him to roll over the weapon while using what little of his Concept he could to launch himself downward the moment he cleared the haft. His third blow was further boosted by Scoop, who threw her Concept at Seasaidh to freeze her in place, while boosting Quill with [Tailwind].

That let him close the distance and land the blow, which dumped all the momentum he had been able to store in the talismans into the flat plane of [Light Shield] Seasaidh created to defend herself.

Even with the spell to prevent most of the damage, Seasaidh was sent flying with already-fading scorch marks coating her armor. To further worsen her situation, Torch rushed in to drive her spearhead directly into the armpit of the dwarf’s armor.

Seasaidh twisted mid-air even as her armor and Morningstar flared to life, but she was still a moment too slow, and Torch’s spear drew blood for the first time.

Twisting and wrenching herself free of the spear, Seasaidh jumped into the air and took flight for the first time. Instead of using a conventional flying device, she threw her Morningstar and was pulled along, a damn odd method of flight, but it gave her time to burn off Scoop’s summoned ribbons. That move got Seasaidh near her team, who only seemed willing to fight now that Seasaidh hadn’t been able to beat them herself.

One of the other dwarves, a man in robes seemingly made of starlight, put his hands on Seasaidh’s back and her wounds closed up in moments. He saw Seasaidh start breathing again, trusting that the healer had washed away any potential internal damage Quill had caused with Breaker’s Fist.

Frowning, Quill let it show on his mask.

With another three combatants who would no doubt be perfectly paired with Seasaidh as a fully rounded out four-man team, the balance of power had shifted.

They hadn’t been going all out, but he was sure that Seasaidh hadn’t been either, so the addition of her team wasn’t a good sign. No dwarven Inheritor was a weakling, and neither would her hand-selected team be.

It stung his pride, but Quill knew that if Seasaidh and her team were here, prepared to face Tier 22 elites, she was likely capable of delving Tier 24 rifts. By Matt’s estimation, that would put her roughly on par with their real identities in strength. Considering how limited they were as Torch and Quill, that could prove a serious problem. Typically, the decreased combat power was of little consequence, but against their true peers in the top echelons of fighting ability, it put them at a real disadvantage. Even someone with an Intent wouldn’t have caused so much of an issue, in his estimation, as anyone here with an Intent would be unlikely to be skilled enough to use it to its fullest.

Despite the Tier difference, Seasaidh most probably had a higher combat power and could very well beat them if they weren’t careful. Or, they would get too engrossed in the battle and reveal something they didn’t want to.

Any outcome but victory seemed unacceptable.

Flicking his cloak off to the side, Quill used a little [Air Manipulation] to make the parchment flutter. It wasn’t just aesthetics— he was gathering wind in the gaps and getting ready to send the parchments flying.

As Torch and Scoop landed next to where he was standing, the dwarves moved into a battle line. Seasaidh took her position, flanked by a dwarven man with a silver and bronze shield and a woman wielding a greataxe almost her own height, while the healer withdrew a shield and mace of his own.

There was a lack of obvious ranged combatants, but Quill didn’t discount that they were all versed in ranged spells or had available weapon swaps to ranged options.

The dwarves weren’t known for their smiths for no reason.

Scoop ended up starting the fight with [Dispelling Wind], which dimmed the active spells the dwarves were casting and turned a [Fire Lance] that the axe-wielding woman cast into little more than an arrow of fire that Torch easily deflected.

Jumping into the air, Quill stood on his flying sword as he started tossing out talismans, noticing that the axe woman had turned her attention to him and was flying with ankle devices, like Torch was using.

Flying backward, Quill opened up the distance while circling to gain some more space between them. When the attacker flared with a burst of aura that increased her speed, Quill tossed out the talisman he had palmed. The parchment exploded into a burst of mana the woman tried to dodge, but he had timed it correctly, and she was covered in mana dust, allowing him to activate his second part of the rune which hardened and transformed the dust into stone.

The axe-wielding woman froze as her joints hardened, and she was unable to adjust her flight and started to veer off to the side, where Quill hit her with a barrage of [Bolt]s. Even as his attacks hit her and she was sent flying into a nearby mountain, he was already redirecting his attention to the three versus two, which was still grounded.

Seasaidh’s hesitation to fly was interesting, but gave Quill a tactical advantage until the axe-wielding woman recovered, which he was making difficult with a healthy application of [Earth Manipulation] to bind and restrict her movements. The woman was built like most physical fighters, and would eventually tear her way out of the binding walls of rock, but it would take her time.

Time that he used to set up two arrays.

The first glistened and sparkled as it gathered a dozen types of ice-aspected mana with complementary sub-aspects. It took several moments to activate, but the beam of energy was reminiscent of the Aurora Lance talisman that had been their group's trump card in Minkalla. A beam of energy the size of a train shot out of the array and punched straight through the mountain that the axe-wielding woman was trapped in. It created a massive mana explosion, leaving a several-mile-wide crater that was filled in with raining chunks of ice. His predictions gave a seven percent chance that the spell would kill her outright, mostly due to the unpredictability of her build, but Quill agreed that she would be an elite in her own right, and would not be so easily taken out if she was part of Seasaidh the Inheritor’s team.

Even as she was crushed by the falling ice, Quill watched through his spiritual perception as she conjured an aura of flames to protect herself. Through the flames, he saw that she hadn’t come through the attack unscathed, and was now coughing up large chunks of blood and guts even as she poured healing potions down her throat. If it was a one-on-one fight, Quill would have moved in to finish her off, but Torch and Scoop were dealing with a two-versus three and could use his help. Through his bond, he could feel that Scoop had been injured, though not too seriously.

That was where his second array came into play.

It was incredibly slow to cast, but that wasn’t indicative of its power; rather, it represented its scope. Everything in a fifteen-mile radius froze, but not with cold. The air, the ground, the light that traveled through the air, spell effects, and even space itself slowed to a crawl.

Quill, Torch, and Scoop weren't immune, but they were keyed into the enchantment array and were correspondingly less affected, which made them move like they were boosted to the gills. Originally a spell Luna used as a form of resistance training, Quill had adapted a lesser version of her spell to his arrays as a project, and it proved mildly effective despite the unacceptably long casting time. That was true even in talisman form, where most of the work was already done when it was made.

The array's other issue was the tradeoff in duration and the amount of energy stilled. When Quill had flooded the area with mana in testing, the array only lasted a fraction as long as it would have normally.

All the energy Seasaidh and her two teammates were expending to move was doing something similar.

Based on their previous engagements, Quill expected they had five seconds before the array’s effect fell apart.

For Tier 21s, that might have been an eternity.

Torch darted forward with her spear flashing, flames left behind where she had been when the array went into effect. Her initial thrust took the healer in the throat, her spear not being able to pierce the metal with the slowing array in effect.

Scoop didn’t hesitate and started casting buffs on them and debuffs on the enemies. Each spell reduced the amount of time the array would last, but it was worth it in most cases.

Torch thrust her spear into the shield-wielding man's thigh before charging at Seasaidh, who was burning mana like a star trying to go supernova. In fact, she was burning so much mana, she was appreciably reducing the time the array would last.

Torch was just attacking Seasaidh when her armor flared brightly and the slowing enchantment shattered, allowing the dwarf to dodge the blow aimed for her neck and take it on her shoulder.

Quill darted forward and dodged two attacks from the woman he had buried in the mountain. Her axe head had started glowing and was shooting mana projectiles like a ship’s cannon, though her wounds, the range, and Tier gap allowed him to dodge the attacks. They did slow him down some, and he was forced to block a shield bash with his staff while sticking talismans on the healer and shield wielder.

Their armor immediately flared with light and heat, burning off the talismans before they could activate. Quill saw smugness in the duo’s body language but he was already turning as they exploded. The talismans didn’t just burn off when the physical containers were destroyed. In fact, that was the activation trigger, and the team was too green or too inexperienced fighting talisman mages to know better than to try such a basic counter.

As the duo went down Quill went in to finish them off, but a panicked Seasaidh rushed to cover them while glowing bright and brighter, with the searing light seemingly focused on the head of her Morningstar and pulsing with energy.

Torch thrust a dozen times at the dwarf's back and managed to draw blood, but Quill noticed that her spear tip was glowing red hot from the energies the dwarf woman was erupting with. Erupting turned out to be a prescient thought, as Seasaidh really seemed to be going supernova, and none of them could handle that much energy this close.

Turning, Torch jumped into the air and flew next to himself and Scoop, where Quill wrapped them in a dozen layers of defensive talismans and arrays, all boosted by his Concept’s defensive properties. When Seasaidh finally went off, the explosion made the entire world shake, but his shielding held, and through his spiritual senses, he watched as the world burned.

The atmosphere near them ignited before burning off completely, even as the ground and forest were turned to ash and then cleansed of even said ash as everything burned.

Quill expected to see Seasaidh’s allies facing the same treatment, but their armor expanded and blocked all the energy the Inheritor was expelling. Cursing at the dwarf's ingenuity, Quill got ready to fight the moment the spell dropped, but the moment the flames stopped, Seasaidh fell to one knee. Disregarding his own wounds, the healer ran to her, scooped her up, and took off into the air with the rest of the team raggedly following suit.

There was a massive concussion as air rushed back into the area, but even as he dropped the shields, Quill coughed out a mouthful of blood. Holding the shields through that explosion had pushed his Concept to the limit, and he once more cursed his lack of Intent. No matter what Intent he landed on, it would have made his Concept a little stronger and given him more willpower to throw around.

Torch gestured around with her spear as she messaged. “Well fuck me sideways. I didn’t think any Tier 19 could get that hot, but she managed it.” She sent along a short medical report as well, and it was worse than he had thought, though nothing was terribly serious. Some broken ribs, torn muscles, and cauterized cuts made up the worst of the injuries on her end, all things that could be healed in short order.

Quill agreed. “If she can get that hot, she can clearly go harder, hotter than she went at the start.”

Scoop grumbled and gestured with a hand that Quill noticed was missing two fingers. “She burned my cloud, and that will take days to reform. What a shithead! She started this fight after all, just die easily and not ruin my snack.”

Despite her seemingly flippant words, Quill could tell Scoop was just happy they were all alive.

With the air superheated and the ground glowing as the rock and stone that had been liquefied slowly cooled, he and Scoop were too uncomfortable with the heat and chose to leave the area. Torch, on the other hand, chose to walk through the flames, and Quill wasn’t sure it was just theatrics. They were all trying to find their Intents, and that moment of enlightenment might come from even a secondary element like fire was for Torch.

It still made a good image for Torch to walk through the wreckage the other fire mage made as if she was unharmed.

The cleared area was a dozen miles wide, but Quill's flying sword made quick work of that distance, and before they were able to leave, another report for help came to them.

This time, the Monster Collective was attacking their flank, and the secondary teams had been unable to defeat them, which meant it fell onto their shoulders.
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As the three of them flew to the next fight, Quill was about to say something but Torch beat him to it. “Can you believe that shit?”

Quill laughed as his wife had taken the words out of his mouth, even as Scoop hung her head and murmured, “Fucking battle maniacs.”

Poking his bond, Quill winked. “Come on. A Tier 19 who can hit that hard is a nice change of pace. It's a real challenge that isn't just someone being so much older and more advanced than us. This is a peer that damn near kicked our ass. We didn’t use everything we had, but Seasaidh MacMhunna proved why Inheritors are high level elites at their worst and Ascender level at their best. Did you guys catch the enchantment work on that armor? It was amazing! Five different runes layered on top of each other like that? It’s got to be either a Tier 40 working on it or some incredible Talent-Domain combo to create that effect. The mana should get twisted up with a single set of conduits, but they managed it somehow.”

“She's also strong in her own right. She was able to outmuscle me on the fire manipulation. I put up a good fight, but when she took control of the flames, she chose to switch to light mana. I couldn’t beat her outright. And look at the heat she can put out! That's a Tier 24 spearhead, and she melted it in a second.” Saying that, she pulled out the spearhead that was now blackened and bent. Letting his sword fly through autopilot, Quill took it in his hands as he sent his mana and crafting skills into the blade.

With a burst of mana, he separated it from the staff and replaced the blade. It not being a growth item in its totality led to moments like this. The spear’s shaft was a growth weapon, and was much harder to destroy than any normal item. The blade, on the other hand, had no such protections. Even Quill’s best enchantments were still limited by his Tier, and they couldn’t afford dozens of spares made by high Tier crafters.

But they were still able to carry a few spares with them, so it was a five-minute process to reaffix a new one, even mid-flight.

Scoop grumbled as Torch lamented that if she wasn’t a phoenix, she would have needed to activate anti-fire enchantments just to remain in the melee range of Seasaidh. “She destroyed my cloud, and you guys are praising her.” Even through her mask, she looked up to Quill and gave him puppy eyes.

Rolling his eyes, he slipped a finger in the collar of Scoop's chest plate and grabbed the necklace that held her growth item pendant. Feeding it mana, he accelerated the time it would take for the item to repair the crybaby’s cloud.

Beaming, Scoop immediately flipped her script. “She’s really hot, but if you give me a little time, I’m pretty sure I could freeze her. Or at least, once I get my Intent worked out. My goal is a cold that’s so cold, even a star is frozen! No chance that one dwarf with a sun on a stick will be able to beat me!”

Torch nodded again. “I think if I can fight her a bit more, I can make some progress on my Intent. She’s able to push me in all the right ways.”

Quill smiled as he had the same thought. Sparring and training with a true peer like Susanne or Seasaidh felt different and more productive for making his Intent than most of the meditating had. Pushing oneself, experiencing new things, and living truly was the best way to understand one's place and how they fit in with the greater Realm.

Letting his mask show a wicked grin, Quill gave a smile. “Imagine what the Monster Collective people can teach us. If Seasaidh and the three of us are here, they must have brought someone similar. They have a Tier 20 group, after all. Maybe we can draw them out as well.”

Even confined to a single continent and with a top of the line flying sword, it still took them around fifteen minutes to travel the four thousand mile distance to the area where Monster Collective people were pushing into their lands.

Unlike the Clan team, the Monster Collective team wasn’t headhunting anyone affiliated with the Empire, and so Quill, Torch, and Scoop didn’t go in to kill. Instead, they kept their blows away from the heads of the team of Monster Collective delvers during their initial charge.

A humanoid elk with sparking silver antlers was killing an oversized ant while his team was preoccupied with another dozen of them. His delving mates were a human— or at least someone who hadn’t taken any animal features in their human form— and a woman with gills and fish scales around her eyes that trailed down her neck to her collar bone like a tattoo.

Quill tossed out three mini-meteor talismans, allowing Torch to guide the small molten rocks into the ants.

That got the attention of the Monster Collective group, and they turned as they readied themselves for combat.

Quill happily angled his flying sword down at the team, as he had already tossed a talisman with a detection spell out, and was prepared in case the Monster Collective elites arrived like Seasaidh had.

The elk man stood forward and readied his longsword to land a blow at Torch's legs the moment she went in for a shield bash, but he might as well have been asking her to take him out. After all, Quill's blade of choice was the longsword, and they sparred together at least once a week.

Stutter-stepping, Torch messed up the man's timing, and even as he tried to do a quick backhand with his blade, she was already stepping on the flat of the blade and driving her shield into his chest.

Metal crunched as the elk man's chest caved in, but Torch didn’t follow through with her spear through his neck as she would if the team had murderous intentions.

Instead, Torch stood her ground as Quill and Scoop readied their own spells to follow up her attacks if the others retaliated. Something they weren’t dumb enough to do. Their attacking of Empire delvers seemed unnecessarily risky, especially as fresh Tier 22s, but Quill suspected that they were here on a scouting mission, even if they didn’t know it.

It was probably a test by the Monster Collective Tier 40 to see if the three of them were bloodthirsty and would kill a team so obviously weaker than themselves. At least, it made sense to Quill, who had learned just how little Tier 21s mattered to some high Tiers. They were very much still pawns in the games of the highest Tiers, just ones that happened to be slightly more useful.

Torch did the honors and said with a burst of theatrical flames on her shield, “Leave.”

Quill called out from the air, “And don’t come back!”

The duo instead readied their weapons and looked like they were going to attack. The fully human man was the one who spoke up through gritted teeth, “Not leave him!”

His Empire was decent at best, but it was more than enough for them to understand that they wouldn’t leave their comrade. Commendable, but not something they intended to prevent, so Torch jumped to the blade behind Scoop, and they quickly took off.

They were already in the border region, and there were a dozen calls for help that hadn’t been directed up to them yet, but they could still help now that they were out in the area.

The three of them were operating off a simple method of how they handled enemies. Teams who killed Empire delvers were given no quarter and killed out of hand, but thankfully, that was rare. None of their Great Powers were inherently hostile to each other, and no one wanted to be killed in retaliation.

Still, they were kept busy protecting their borders so the weaker delvers could clear monsters and gather resources. Resources that they would get to keep regardless of the outcome of the planet’s ownership, which ensured that everyone was enthusiastically collecting. They, as protectors, got a cut of the profits, and they wouldn’t be able to use most of what was found. Instead, they would be trading their shares for wealth that they would use to buy resources to help them complete their final push on The Path.

Two days after the Great Powers were let loose, and just seconds after they pushed back a Clan team into their territory, there was another call that made Quill sigh as he looked at the lacking report.

It only said that the Empire team was being attacked by a Monster Collective man, and gave not one other shred of information. It usually meant that the Empire delvers had started the fight, and were looking to get quick help through some selective omission in reports. Still, they were close, and Quill decided they should at least check it out and prevent any unnecessary deaths from either side, if possible.

When they arrived, he noticed there were a few bodies scattered around, the most notable being the body of a woman with bright green hair laying on the ground. There was a massive claw tear through her armor that exposed her chest and back. Not usually a lethal blow to an immortal, but if the woman didn’t know how to replace her biological functions with essence, the attack could have killed her. Poison was another option, but there was no discoloration or deterioration around the wound, which made that somewhat unlikely.

Quill also didn’t recognize the Empire team fighting off five beasts, which meant they were part of the group that hadn’t stayed behind to report their skills and abilities. The fact they were still calling in for help after publicly dismissing them made a vindictive part of Quill want to leave them behind, but he reigned that part of him in and instead inspected their opponents.

There were two rabbits with a winter storm wrapping around them as they moved, an ice raven, and finally, two seemingly ordinary elephants worked together like a well-oiled team, preventing the remaining three humans from leaving or doing much damage.

Clearly a beast team who wanted to savor their kills. Not the usual, but something they had seen before with some of the most arrogant teams from the Monster Collective.

There was something…odd with that in this case, but Quill couldn’t put his finger on it, even as he focused his spiritual sense in case this was an ambush of some kind.

Staying a little higher up than normal, he called out, “Why don't we settle this peacefully? I think we can manage that. You killed a few of us, we killed a few of you. With that in mind, I’ll be nice and assume you have good reasons for that and let it go.”

Even as he spoke, he was carefully inspecting the surrounding area for traps or anyone hidden, but he found nothing amiss. False alarms weren't a new thing, but they kept one alive, so he checked it with all the abilities he had.

As if to back up his feelings of unease, Torch and Scoop had the same premonition. They were ready to leave, but one of the human men slipped on a patch of ice as he landed from a bad jump, and one of the winter rabbits darted forward going in for the kill. With how the teams were set up, they had just enough time to intervene and save the man's life, but Quill’s instincts screamed at him. Something was wrong, and so he commanded his flying sword to rise higher in a bid to leave the area quickly.

Just as he felt the blade rising, he realized what was wrong.

The Monster Collective teams who were aggressive and played with their prey were usually carnivores. Not that herbivores or omnivores couldn’t play with their food, but through all the battles he had seen that in the last few days, there had been at least one carnivore in the team, usually instigating the hunt.

But here, there wasn’t one.

They got a dozen feet up when the sky went opaque as a formation over a dozen miles out activated and locked down the space they were in.

As they started to fall out of the sky, all the bodies that had been scattered around the edges of the fight started moving, and three of the downed humans pulled crossbows out from under their bodies and shot bolts at them. The bolts glittered with purple void mana and were screaming danger to his spiritual sense.

Torch was already moving to prevent their downward momentum so they didn’t fall into the void bolts, and from her spear came a blast of fire so strong, it sent them upward a little.

The moment the bolts passed under their feet, Torch turned the spear around and used the energy to send them to the ground faster so they might have some degree of cover.

The worst part was that Quill had arcane talismans to prevent void attacks, but most of them were in the spatial ring that had been locked down by the same spatial lock that prevented them from flying.

As they fell, he pulled out two of the three he kept on his talisman cloak for emergencies like this.

He hadn’t been able to buy an arcane mana source for his mana ring, and instead bought the completed talismans from an enchanter who had been selling them a few years ago. They were only Tier 20, but they should be more than enough to block a few void items. A proper void mage could have just torn through the enchantments, but void items were rare and expensive, so he doubted this assassin team had more than a few.

As the absurdity of that thought crossed his mind, Quill realized that any team here for them specifically— and three ice beasts indicated they were here to counter Torch— might have been given all the void items they could want or use.

Suddenly, the three arcane treasures didn’t seem all that much like the perfect counter they had at first.

Sending his conclusions to Scoop and Torch as he pressed the talismans on their backs and activated them, he took the moment necessary to ensure the film of arcane armor that appeared around them wasn’t faulty. He didn’t cast his, as he intended to use a far dumber method to deal with the void attacks.

He didn’t have a nigh invulnerable hand for nothing. He’d even done his best to integrate the treasure, coaxing it to weather ever-stronger attacks over the decades, and it had saved him before. It would save him again.

His conjecture about them having void items proved true, as many of the weapons the assassin team had been wielding turned purple, and the sense of danger spiked to another level.

Unable to withdraw any more talismans, Quill fell back on his old favorites. He ignited a false talisman and cranked his physical buffs to their normal levels. The level that let him fight Tier 24 monsters as a Tier 19.

Power flooded into him, and he started moving just as fast as the Tier 22s. He closed in with one of the elephants whose tusks had turned purple, but didn’t give off the feeling of void mana like the sword. Quill only had a moment to acknowledge the subterfuge before he dodged the swipe of its trunk and slipped under the beam of ice that tried to take off his head. One of the humans who had been feigning injury from the elephant’s attack wove through the beast's storming blows with the ease of long repetition, and drove his shortsword at Quill’s leg.

It was a smart play, all things considered. With the space-locking formation preventing flying devices, and the planet being so high Tier that a Concept just didn’t have enough purchase on reality to allow flight, limiting mobility was a death blow. And legs were hard to defend at the best of times.

The man probably expected Quill to dodge or retreat; the elephant certainly did, as it stomped down to prevent exactly that move, but he darted forward and grabbed the blade with his left hand.

The void mana instantly disintegrated his gauntlet, but the void mana only felt cold to his hand as it destroyed the very heat in the surroundings.

A Tier 21 void weapon was just inside the ability for his hand’s enhancement to survive.

The look of shock on the man's face would have been amusing in any other circumstances, but Quill didn’t have the time to savor it. Instead, he yanked the blade forward and into the elephant's exposed belly.

He had armor, but the void weapon cut through it like a hot knife through butter. His intestines spilled out as the Monster Collective delver started to scream in pain.

Dipping his other hand into the open wound, Quill ended the elephant's pain by sending a short burst of [Cracked Mana Spear] to its brain from the inside, bypassing most of its defenses. Plenty of people, and especially beasts, liked to concentrate their durability on their exterior, enhancing tough hides all the more. It had its advantages, but its drawbacks could be lethal. Then again, even if they hadn’t done so, it was unlikely they’d survive an attack directly to the brain.

The human didn’t fare any better, and as Quill shoved the blade back into his body, his armor failed just like the elephant’s had. But the blade bent too much with the opposing forces and snapped. Cursing the reduced durability of void weapons, Quill turned his attention to the second elephant who was about to crush him. The blow wouldn’t kill him, but it would force him to cut or dig his way out, and that would take an unacceptably long time.

Flaring his boosts until his bones creaked, Quill darted out of the way and right into another crossbow bolt. Snatching it out of the air tore something in Quill's rotator cuff, but he pushed through the pain, just barely noticing that the bolt was glowing green in time.

Decay mana tried to eat at his hand, but it was even less effective than the void mana had been. Quill had no problems crushing the bolt in his hand as he rushed down one of the archers.

Sadly, his assailants weren’t brain-dead, and one of the other archers shot him with another void bolt while he was distracted.

This one was targeted to hit him dead in the back, but Quill simply flared his boosts further and snatched the bolt out of the air, despite feeling something in his back tearing.

Growling, he launched himself forward and put his fist through the closest archer's back, returning the void arrow that was gifted to him in the process.

When the arrow’s void enchantment activated, it exploded and evaporated the Monster Collective archer’s entire torso.

Turning, Quill dodged another bolt and took a brief moment to check in with Torch and Scoop.

Scoop was occupying the ice beasts and two ice mages, and the way they were bleeding and trying to get out of the small blizzard she had summoned told him she was doing fine. She had scorch marks where it looked like a fire mage had hit her, but there was no obvious void damage to the arcane talisman, and most of the others were occupied with Torch, who was bloodied but carving a path through the attackers.

Despite that, she was losing ground. Most of the blood was hers, and Quill darted in to assist her, even as he cast [Hail] to add some chaos to Scoop’s fight and give her more ice to work with. Just as he had hoped, the ice mages reoriented to start attacking him while stalling Scoop, and he soon had a veritable hail of projectiles heading for him. Pulling out three talismans from his sleeves, he activated them and threw them to the ground in front of him where they started pulling everything toward them with a strong gravity field. Anchoring himself in place with [Earth Manipulation] to resist the pull, he watched as a majority of the projectiles were drawn into the talisman array, exploding uselessly on the ground, not even shrapnel making it out.

The few attacks that made it through were easily dealt with. A cutting ray of ice did little against his invulnerable hand, a summoned falcon of animate frost tried to harry him before he managed to grab its wings and rip them from its body, and he unclipped his staff from his back to shroud it in flames and smash through a bolt of ice the size of his leg.

Twirling his staff above his head, he activated the enchantment in it to start a gout of flames coming from both ends, the staff burning through the few mana stones embedded in it to create a ring of fire so thick it was opaque. It was stressing his control to manage it, but he held the fire for the duration of the gravity talismans, and as soon as they ran out of fuel, he shot a stream of fire at the ice mages. Partway to them he faltered for a heartbeat and the stream lost a bit of cohesion, vaporizing a swathe of the ice, but he redoubled his efforts and kept hold of the fire long enough to make his impact.

The ice mages were well prepared for fire magic, naturally. Two of them shot rings of frost that intercepted his stream and started slowing and chilling it, and a foot thick barrier of ice mana appeared in an instant to block his attack. It bored halfway through before losing steam and dissipating, harming no one, but that wasn’t the point of his attack.

For a moment, the heat was off Scoop, and she had her counterattack ready.

The assassins couldn’t have realized the irony of sending rabbits to fight a fox, but Scoop capitalized on the distraction to create snapping jaws of frost from the ground, tearing into the mage with the rabbit bloodline. A second fell to the summoned mass of wind ribbons, first becoming entirely encased before Scoop pulsed her concept and the man’s bones were crushed under the pressure. Knowing Scoop could handle the rest of the fight, Quill threw himself into the melee that Torch was fighting through.

Landing on the one man with a void sword, Quill grabbed the weapon and pulled. The man, not wanting to let go, screamed as the void blade ate through his own face until the weapon snapped, just like the previous one. Jumping forward, Quill was unable to dodge a crossbow bolt that took him to the side.

It was poisoned, but [Lesser Regeneration] was effective against the poison, and while he felt it decay his flesh, the spread was slow enough to be manageable. Continuing with his jump, Quill grabbed one of the final void weapons that had cut large chunks out of Torch's shield after taking the wielder’s life with a heavily modded and point-blank [Bolt], which tore through her head like putty.

Flipping the void short sword into his right hand, Quill blocked the blade that was thrust at his back with the flat of his newly procured blade, and smiled through his mask as it cut through the metal all too easily. Spinning, he stuck out his left arm and cast [Lightning Torrent]. It was the stronger, lightning version of [Flamethrower], and one of the more expensive Tier 20 skills, but it had proven a worthy purchase.

Forks of lightning arced from his left hand to two of the enemies, who started screaming as the spell crashed into them, and through their magical shields in just moments. As a Tier 21, he had 2,621,440 MPS at his fingertips, and he could send nearly a third of that into [Lightning Torrent]. His main limiter on using it was his control, more than anything else. Especially after doubling his mana, he was having problems safely directing as much lightning as he could make, but its short range made it a great complement to his long and medium-range arsenal composed of [Arcane Powershot] and [Cracked Mana Spear] respectively.

The assassins fell in seconds, and that bought Torch the freedom she needed to unleash her own assault, even as Quill used the void blade to devastating effect.

Lunging forward, Torch drove what remained of her spearhead through one man's chest. To everyone but Quill's surprise, the man exploded like a balloon. Torch added some flames, but Quill smiled as everyone dodged the wrong part of the attack.

The blood would slowly congeal and harden. [Congeal] was a healing spell usually used by blood healers to make someone's blood harden, but Torch had repurposed that idea and had pushed the skill a step further. It now would harden on any targets that weren’t Torch, and the Blood Iron within would make the normally non-combat spell a seriously debilitating debuff.

Best of all, it was a known niche tactic used by melee fighters who used Blood Iron, so they hoped it would bring no negative attention to Torch for using a blood skill.

With a burst of speed that he knew was only possible with her potions, Quill decided to assist her and added his own boosting Concept to the mix. After days of running around putting out fires, he was running low on willpower, but Torch’s burst of power was more than worth it.

His own prowess with melee weapons paired with the destructive properties of the void mana helped take out three more attackers in moments. He took a deep cut in his thigh that was ultimately his own fault, as he hadn’t expected the man to keep thrusting his halberd after Quill cut the head of the weapon off.

That put Quill in an awkward position, and he took a [Mana Bolt] to the face that he was only able to partially block with his hand. It had scorched his face, and he could feel the damage with how his mouth wouldn’t open properly. Growling, he changed the target of his [Lightning Torrent] to take out the halberd man while he threw the void weapon into the chest of the mage who hit his face.

Both of them died, but he decided now was about the time for his fake buffing talisman to wear off, so he reclaimed his role as a mage.

[Arcane Powershot] took less than a second to charge to the point where he could no longer keep it stable, and the bolt of mana it shot out was the size of a ballista bolt. The hole it made in one of the assassins fighting Torch was larger, and the hole it punched into the ground was larger still.

Quill used a touch of [Earth Manipulation] to keep the ground near Torch stable, but when the projectile exploded and rocked the ground like a localized earthquake, he took the opportunity to grab the assassin's feet. They almost immediately broke his control over the ground with counter spells, but that was all the advantage Torch needed, as they were dead in moments. Ripped apart, her spear and shield were discarded in order to avoid damaging them further. Together, they turned to see Scoop standing in a barren landscape of ice and snow.

The other ice mages were just statues of ice and frost, but Scoop didn’t seem to be done, as she had been spreading her ice to envelop the remaining assassins who had been assisting the mages. Still, Scoop was in bad shape, blood dripping from the dozen wounds she had taken while killing the opposing ice mages.

The thought that they might have fought this fight without Scoop was a daunting one. Torch and he would have had to expose far too much of their real abilities, probably all of their skills, if they had needed to fight a dozen ice mages on their own. They were already all too close to revealing their true identities, and worse than the publicity and assassination attempts that would bring, it would be a loss for them personally. He didn’t even want to think about what Luna might do if they failed in that mission.

Before he could do more than start casting healing spells, the opaque barrier that was locking down space vanished, and a familiar dragon rose out of the ground like it was water. The dirt falling off Lila seemed to turn to sand in midair.

Her draconic face was distorted by a wide smile as Lila wiggled out the rest of the way. Stretching her neck, she observed the fight and laughed.

“How was it? Your first real attempt on your life? Exhilarating, isn't it? I still remember my first serious assassination; they took off one of my wings and tail. I took their lives, so really, it was a fair trade. Taught me to keep on my toes.”

The sand-colored dragon turned to Quill as she snorted, “And taught me to trust my instincts when something is wrong. Did you even notice that the bodies all had a hidden hand?” Tsking, the older Ascender slipped into a lecture that could have been given by Luna herself, and he was forced to remember that she had been through the same training.

Ultimately, the lecture didn’t last long, as Lila laughed as she nosed through the loot. “You kids made out well on this one. Your hoard grows! Two of the void arrows survived, and they sell for a polished mana stone. The swords would have sold for a medium fortune, but someone wanted to show off his special hand.”

Quill, in the meantime, healed his team the best he could before Torch took over after getting acknowledgment from Luna and Lila that they were obstructing the area, so no one could see her using blood healing. There was no reason to work so hard on keeping their identities secure during the fight to give up the gambit to the other Great Powers while recovering.

Lila did answer one question Quill had as she went through the loot like it was her own. “These assassins were good. They came in late, so we knew what they were doing, but I and the other Tier 40s were bored and wanted to see how you guys did. Won me a nice bit of loot with the bet. Aplald bet a set of his claws that you two would need rescuing, so guess who will have a new necklace?”

Lila poked the giant gem in her chest. “Me, that's who.”

She turned her massive head down at the three of them, who were still covered in blood. “Drinks are on me!”

Opening his mouth, Quill was going to say they needed to get back to the patrol, but he realized he really could use a stiff drink. After confirming with the other two, he nodded his agreement.

Lila loved to boast, so he wondered what she would think about some of the whisky he had bought at the Capital.

But first thing first, he needed to sit down. He had ruptured two discs in his back and needed to relieve that pressure while his body healed.
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Quill would have been happy recuperating with Lila for a few days; the older Ascender was endlessly entertaining, but that just wasn’t possible. There were too many calls for help for them to ignore, and they had a job to do. So, with most of their wounds healed, they headed out under the grin of the dragon who hadn’t bothered to transform into her human form. He was pretty sure that was a test in and of itself, one he thought they passed, but just getting some healing cooldown wasn’t a reason not to slack off. No matter how much they wanted it to be.

Thankfully, they had another two days until the end of the first week, when the clearing of the monsters would end. He was also grateful that the other Great Powers had mostly stopped their incursions into Empire territory.

Quill had no doubt that their Tier 40s had gotten a good eyeful during the fight and sent the order down not to push their side anymore.

Quill clenched his fist at that realization as he had a few of his own⁠—

Lila might have been smiling at them for returning to the field when it wasn’t really needed, being rather proud that they hadn’t slacked off. The dragon took enjoyment in the oddest things, so it could be any number of motives that he hadn’t thought of.

Most importantly, he realized that if his conjecture of the other Great Powers reining their people in after seeing their power was true, they had just performed their first act of deterrence.

That was monumental.

Sharing his speculations with the others earned a thoughtful look from Torch, but Scoop started dancing a little in excitement of all their hard work coming to fruition.

She even had some insight into her Intent after the fight, and she spent some time refining her Anchor, attempting to integrate it with her bloodline.

Quill was genuinely happy for her, but distracted in his own right.

His own Intent was incredibly content with his role in the past few weeks, and he felt that he finally had a good foundation for it all. He wanted, needed really, to be at the center of things. He wasn’t going to be a passive observer in his own life, he would be the agent of change which other people needed to adapt for. Be it on the battlefield as a tank, in the backlines providing mana, as an Ascender turning the tide of war, or as a commander leading troops… He was the master of his own destiny, and he would accept nothing less.

He was Peerless, Dauntless, Unstoppable, Immovable, Stubborn, Independent, Unchained… He made strides on his Phrase, but he still didn’t have an actually good phrase to use. He couldn’t figure out what word fit best, but Luna assured him that it would come in time.

The next two days for them were more of the same, but like he had realized before, the other Great Powers were no longer pushing them, leaving them little to do.

Quill took the opportunity to fly high into the sky and just watch the stars.

It started as a way for him to get into a meditative place, but instead of doing anything productive, he just laid on his sword and watched the stars twinkle, galaxies swirl, nebulae drift, and a thousand other celestial phenomena move through their normal cycles. No one was sure if this world was in its own universe, or somewhere in an already settled universe, and Quill didn’t really care. The sky was beautiful, regardless of anything else.

He found it easy to insert his white holes into the cosmic tapestry and wondered what kinds of life would flourish near so much energy. Possibly none, which was an interesting thought. A real white hole, if it truly was the opposite of a black hole, would spew out so much cosmic radiation that nothing would be able to survive the earliest stages of life. But his own white hole expelled mana, which was harmless to life. It was, after all, created by all life, even if only in the smallest quantities before one awakened.

His white hole could very well support life, which was an interesting thought. How would a civilization that had access to the limitless energy function? What would their society look like? Would they be wasteful thanks to the excess, or would they evolve beyond that and instead use the energy for the good of those around them? He had pictures of benevolent aliens spread out through the universe and spreading their technology to other races who were behind the technological curve. Before too long, even that image faded into nothingness, and he just enjoyed the view.

He was thinking about how the skies would look in a few million years and how suns without essence would slowly die when he got a ping on his command channel.

It was time to return.

The tournament part of this little excursion was about to start.

Dropping back into the planet’s atmosphere, Quill flared the mana he was sending to the flying sword, increasing his speed as he arrived at the designated location.

The Tier 40s had chosen the location roughly in the middle of their bases, but Quill had to admit it was a good location in and of itself. Just a few miles from a newer-looking mountain range, its edges not worn smooth from weather and erosion, there was a large lake surrounded by trees. Farther out was a large grassland that stretched out for as far as anyone could see. It was a pretty area that was sure to be pulverized into an unrecognizable mess before the planet's fate was decided.

Flying down, he found Lila standing on the ground, her wings fully extended and lightly moving back and forth. Her scales were glimmering with water, which told him she had decided to take a dip in the lake and wondered if she found anything interesting down there. While she might have just wanted a bath, Quill suspected she found and grabbed something the others had missed.

The flat looks of the other Tier 40s only reinforced that idea, and he had to wonder if Lila had gotten a double or triple dose of the dragon's tendency to hoard things.

Her draconic grin told him she both knew what he was thinking and found it funny.

Landing next to her, he nodded to Torch and Scoop, who had arrived with Lila. Others were flowing in, but it seemed the Tier 40s didn’t care enough to bring most of their people, letting them trickle in from the rest of the continent. They, like Lila, didn’t seem to care enough to bring anyone but the elites of their factions though.

Seasaidh and her team stood behind the dwarven Tier 40, and Quill nodded to them in recognition, seeing Seasaidh was staring at him. Her gaze didn’t seem hostile, and he wondered where the fire he had seen in her had gone. Gazing into her eyes, he realized her fire hadn’t been snuffed out, it was simply banked, waiting for the proper opportunity to show its heat to the world.

Letting his mask grin, Quill sauntered out into the center area that everyone had been avoiding.

Torch and Scoop quickly caught up with him, but Quill was already looking at the Monster Collective’s area and looked at their elites.

While they hadn’t met up during the border skirmishes, Quill had read through the reports of them.

Apparently, the Monster Collective had not one but two chimeras in the right Tier range, same test batch if the rumors were true. Liz had gotten obsessed with the idea of forcibly merging bloodlines some time ago, and he’d gotten a crash course in the program’s history as she speculated how it worked. It was a genuinely awful history, and had been publicized in the wake of the Monster Collective’s war for independence as a prime example of the awful things the Federation had been doing to beasts.

That just made it all the more surprising when the Monster Collective revived the program with Kar’Tan, the first chimera, at its head. But it was undeniably an effective way to get powerful and unusual bloodlines, and far faster than attempting to naturally develop hybrid bloodlines.

It was rare, but when two beasts of different breeds had children, there was a fraction of a percentage that instead of the child having just one bloodline, the child got a mix of both bloodlines. Dragon turtles were one of the most famous and successful who had created their own self-sustaining bloodline. Most hybrids never established a proper population before their bloodlines faded, which meant they needed to recreate the original breeding to have another specimen.

Girang and Soddus were Tier 20 elites, well-established at their Tier and a fairly notorious duo known for being basically unstoppable and had been sitting at Tier 20 for well over a thousand years.

Girang was some mix of bear and tiger, and from the records Matt had seen, he was absolutely ferocious in battle. Any wounds he took scabbed over into metal plates adapted to defend against whatever had injured him, and he was capable of vanishing into almost thin air despite his bulk though he rarely used that last power for some reason.

He spent most of his time appearing like a normal brown bear not too much taller than Matt and he was in that form currently. He had fairly dark brown fur, and wore a fairly jovial expression as he waved to them with a nimble paw, then meandered over to greet them.

Soddus strode beside him, a white-skinned man with a literal mane of red hair and cloaked in the wings he kept even in human form. Like most unicorns, it was actively difficult to hate him, their bloodline’s resistance to poison and curses somehow including targeted anger in its effects. His other half was phoenix, and was touted as one of the greatest successes of the Chimera program thanks to his ability to apply his phoenix rebirth to other people, returning the actively-dying to the pinnacle of health. It had to have some limits, but nobody was quite certain what they were, and despite the Empire's best information gathering efforts, the limit was still hazy. With his presence, a squad of soldiers were transformed into a nigh-unkillable death machine, but when paired with Girang… Quill didn’t know how to counter that.

He was like a small scale Melinda and Quill knew just how hard it could be to fight any team with her.

Taking out Soddus first would be an absolute necessity, but that was hardly an easy task unto itself. Empire intel thought it likely that the chimera could only revive people once, which likely indicated that was how many times he could revive himself, but the man was practically immortal, with an upgraded [Regeneration] and more ensuring that he wasn’t even limited by normal healing limits. It was possible that the healer’s revives only worked on other people and not himself, as nobody had ever seen the phoenix reviving himself, but that was far from certain.

Even though the duo were at a cultivation disadvantage at peak Tier 20, setting aside the fact there were two of them, Quill didn’t like their odds, especially not after their fight with Seasaidh.

But at the same time, that just made their inevitable clash all the more exciting.

A peer who would threaten them in their masked forms and possibly their real identities.

How wondrous.

Slowing his pace down a little, Quill ensured all three sides arrived at the center together.

Letting his mask grin at Seasaidh, he said, “Well, fancy seeing you up and about. Last time I saw you, you were looking a little extinguished.”

Seasaidh snorted and spoke in the Clans language, but followed Quill's lead of sending a translation to his [AI]; it was just polite after all.

“That was a dirty trick to try and sneak in. You three went for the kill even when I didn’t. Something I noticed you didn’t do against the Monster Collective. Do you have some grudge against the Clans?”

Quill was internally surprised that Seasaidh admitted that outright, but didn’t let it show. “Well, the team before you, the one we assumed you had sent, was killing. Set the tone and all that.”

Before Seasaidh could respond, Soddus interjected as he sauntered over to Torch. “It’s so nice to meet a fellow phoenix! I greet you, mistress of the flames, it is truly a pleasure.”

The chimera bowed, spreading his hands and wings in what Quill recognized as an exuberant Collective greeting, and Matt raised an eyebrow. There was nothing indicating Torch was a phoenix, not even through innate bloodline sensing. That had been a very deliberate part of their masks, as confirming Torch was a phoenix was practically admitting that she was Liz, and as a result his partner had specifically avoided incorporating the normal tells phoenixes tended to include in their fire magic.

The healer was fishing for a reaction, or just taking a random guess as there was no way he pierced her mask, but Quill didn’t know which.

Or maybe just hoping? Given how Girang was blankly staring off into the distance, it could have just been a common refrain.

Torch, of course, didn’t return the same greeting, instead providing a small nod without a word.

Instead of taking the rejection harshly, Soddus chuckled as he stood back up. “Well, it seems rumors are true, and you don't talk much.” He paused for a moment as if giving Torch an opportunity to interject, but continued on when it was clear she wouldn't. “Still, most wonderful to meet a cousin. Not many of us left in my neck of the woods after the Feddies ground us up for healing potions, after all.

“But enough about that! That was quite the show there, fending off those assassins. You three did good! I’d have almost fallen for it myself if not for Girang here spotting it,” he patted the bear with a wing.

Girang spoke up, his voice growly but still fully understandable, “Interesting hand you’ve got there. Iron fist? Spiritual Gauntlet? Stygian Gossamer?”

Considering it had been a public purchase, Quill didn’t bother hiding the truth, looking at the back of his hand as he flexed it. “The latter. Fantastic item, it’s been handy many times. Any experience with something similar?”

Girang returned a toothy smile, each fang the size of a finger. “You’ll just have to find out in our fight.”

There was a lack of hostility in the comment, so Quill just laughed back. “What a speedy proposition. But first, we need to fight our way through the rest of the fodder before we encounter each other. Who knows, there might be a full team with Intents hidden among the people here.”

Instead of agreement like he suspected to receive, Seasaidh simply looked at the other two like he had missed something obvious.

Thankfully, the dwarf was feeling in a sharing mood and explained, “We might encounter them depending on the setup of this battle, but do they really matter?”

Quill let his mask form raise an eyebrow, to which she elaborated, “Even a team who formed their Intent at Tier 22 means little to the Great Powers. Us, on the other hand, elites in our own rights who can fight up several Tiers, are the real competition.” Nodding at the three of them, she gestured to Lila behind them where the others from the Empire gathered. “From what Viralira said, the Empire was going to back out if the three of you hadn’t just reached Tier 21 in time. Elites are the only thing that matters in the grand scheme of things. The rest are just spell fodder. Who takes this planet will end up being determined out of our three groups.”

Quill wanted to disagree, but knew there was a kernel of truth in the statement. As was evident by the ongoing war, just having more general troops wasn’t enough to deter another Great Power from attacking. More Ascenders might not be the solution, but it was an answer. With another set or two of Ascenders, no one would dare confront the Empire.

Nodding, Quill didn’t agree with Seasaidh. “Thank you for the lesson.”

A shadow passed over them, and Quill felt Lila materialize behind them, along with the other two Tier 40s standing behind their representatives.

Lila was the one who spoke up, though. “She’s not wrong, but she's also not entirely correct. Elites and Ascenders, in their many flavors, can’t do everything themselves. There is information to be gathered by testing each other's average people. Tests of morale.”

The dwarf Tier 40 added. “Mettle.”

The Tier 40 bear finished up. “Courage.”

Lila nodded as she kept speaking. “So while you are correct little dwarf, don't overlook those you believe who are weaker than you. It's a good way to die.”

Seasaidh opened her mouth to rebut Lila, but her Tier 40 put a hand on the Tier 19's shoulder. “Do you really think you can fight through all the contestants here? All of them? All at once? Thousands of Tier 22s?”

Seasaidh grit her teeth and tried to defend her position. “I could if I burn hot enough. Giving up before the fight even starts isn't an answer either.”

Lila laughed as she turned away and talked over her shoulder. “Let's go with a war configuration. Our kids will act as generals and elites. Let the girl put her mace where her mouth is.”

Quill expected that to be the end of the conversation, but the other two overseers snorted in unison and glared at him.

Aplald, the Monster Collective Tier 40, spoke first. “Not a chance we let our people fight en masse. We all saw what the kid could pull out of his ass with talismans in the fight with the Morning Star. We aren’t going to allow all of our people to get fried before they can get close. No, I propose single combat to death or surrender.”

Viralira shook her head as well. “No, let us have teams fight. No more than seven, but no outside interference.”

Lila froze as the other two rebutted her suggestion and turned back around her draconic footsteps, causing the ground to shake. “I say we fight like it's real. Siege down forts and let the kids use tactics like a real fight. Show leadership and command over disparate peoples.”

Viralira rebutted Lila, but spoke so fast Quill couldn’t hear more than a mosquito's squeak.

He watched on as the three argued, but they only seemed to settle into their argument, with Lila and Aplald both sitting down while Viralira used her hammer like a cane and pointer.

Seeing this was going to last a while, Quill pulled out a chair and sat before pulling out a beer. Lila had told the three of them they should try and create good relations if possible, and few people would pass up the opportunity for free beer and gossip.

Soddus immediately walked over, even as Torch and Scoop were sitting down, so Quill tossed him a beer as well.

That seemed to signal something to Girang, who joined them, his massive paws making easy work with the twist top by virtue of slicing right through the glass.

Seasaidh hesitated, but eventually flopped down next to Scoop, closing the circle.

Sipping the beer as if he might have tampered with it, she gave a pleasantly surprised expression as she took a deeper swig. “This is surprisingly good. I didn’t know the Empire had anything to drink but wine.”

Quill shrugged. “Next round is on you, though. I will have to say that our wine is good. There’s a reason it's exported in such high volumes.”

Girang chuffed. “Ha, if you think this is good, you need to try a proper beast’s beer.” Next to his paw, an oversized case of beer appeared. “Root Beer is the best off-the-shelf stuff you can get your claws on.”

Soddus snorted. “I prefer the lighter drinks. That shit is so dark, it might as well be used as a stain for woodworking.” He pointed the bottle Quill had given him at the trio of Tier 40s. “How long do you think they will argue?”

Torch snorted but Scoop answered, “Probably when the last person arrives. Then, they will be forced to come to a decision. I bet Lila will win out.”

Torch nodded. “Strong.”

Quill kicked his feet up on a bit of stone he grew out of the ground. “Damn right, she is. And a full-on war will be fun. I definitely don't have anything prepared for that.”

Contrary to what the others might have thought, he wasn’t lying. He really didn’t have any purpose-built anti-army talisman arrays. He had things that would do in a pinch, but nothing built around the idea of taking out armies.

Girang and Seasaidh both snorted before looking at each other and laughing.

In the end, Scoop’s suggestion about a resolution coming with the last arrival proved correct. But contrary to what she expected, the Clans ended up getting their way with team-based fighting, though not in the method they wanted.

Instead of brackets, Lila had fought for and gotten the general fights to act more like king of the hill.

Anyone could enter the metaphorical ring; everywhere on the continent was the ring, and anyone could challenge them. When no one was willing to challenge the final person in the ring, their side would be deemed to be the winner, and their side would be given the first chance to send in another team.

Quill was sure it would end up between the three of them and any teams who had Intents, but thankfully, they got to watch the fights until the end, and he abused his [AI] and mana generation to track everyone and the spells they used, creating models to train against.

The Empire did well. Surprisingly well, if he said so himself.

At first, the fights were only the weakest of Tier 22 cultivators, who were robotic and stiff in their moments, clearly only used to fighting monsters in rifts with no issues. Some even openly relied on their [AI] predictions, which turned the fights deadly, as they didn’t always realize how dangerous of a position they were in and died before they could surrender.

Surrender that wasn’t being enforced by the Tier 40s.

In one of the first matches, Aplald watched as the final member of a wolf squad was torn to pieces by a team of human Clan members. The humans had stated some grudge with the wolves, but no one had expected them to so ruthlessly kill or that they wouldn’t be stopped.

Despite the Tier 40s saying they wouldn't interfere, and to only step up if one was confident, it was only after someone died that people really cut loose.

It was there that Quill understood what Lila had said about morale and the lower-Tier cultivators having their own place. Many times Quill was sure someone was going to lose when they pulled out some new skill, Talent, Domain, or item out of their ass to win the fight. And with the rewards the Tier 40s were giving to those who kept the spot and forced a reset, everyone was willing to throw themselves into the fray.

When most everyone had fought, and there was a peak Tier 22 Monster Collective team standing firm after defending their position, the first person with an Intent came out.

A Clan human came out to match the lone human from the Monster Collective, and Quill raised his eyes as he pondered the oddity before him. Two Great Powers with Dwarves, Beasts, and those with bloodlines as the ruling class having a majority population made up of humans was…strange. The humans seemed like full members of society, and while that was true in the Monster Collective, who specifically made and enforced laws so that there was no difference between the two, the Clans were different. Human clans were unable to join the ruling clans until there was an opening.

He thought that might breed distrust, but the humans they had brought weren’t treated badly or discriminated against in any way; they were celebrated when they did well and commiserated with when they failed. Still, Quill couldn’t help but wonder whether that was simply the nature of who they had chosen to bring along, or some lingering effect Hastor had left within his nation. The Sword Saint wasn’t the first human Tier 50, but there hadn’t been that many either.

The Clan representative snorted as he took his place. “Hiding your Intent to beat the others isn’t honorable or something to be proud of. If you hadn’t tried something so sneaky, I would have let you claim the position before taking the stage myself, but I can't stand to see your smug face standing here anymore.”

The fact they were both humans didn’t make the fight between the two any less fierce.

The two sides clashed and even burned down a large portion of the grasslands, but in the end, the Clan human won. Still, he was in turn taken down by an Empire team whose melee fighter had an Intent of his own. They didn’t last long though, with a team of three dwarves defeating them despite the fact none of them had a full Intent of their own, only pieces of one. But that had been enough for them to resist the fighter’s Domain and keep him from controlling the entire arena.

The battle was still quite intense, with the trio slowly taking out the fighter’s team one by one, and only ganging up on the axe-wielder once all of his support was gone.

They did allow him to leave when it was clear he had lost, which earned them a nod from the other team. It even allowed them to keep their lives when the next fight resulted in their getting smacked down by a team of five from the Clans, all of them with at least partial Intents and one with a full, combat-oriented one.

Lila mock whispered so that everyone could hear that it was impressive their Grand Praetorians were given leave to attend this little event in civilian clothes.

The Clans didn’t seem bothered by it, and Viralira spoke just as loud, “High command didn’t approve of us sending active-duty troops for this mission, but they had enough leave saved up so they could take the trip. If anyone wants to question that fact, they are welcome to.”

The way she gestured indicated that any questions would be answered by her hammer, so Quill wasn’t surprised when no one did. It might even be the truth. The Clans hadn’t hidden the fact they had brought along an army unit; its soldiers had been average at best, with no one exceptional, so there didn’t really seem to be a reason to think they were hiding anything.

In the end, it came down to a Monster Collective team facing an unusually human-heavy Clan team. It consisted of a human man armed with a black sword and four women supporting him which made them an odd sight. A dwarf archer, a lioness-blooded human brawler, a violet-haired human healer, and a rather disturbingly young-looking human blaster made for an odd group. He knew that being short was fashionable in the Clans, but Quill still found it quite disturbing that anyone would choose to utilize their bodily control to look specifically like a twelve year old. Questionable personal choices aside, the team was undeniably effective, having put up quite a good show against their more monstrous opponents.

As it seemed the Monster Collective would stand victorious, Quill, Scoop, and Torch met the gazes of Seasaidh and her team and Girang and Soddus. The three of them sized each other up to see who would take down the final remaining team of Tier 22s.

They were good, but Quill was fairly confident that he and Torch could take them out alone, so the addition of Scoop made him sure of victory. That, and the fact the team had just barely won their last fight, accruing many injuries along the way.

Seasaidh and her team flew down and together made quick work of the other team. They put up a good effort, but the fresh Tier 19s, relying on their incredibly strong gear and Seasaidh as the core of the team, crushed them in minutes.

Quill was getting ready to go down for a round two with Seasaidh, but before he and his team could move, Girang jumped down from where he floated by Aplald and Soddus, who stood there as if he didn’t intend to join the fight at all.

Girang crashed into the ground, sending up a plume of dust as he changed from his bear form into his malleable form. Unlike most beasts, he’d dedicated it not for daily life, where prehensile and dexterous hands were quite advantageous, but for the simple task of combat.

Both of his bloodlines were clearly on display, but twisted and mutated into something that just barely couldn’t be called an abomination. His well-kept fur had lightened and become coarser, almost metallic, ropey strands standing in sharp contrast to the pure black tiger stripes gilding his body. Along his spine, dark, brassy metal spurs burst forth from beneath his hide, and even the lengthy tiger tail he wore ended with a blade not dissimilar to that of a glaive, swishing back and forth menacingly. Wickedly curved claws bit into the ground, each the size of a chef’s knife and just as sharp, if not sharper, than anything Quill had in his kitchen. His mouth was literally full of knife-like teeth, looking more like what might be seen on a shark than on a bear or tiger, and it opened far wider than it normally should.

Girang pushed himself up onto all fours, rising to a full fifteen feet tall at his shoulder, then onto his hind legs and roared.

A ping hit Quill’s AI, notifying him that surrendering while fighting Girang would, per the chimera’s request, result in an immediate evacuation from a Tier 40. There was also a small list of healers who had offered their services for his victims, and Quill noticed with a start that Soddus was included.

The Clan team looked at Girang with no fear in their eyes, even as they readied their weapons forming up around Seasaidh.

Quill didn’t know how this fight would end up, but he did know that it would be an epic battle, and he intended to watch every moment. Both so he could be better prepared to beat the winner, and also in case he could glean something for his Intent out of the fight.

Girang started the fight, rushing them with a quick cast of [Flash Step] and with his paws and maw glowing with mana. His left paw swiped out and sent seven arcs of mana from a skill reminiscent of [Mana Slash], and his right paw landed on the team's defensive fighter’s manifestation shield.

The shield manifestation shattered into motes of light under the blow, and while the arm it was attached to fell to the ground in five pieces, the rest of the man was sent flying backward. That allowed him to survive the stomp that Girang followed up with, as the ground around him shattered into shards of stone that exploded outward, but cost the bear part of his paw as the shield vibrated before exploding right underneath him.

Seasaidh rushed in and hit the bear with a massive blow that reset the flow of combat and gave her healer the time to heal the shield bearer’s missing limb before both of them rejoined the fight.

It took a few minutes, an eternity at the speeds they were fighting, but eventually, the team’s axe fighter made a positioning mistake getting too far away from the shield bearer. Girang had slammed the ground again and kicked a boulder right at her head, and she vanished right before a chunk of stone would have decapitated her. The rest of the team wasn’t so lucky, as they were rushed down by an angry Girang who bit through the axe fighter’s armor and tore her in half when he shook his head back and forth like a dog who had caught a rabbit.

A barely-audible surrender saved her life, but not before her body was torn to pieces and most of the shreds exploded. She vanished, and Matt noticed that the body, barely recognizable as human, was already off to the side being tended to by Soddus and a Clans healer Matt didn’t know.

The healer fared little better, a contemptuous swipe of Girang’s elongated tail cutting through the [Fire Bolt] she had fired, then the shield, and the woman herself.

Her head and left shoulder quickly found themselves under Soddus’ care.

That left Seasaidh to stand alone against the peak Tier 20 but despite her best efforts ten minutes later she too was pulled out of the battlefield.

When Girang saw there was no one else to fight, he stood on his hind legs and roared out a challenge, looking right toward them.

A challenge Quill, Torch, and Scoop were happy to meet.
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Quill looked out at Girang and let his mask smile back at the massive bear, even as mana stone dust fell around him from his rapid recharging of his mana pool. Off to the side, Soddus handed off the fighters he had been tending to and dove into the fray. Golden flames enveloped the Chimera’s body, and when they faded, he’d been replaced with a brilliant, winged unicorn. He looked mostly normal, with white-silver fur, an ivory horn, and a golden mane, but the mane had a reddish tinge toward the tips, and a pair of brilliant scarlet wings twice as long as Quill was tall spread out like those of a pegasus.

Neither he nor Girang wore much in the way of overt armor, but Soddus was clad in some lightweight barding that shone intensely under Quill’s mana sight, glimmering with a tapestry of various enchantments. They didn’t look as though they provided much protection, but looks could be very deceiving.

The chimera skidded to a stop next to his teammate, returning to his humanoid form, wings spread to reveal a well-muscled but shirtless chest. With a twirl of his wrist, Soddus summoned a brass staff topped with a glass cylinder filled with a faintly green liquid, complete with a corresponding cylinder at the bottom filled with a red fluid.

As the two sides locked gazes for a long moment, there was a tension building, a question of who would strike first. In the end, it was almost a tie.

Almost.

Quill was powering his speed enhancements, and the moment he saw Girang’s muscles begin to tense, he triggered a talisman and took to the air, leaving a trail of flames in the wake of his flying blade. Torch easily took over the resulting flame despite Soddus’ efforts to deprive her of them. Unlike with Seasaidh, the chimera was ultimately a support healer who dabbled in flames, not a practiced pyromancer that could match Torch’s specialty.

Those flames embraced the warrior as she leaped up, avoiding Girang’s headlong charge by dashing up the bear-tiger’s back, just barely avoiding the spikes jutting from his spine. At the peak of her run, she thrust downwards, enhancing her spear-strike with flames and using the momentum provided to leap skyward. The attack left a small scorch mark on the chimera’s hide, but that was already beginning to fade.

Quill took advantage of Girang’s momentary distraction to activate an [Earth Lance] talisman, only to be completely stymied. Whatever Girang or Soddus was doing locked down the earth to a rare degree, and while Quill probably could overpower it, it would be inadvisably difficult. If he hadn’t known that they had the Tier advantage, he would have doubted it. The duo moved with incredible power and swiftness, and their defenses clearly matched that.

Instead, he changed tactics. Scoop was already working her magic and slowly making the battlefield colder, and Quill took advantage of her [Frost] to further empower a [Hail] directed head-on for Girang.

It didn’t slow the chimera too much, but it did leave enough ice on his fur that Scoop’s [Ice Manipulation] could take hold of him, growing a few chunks of ice into a swooping design of frost reaching toward the man’s joints.

To say that they had it handled would do a disservice to their opponents, but Quill turned his attention instead to Soddus, his flying sword enabling him to close the distance in the blink of an eye. A pair of explosions served as cover, and a blast of energy aimed at the phoenix’s chest forced him to pull into a dive, only to change back into his winged pegasus form and swoop back up with his horn alight with golden flames.

It was Quill’s turn to dodge, as the radiant fire swept through where he had been just a moment before, but instead of carrying on into the distance, it banked sharply and chased him down.

As Quill continued to dodge the chasing column of fire as it resolved into more and more of a serpentine appearance, he frowned as he realized the spell wasn’t ending. Instead, Soddus continued his headlong charge, golden fire still pouring out of his horn and simply lengthening the golden snake. It was already dozens of meters long and showed no sign of slowing, but it was just faster than him and kept gaining ground.

Just before it was about to reach him, Quill stowed his flying sword and allowed his [Air Manipulation] to carry him on a stiff breeze, instantly changing his direction once, twice, and three times. His flying sword came back out, and he flew directly at Soddus as fast as he could, charging his shoulder with a set of attack spells on the way. In response, the phoenix changed shape once again, this time to a sparrow-sized phoenix right as Quill was about to barrel into his side.

Quill frowned and allowed his preparatory spells to dissipate, but didn’t have enough time to properly ponder the latest development, as while the healer was no longer generating the fire-snake, neither had the spell vanished. He put on another burst of speed, kneeling close to his flying sword and flying in tight a corkscrew to avoid a small flock of summoned phoenixes that had joined his pursuit.

The fire-snake caught back up with him thanks to the loss of speed from his maneuvering, and Quill used a shield talisman to slow its advance just long enough for him to make it within range of Scoop and Torch. The former’s constant [Dispelling Winds] tore the flock of phoenixes to shreds, and the latter seized control of the fire-snake with an acrobatic twirl. Quill could tell it was difficult for his partner, but she kept a tight grip on the attack long enough to slam it into Girang’s headlong charge.

To the chimera’s credit, it didn’t stop his momentum, and Quill couldn’t help but flinch as fur, then hide, and even a bit of muscle was burned away in the blink of an eye. In the next moment, it had been replaced by a wicked-looking set of bronze metal plates that gave the impression of an armored helm. Torch took the opportunity provided, siphoning off a bit of the golden flames to enhance her next attack, scoring a line along the bear’s shoulder as it passed her by. It scabbed over into bronze as well, but by then Quill needed to return his attention to Soddus.

The unicorn hadn’t been idle, and had returned to his humanoid form to cloak himself with a golden aura. The man’s long red hair had likewise turned golden and was standing straight on end, as though blown by a strong wind from below. He swept his staff through space as the glow reached its apex, unleashing a barrage of projectiles at Quill. After he dodged the first few, Quill realized they weren’t even aimed at him, and were instead multiple buff spells aimed at Girang. After that, he intentionally sought to intercept the buffs…only for them to actually be harmful.

The first one caused his shoulder to clench up, the second scored a dent in his armor, while the third momentarily blocked his ability to power any magical devices. [Lesser Regeneration] cleared up the first, the second didn’t matter, and the third only lasted a few moments before he blew past whatever magical means was trying to stop his mana from leaving his body. Though, that was still long enough for his flying sword to tumble from the sky. Quill pulsed [Air Manipulation], staying airborne and recalling his sword to his hand in a single motion. It did interrupt his ability to intercept Soddus’ buffs though, not that he had been accomplishing much there, so he sent a [Fire Bolt] at the man.

It was aggravating how he couldn’t tell how dangerous the projectiles were, or if they were meant to heal or harm, before they met their target. But that just meant he needed to keep Soddus firmly on the defensive, while Scoop and Torch took on Girang.

Fortunately, Scoop was able to intercept and strip many of Girang’s buffs as they landed, but she couldn’t stop them all. The tiger, currently with wisps of wind trailing by his side, was only getting faster and stronger the longer the battle went on.

Quill reactivated his flying sword, this time enhancing its flight with [Air Manipulation], and used a mobile [Mana Barrier] talisman as a shield, blocking almost all of Soddus’ projectiles, be they buffs or attacks. As the healer prepared to dodge, Quill activated a fairly powerful talisman and locked both of them within a cage made of solid lightning. Locking down space prevented teleportation, and Quill was finally able to score a solid hit on the phoenix as he rammed his flying sword straight through the man’s bare chest.

Soddus had landed his own blow, and with a single massively-buffed strike with his staff, Quill was sent flying nearly into his own lightning barrier, and had to utilize a [Wind Burst] talisman to prevent just that. Despite the blade sticking out of his chest, Soddus merely smirked and went to pull out the sword. The smirk turned into a frown as the hilt came away from the blade, and Quill raised a [Bulwark] as the enchanted blade exploded, turning the world white for a moment.
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Aplaid watched as Quill’s strike blew Soddus in half. It was an impressive maneuver, and it was rare that someone managed to reach melee range of the chimera within the first few exchanges. Despite neither of the boy’s bloodlines being particularly well-suited for speedy maneuvering, he possessed substantial skill in switching between his forms to avoid most engagements, and he’d personally seen Soddus kite opponents two Tiers stronger than him for an entire fight.

Soddus’ body was already regrowing, of course. The attack, while strong enough to destroy the cage Quill had trapped the two of them in, was far from sufficient to score any lasting damage on the chimera. It did send them each flying, and Girang pounced on Quill before he could return to harassing Soddus. He set up an entrapping arena of firmament mana around them preventing either Torch or Quill from interfering with the regenerating healer.

Quill dodged Girang’s first blow with almost absurd ease, casually backflipping over an attack he wasn’t even facing and unloading a barrage of energy darts into the back of the Mountain Bear’s paw. Quill hadn’t moved with nearly that much speed during the assassination attempt, and Aplaid couldn’t help but wonder whether the Pather was pushing himself to an unsustainable degree now…or if he’d been holding back that much before.

It was frustrating to gauge the normal strength of alchemists, whose power came predominantly from the amount of time and funding they had between battles, and he was learning the same applied to talisman users. Aplaid couldn’t tell whether Quill was utilizing stronger buffing talismans than before, or if he was closer to a blade mage and was burning through resources to enhance his warrior’s physique.

If it were the latter, then this duo genuinely had the potential to be yet another set of Alphas for the Empire. It was unclear what Torch was hiding, but the appearance of Scoop had led many to believe that the ice mage was simply another persona of Torch’s; a permanently manifested clone of some form with sleight of hand involved in ‘casting’ spells. Aplaid wasn’t certain if he bought into that theory, but it did make a certain level of sense.

Regardless, the trio was very good. Too good. Between Waters, Light, Shadow, and now them, the Empire had clearly found some method of mass-producing Alphas. That changed things, and the Monster Collective would need to pick a side in the ensuing conflict.

Assuming, of course, it wasn’t simply an illusion. If Girang and Soddus could crush them here and now, their story would end, and the balance of power could proceed as normal.

It would be far simpler in that case.

It might also be the time to pull down another Great Power who was getting too far ahead of the others.
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Girang’s tail whipped around at blistering speeds, sharpening the very air and light it passed through into deadly blades, a veritable blender of turbulence preventing any sort of easy dodge. Scoop came to Quill’s rescue, her own flurry of wind arcing over the mountain of muscle and metal to carry away the skill. It fought her, but she was still able to open a large enough passage that Quill could do the rest of the job, thanks to overpowered air and shadow defensive talismans absorbing those blades which sought to rend him to pieces.

The tail itself slammed into the ground, pinned there by a magnetic trap he’d left where he’d been standing, and Quill took the opportunity it opened to dart underneath the monstrous chimera, a potent blast of solid radiance striking the tiger’s underside in perfect unison with Torch’s attack. The two combined to pierce deeply into their foe’s hide, and the barrier he was sustaining flickered.

Scoop rushed to escape the arena Girang had trapped them in, and it closed just slow enough for her to properly split off. Off to the side, Soddus was most of the way through regrowing his legs, bone and muscle knitting together like a particularly bloody braid. Scoop flew to try and interfere with the healer’s recovery, but wasn’t able to fully stop the unicorn from firing off a few spells to empower and heal Girang, the buffs passing straight through the latter’s shield as though it wasn’t even there.

One of those buffs struck Girang just as Torch wrenched her spear out of his hide, but instead of closing the wound directly, it suffused the blood that spilled from the injury as it instantly clotted and hardened into a golden patch of armor. The chimera was utterly covered in those metallic scabs, ranging from nearly-black to radiant white in color, and half of them were covered in spikes to make it that much harder to score a proper hit on him. Still, it was the other half which Soddus had empowered, his spells forming a temporary enchantment unique to each former wound.

Then, Girang vanished.

Quill’s incoming fireblast passed straight through where the hulking chimera had been standing mere moments earlier, and he quickly repositioned to stand back-to-back with Torch. So far, as his spells and spiritual senses could discern, he was suddenly in the middle of a solid sphere of iron, no sign of Girang anywhere.

Quill’s senses weren’t fully obscured, and he sensed danger incoming with just enough time to throw up a force barrier. Instead of being minced, he and Torch went flying at breakneck speed, their spherical shield bouncing off their entrapping cage like a pinball. Girang remained invisible, but a few more strikes came from the unseen chimera, sending them careening through their personal arena at ludicrous speeds. There was no discernable pattern, but Quill was getting slightly better at predicting the attacks just before they landed.

Right before one was about to strike them, he overloaded his shield, turning it into a blast of energy, relocating himself and Torch to either side of the menacing claw and forcing Girang back into visibility.

A well-timed healing spell from Soddus meant the wound was already forming into a metal scab, wickedly sharp and incredibly tough. But at least Scoop was keeping the healer busy enough that it wasn’t also enchanted.

An enormous wave of ice, stone, and metal swept out from Quill’s latest talisman, and while Girang was barely slowed by the cold and tore through the stone and metal like paper, it gave Quill plenty of material to work with as he took over Scoop’s role, restraining Girang as much as possible while Torch charged up a massive blow. Flames swirled in her wake as she ran at a blistering speed, gathering momentum and fire, until she crashed down upon the chimera with a full [Tidal Wave] of pure fire.

The resulting collision knocked most of Girang’s metal scabs clean off his wiry hide, but that barely even slowed the chimera down. Instead of plates of armor, they became flying projectiles under his mental control, intelligent shrapnel that sought to tear him and Torch to shreds. It took most of their concentration to simply dodge the maelstrom of scrap metal, but with the shards separated from Girang’s body, they had lost much of their innate durability, to the point where Quill could manage to destroy them with a lucky hit.

Soddus’ spells were still coming, but Scoop had gotten proficient at blocking them. Unfortunately, Soddus seemed to be compensating by making what buffs did land that much more potent, and with each spell, Girang got just that much stronger and that much faster. Any traces of slowness or fatigue were completely washed away.

They weren’t winning.

But they weren’t losing.

Girang and Soddus may have been unstoppable, but they couldn’t keep this up forever. But he, Torch, and Scoop could. He was Endless, and he would prove it.

He saw an opening and took it, a [Lightning Torrent] flooding Girang and inflicting the chimera with a few muscle spasms. Torch brought her own expertise to bear, her spear slamming halfway into the tiger’s shoulder. She withdrew her spear a moment later, and before the wound had a chance to seal up, Quill unleashed a full-power [Cracked Mana Spear] into the injury.

Girang roared, and charged directly at Quill, heedless of the beam tearing into his flesh. Fur burned and blood flowed, metal plates threatening to scab over yet being obliterated before they could properly manifest. It was boiled off at first, then what few chips appeared were blown off by an unseen wind, then stayed in place. The coagulating mass of metal scabs grew more and more, connecting into a solid pauldron of metal against which Quill’s ultimate attack was doing little more than polishing.

Quill couldn’t help but smile beneath his mask. His attack may have been nullified…but Girang had dropped the arena skill he’d trapped them in as a result. He pulled a war hammer from storage and leaped into the air alongside Torch, joining Scoop in her battle against Soddus.
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Torch jetted through the air, flames shooting from her flying anklets while she aided her maneuverability with [Blood Manipulation].

In an ideal case, she wouldn’t need to push that hard, but they needed to take out Soddus. The man’s buffs made Girang utterly unstoppable, and it was only thanks to Scoop’s countermagic efforts that they’d done as well as they had. But they hadn’t even pushed the duo to utilize their biggest cards, and she absolutely did not want to have to beat Girang twice. Once was proving hard enough.

She landed lightly on the ground and charged at Soddus, raising her spear and shield until that was all the unicorn could see of her. Scoop had managed to ground the chimera, and he was currently in the form of a normal unicorn, brandishing his horn like a sword as he engaged Scoop’s [Polar Ray] elemental, an iridescent black hummingbird.

That didn’t stop the healer from also firing off a lance of golden light at her and Quill, but she intercepted the one aimed at her with her shield, allowing its mana to feed the force field around her. As cover, she summoned a small wave of fire, and when Soddus tried to rip control of it away from her, she didn’t contest it.

The phoenix tripped over his own [Fire Manipulation], the flames stuttering a nearly-imperceptible amount, and Torch finished her true attack.

The ground rippled around her, and she fired off an [Earth Lance] of actual stone. Soddus wasn’t able to dodge quite fast enough, and the attack took him in the flank before he transformed back into his miniature phoenix form, escaping the worst of the attack. He immediately needed to flee from the [Polar Ray] hummingbird, now far larger than him, but didn’t make it very far before Scoop’s [Headwind] threw him to the ground once again. He landed in a roll, returning to his humanoid form, and wreathed his wings in flame, wrapping them around himself for protection.

Scoop’s elemental finally connected, and the hummingbird’s beak stabbed into Soddus’ wing and drank deeply, draining away speed and forming a thin film of frost over the chimera’s body.

Then, it exploded, the frost faded away, and Soddus threw himself backward to avoid Quill’s questing warhammer as it closed in on his head.

Winding herself up with a spin, Torch threw her spear at where she knew the healer would land after his dodge completed, pushing herself to the absolute limit. She had Quill’s Concept, Scoop’s buffs, and so many enhancement potions in her system that she could taste colors all contributing to pushing herself beyond what the human body could truly take.

The wood of the spear creaked as she threw it, as the weapon was much more of a mage’s staff innately than a warrior’s spear. She was glad that Scoop was working on parting the air in front of it, because she needed her Concept dedicated to simply enhancing its durability. Unfortunately, halfway through its flight, Scoop needed to refocus to avoid a projectile from Girang, and the effect was immediately obvious. The space in front of the spear burst into plasma from compressive heating, as it was going far faster than the speed of sound, but that only fed the flames around the weapon. It struck Soddus like a meteor, taking off a huge chunk of his shoulder and most of a wing before shooting off into the distance, leaving the flesh it tore off behind.

She’d hoped to blow the man’s chest entirely to shreds with that shot, but Soddus had managed to just barely dodge that outcome. Unlike the last time, they’d landed a solid blow on him, and a cocoon of golden light spilled from Soddus’ wounds. It burst into white flames and unveiled a brand-new, physically perfect shoulder and wing once again, just in time to block an overhead attack from Quill.

The resulting shockwave drove Soddus calf-deep into the ground, and Quill rebounded back into the sky, where Girang pounced upon him. Scoop’s incoming gust of wind separated the two fighters enough that Quill could leverage his warhammer once again, but Girang magically tethered the two of them together and charged away from Soddus.

Soddus conjured a pair of silver-flame doves and sent them fluttering toward the entwined duo, but Scoop flew in to divert them into the ground, where they exploded into twisting coils of solid smoke that hunted her down.

That gave Torch enough time to close the distance to Soddus, withdrawing a spare spear from her storage. By the time Soddus had a chance to intercept her, she was already too close for a spell.

Instead, he wreathed his staff in a red aura and slammed it down on her head, but Torch already had her shield raised to block the blow, her spear striking the center of his chest.

Her left arm protested as she felt fractures running through her bones, but the shield had blocked a large portion of the armor piercing enchantments of the staff, reinforcing her bubble shield more with the absorbed mana. She held her bones in place with [Blood Manipulation], and even set some of her [Lifeblood Manipulation] to start knitting it back together.

Soddus tried to dodge her spear, but it was far too late for that.

The spear splintered under the force of the attack, its enchantments giving way in an explosion of mana, but that didn’t stop her and she pushed what remained of the haft clean through Soddus’ torso, forcing the man to stagger back.

He skittered back from her with half her spear sticking out of his chest, which he grabbed and removed with a casual air, the wound slowly closing as she watched. “This is more rough than my usual foreplay. I⁠—”

Torch ignored the man, opting to instead continue knitting her bones up and calling her normal spear back to hand, [Return Weapon] reaching to wherever it had landed and teleporting it to where it belonged. Without a wasted moment, she continued her pursuit of the healer, forcing him to cut out mid-banter.

Soddus rolled out of the way, keeping one hand pressed against his newest wound and snapping his staff with the other while a dozen spells flew from its end. Half were instantly torn to shreds by Scoop’s [Dispelling Wind], half again were blown off-course and exploded against the ground, and one was blocked by a [Mana Barrier] from Quill. But the final two landed on Girang and rippled red and blue light across the mountain of fur and metal. It washed away a patch of frost and closed up the last injury Quill had made, replacing it with a white scab of metal that radiated honor. Scoop joined Torch’s side a moment later, and her winds kept Soddus stuck on the ground while Torch struck with her spear again and again.

Each attack only lasted for a few moments, but they still drained his mana, as Soddus didn’t have Quill’s Concept to keep him at nearly full mana. Instead, he was burning through mana stones like dry grass, casting dozens of skills per second. No doubt, the phoenix thought this must have been their final push, a ploy of desperation before they collapsed from exhaustion…

But they were just getting started.

Quill broke free from fighting Girang and blasted a hole through Soddus’ back, and Torch tried to capitalize on the opportunity that afforded to spear the man’s neck, but a flying shard of metal intercepted her attack. A second one nearly tore through her side, and she had to teleport away from Soddus to avoid it.

A blast of fire forced Scoop to step back, and Soddus changed back into his phoenix form, darting off to meet Girang. Scoop knocked him from the sky, but not before the bird landed on Girang’s uppermost spike. A wave of fire engulfed the bear-tiger, and he roared in triumph.

Torch cursed. There went what little damage they had managed to deal to the chimera. Still, she refused to allow the maneuver to go unpunished. Soddus leaped off his partner and returned to his winged horse form, galloping away from the main melee.

Torch engaged Girang, blocking the chimera’s ferocious tail, and the ground exploded under her feet as she drove forward shield-first. She slid under Girang’s mountainous form, and she sensed Scoop dispel an attempt at trapping the three of them within an arena with the bear. From there, Torch wreathed herself and her shield in flames as she closed the distance to Soddus.

Her spear paired with a [Wind Lance] to take off Soddus’ equine jaw, and he recoiled back into his humanoid shape, still missing the lower third of his face. He sacrificed an arm to get a bit more room and free himself from the ice-ribbons Scoop had bound him in.

If Torch had access to her blood magic, she could have pulled him back in to dish out more damage, but instead, she just pulled a slab of stone out of the ground and slammed it into him. Soddus flew into the ground with an explosion of flame, but instead of a phoenix's revival, he bathed himself in sunlight that seemed to empower him as it traveled into his horn.

Scoop took a blast of the glowing silvery flames that carved right through her shields and cut through her chest, but still managed to drop an ice golem right behind Soddus in the perfect position to crush the healer.

Expecting the golem to block Soddus in, Torch dove in with her spear leading the charge, but the moment the golem formed, it fell apart in a spray of light.

Soddus turned and barely managed to resist being impaled, but lost a large chunk of his chest in the maneuver. Unicorn flesh mended itself in moments, but the healing was slowing down, especially as Scoop managed to push far enough to start dispelling his healing spells.

Just as she was gathering flames to force Soddus into his phoenix form, where she had the beginnings of a trap planned, Torch felt a burst of familiar power behind her.

Side-stepping a pair of swipes, Quill brought the war hammer up and around to catch Girang in the arm, cracking metal spikes and bone alike. He kicked Girang in the knee, but the bear started to glow silver and exploded in speed, even as bands of wind started to try and slow him down.

Scoop's [Headwind] elemental held back the first swipe long enough for Quill to dodge it, but he was too slow to react to the kick and was sent flying.

Quill wrapped the winds around him, pulling his flight to a halt with [Air Manipulation] and setting him back on the ground.

Growling, Quill lifted his war hammer, and with an explosion of air and earth, launched himself at Girang’s back. The bear must not have expected Quill to take the broken ribs so well, because he seemed genuinely caught off guard as Quill came back into the fight, and his counter-block was haphazard at best.

Girang took a heavy blow to the back, which Quill could tell broke bones. But the bear had heavily modified his body, and instead of collapsing, he turned and chomped down at Quill.

He met the bite with his warhammer, but instead of breaking fangs and sending blood flying, the chimera’s mouth full of teeth tore into the hammer’s head like it was soft fruit, destroying the weapon and practically swallowing the resultant detonation. Quill started in surprise. He knew just how hard he’d swung, just how powerful those enchantments were, and he had not expected that.

Had Girang enhanced the durability of his teeth?

The chimera had known what Stygian Gossamer was, and Quill supposed it wasn’t the craziest idea for anyone who fought with their body to make their weapons invincible, but it still caught him by surprise. But, given how his hammer had been torn through like soft cheese, it clearly was effective. That didn’t mean he was one to be outdone.

Flexing his physical boosting skills, Matt did something he rarely needed to do, and had been unable to do until recently. He activated reserve skills and Liz’s potions. [Mana Strength], [Flexibility], and their ilk had been out of his reach for decades, but now he had mana to spare. It wasn’t as bad as it could have been, but it still reduced his MPS by the same amount of mana he’d reserved. So, locking ten thousand mana into [Embody Colossus] meant he was regenerating ten thousand fewer mana each second.

But when he had millions to use, ten thousand was nothing.

He triggered an armband, and a potion flooded his system. He called on his Concept, and repulsive force surrounded him like a second skin. [Brawler’s Gauntlet] wreathed his fist in power, and he charged.

Each source of strength didn’t stack perfectly, but they combined well enough that his punch drove into Girang’s body,

There was a moment of calm as the fist landed, and Matt felt the battlefield sharpen for a moment as he saw Soddus flare with light, fighting off Scoop and Torch in a desperate bid to help his partner.

For that brief moment, he was the center of the battlefield, and it was delicious.

Everything revolved around him.

Flesh and metal fur pulped against the pugilist's skill, and Matt followed it up with another two quick strikes. Each blow of the Tier 26 skill bypassed most physical defenses, and Matt had seen Tier 23 monsters outright explode from the force of similar attacks. If the chimera’s magical defenses had been any less potent than his physical, that could have been the end of the fight then and there. Though if that had been the case, the fight would have ended long ago.

He was going in for another flurry of blows when the ground flexed and tried to swallow him whole.

Grinning, Matt threw 200,000 mana into [Earth Manipulation] and commanded the ground to still.

It did.

Landing another punch, Girang finally was knocked off his paws, and Matt jumped after him, landing yet another blow before getting grabbed by the bear's claws and brought up to Girang’s mouth like a chew toy.

Wounds were closing, Soddus fought desperately to keep his partner in fighting condition, and Matt simply laughed as Girang loomed over him, invincible fangs trying to rip his head off.

Just as Girang chomped down on Matt, he stuck his invulnerable left hand in the bear's mouth and cast [Cracked Mana Spear] at the maximum mana per second it could handle. And 150,000 MPS was a lot of mana for a skill that was clearing rifts with a tenth of that mana cost.

The beam of mana slammed into the back of Girang’s mouth, and Matt smiled as the bear tried to bite through his left hand to stop the skill. Matt watched with satisfaction as Girang realized that Matt would not be bowed, would not be broken. He stood, resolute in the literal mouth of adversity. Power coursed through Matt’s body, and he redoubled the force his Concept was putting out.

Slowly, steadily, the jaws of death were forced open as mana leaked out revealing a charred mess within the bear’s mouth. The teeth and most of the mouth were still immaculate, but a moment later the back of the bear's head blew off as a beam of mana escaped the confines of his body leaving only a charred mess where the bear’s brain should have been.

That he wasn’t already dead surprised Matt. Either the tiger had specifically enhanced his brain with a treasure comparable in strength to Stygian Gossamer, or he’d reworked his entire nervous system to move or redistribute his brain elsewhere throughout his body. Either way, Matt was impressed. He didn’t even know how one could accomplish the former, and the latter was so difficult as to be widely considered not worth the effort. Or Soddus was preventing the death in some way.

But brain or no, no physical body could handle the sheer destructive power he was putting out. Girang would die, it was only a question of how long he would last. His life was in Matt’s hand.

A blast of hot air washed over Matt, but he stood undaunted. As the gust turned into a hurricane, he stood strong. Then, the hurricane turned into a winged horse wreathed in prismatic flames barreling into him, and he was thrown to the side. Soddus’ attack faded and Matt leaped back into the fray alongside a newly-arrived Torch and Scoop, but it was already too late. Girang was aflame, and the fires coalesced into plates of brass, iron, gold, and more.

The healer had arrived.

Most infuriatingly, Matt hadn’t even properly killed Girang. While he had no doubt that the bear’s healing cooldown would be immense, a phoenix’s revival didn’t care about that sort of thing. Given how Girang’s wounds had been healed and his body had been augmented with a new suit of armor, he would need to practically or outright kill Girang twice more still.

Matt summoned a short sword and shield from storage, swinging his blade at Soddus, but the phoenix teleported away right before the blow landed. It clanged off Girang’s armor-plated hide instead, sending out a clang of shrapnel where he struck.

Matt’s [AI] lit up with warnings. Poison, apparently. He couldn’t feel it, nor tell where it had come from but he poured mana into [Lesser Regeneration] to combat it. He cycled through his manipulation skills to try and find it, and barely caught a glimpse of a dozen miniscule shards of metal embedded in his heart. Even that was tricky to see, as his [Metal Manipulation] didn’t seem to see it as properly metal.

For a fifteen-foot-tall mountain of metal and muscle, Girang clearly knew how to be sneaky.

[Cracked Mana Spear] returned, but Girang’s armored form simply deflected it away. Even when he maneuvered himself to shoot it back into the chimera’s face, it was reflected straight back at him thanks to the metal plates covering his body.

That was annoying.

His [AI] blared him again about poison, and Matt upped how much mana he was putting into [Lesser Regeneration].

If there was one good thing about Girang’s new armor-plated form, it was far less mobile than before. He was still blisteringly fast for his size, but it was practically leisurely compared to what Matt had been dealing with. He could see attacks coming well in advance, and quite easily dodge them. A forest of metal spikes erupted from the ground around them, and Matt frowned. They were spaced too close together for Girang’s hulking form to fit between them. Was he planning on changing form to something smaller?

Then the chimera vanished again.

Matt felt the next attack coming and dodged, only to be struck from behind, in a space not large enough for Girang to properly fit. His armor stood up to the attack, but sustained heavy gashes, and Matt was sent flying into one of the blades sticking up from the ground. He blocked the worst of it with his hand, but it still dented the front of his armor.

His [AI] warned him about poison again, and Matt directed more mana to [Lesser Regeneration] trying to get ahead of whatever was on those shards.

Then power built up from another impossible angle, and Matt dodged. Then, the attack manifested. [Wrath of Eclavorn] was a skill found only in a few Monster Collective rifts and named after their first Ascender. It was a breath-based attack with impressive homing capabilities and a truly devastating explosion. It was to [Fireball] what a volcano was to a candle, and it only grew in power the longer it flew.

If it missed him, it would almost certainly strike Scoop and Torch.

Matt moved back into its path, hand raised.
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Viralira looked down at Seasaidh, letting the girl see it. She and her team were bitter at their double loss, but seeing Quill going toe to toe with Girang, who had just defeated her, had reawakened her fighting spirit.

Good.

An Inheritor needed to be able to rise above a loss and grow from it.

She was also pleased with the fact that with each engagement, Quill was showing more of his abilities, but even Viralira was growing worried seeing just how versatile the ‘mage’ was.

It proved that the Empire's claims of being able to produce Legends faster than ever had some weight. She could feel it in her bones that Sovereign Saint Aoife needed to handle this carefully. The Empire was on the rise, and they needed to get off the fence.

Clenching her fist, she contemplated killing Quill, Torch, and Scoop right there, but it was nothing but a passing thought. Embroiling the Clans in a war, at the least, was the height of folly, and she didn’t live this long by making impulsive decisions. Striking while the iron was hot was the first lesson she had internalized, and that certainly wasn’t now.

Additionally, she would die from the dragon and the cat who watched over the children, but that was of a lesser concern. Death was an old friend, one she had sent many customers, but when she finally met them in person, she hoped to make it worthwhile.

Instead, this was a learning experience. “Seasaidh, does it hurt? You were defeated and unable to force this out of Quill. Are you angry? Sad?”

The woman’s mace flared for a moment but simmered down as Seasaidh controlled herself. “If I was Tier 20, I⁠—”

Viralira cut the girl off with a raised hand. For all that Seasaidh was an ideal Inheritor, her pride burned as brightly as her flames, and was even less easily subdued.

“Don’t give me that.” Viralira watched the girl and her team flush and only once she was sure the girl would actually reflect did she continue. “The three of them are younger than you, and fresh Tier 21s. If you thought breaking through would have changed anything, you would have done so in the middle of the fight. Do not delude yourself to salvage your pride. That right there is the power of a true Legend, before they receive the riches and abundance you have been swaddled in for your whole life. When they hold nothing back, they can nearly match the pinnacle product of millennia of effort. If you want to do something, don't complain, work harder. Earn all that you have been given so you can become their equals, because as you are right now, you are still hot iron able to be shaped. Your tempering has yet to occur, and you still may forge yourself into the kind of power which may match our own Legends. I hope this can open your eyes to why we force you to struggle. When you meet real monsters, you need to be able to equal them, or you will simply be like dross to be scooped off and discarded.”

Seeing Stjolna’s mace head start to glow with heat and light that pulsed in tune with Seasaidh’s heartbeats, Viralira stopped talking and turned back to the fight.

The Star had awoken from her complacency, and now it was just up to Seasaidh to see how hot she could burn.

It took a half-dozen skills to weaken it, from [Diffusion Shield], [Dispelling Wind], to [Bulwark], and twice that in talismans, but Matt’s Concept and invincible fist managed to deflect the attack into the ground. It demolished the forest of blades and forced Matt to burn yet another talisman to shield himself from the explosion, and sent him flying.

He crashed into a mountain range, and skidded to a stop in the middle of a lake of magma.

With a flex of [Earth Manipulation] and [Lava Manipulation], the mountain range exploded and rubble flew everywhere, but Matt didn’t have the time to do more than react, as Girang had followed him and was bearing down on him.

Withdrawing a war axe, Matt slammed the edge of the blade into Girang’s claws as he swiped at Matt. Unlike last time, Girang didn’t stand and brawl, but instead twisted and whipped a nigh-invisible tail at Matt. Whatever enchantment the bear was using was effective, as Matt didn’t notice the wrong eddies of air currents until it was too late to do anything but slightly dodge.

As the metal tail passed through his chest, he spat out a mouthful of blood and fought past the searing pain that accompanied the blow. At least his [AI] reported that the poison that had been affecting him seemed to have subsided somewhat, and Matt wasted no time in redirecting some of that mana to his other buffs. He dodged a barrage of metal shards and closed the distance to Girang.

Letting out a matching roar of rage and pain, Matt reached out and grabbed the fifteen-foot-tall bear and lifted him off the ground before slamming him back into it.

Girang hit the rubble of the mountain Matt had been sent into with an explosion of dirt that leveled the adjoining next two mountains.

Matt pulled Girang back up by the nape of his neck and prepared to slam him into the next mountain when his [AI] screamed a warning sent by Scoop’s AI. Soddus had thrown a bolt of glowing flames at him, and trusting her judgment, he jumped to the side, not willing to take the attack head-on. That gave Girang all the time he needed to recover, and the bear cut a deep wound into Matt’s shoulder, giving himself the moment he needed to get free and slash a wound deep into Matt’s chest, sending him back into the half-drained lake.

Coming back out of the water, Matt did his best impersonation of Duke Waters and took the lake with him, letting the water crash over Girang and trying to both restrain him and crush his incredibly hard body. A feat he quickly learned was futile, but a burst of flame from behind him brought his spiritual perception to the place where Soddus, Torch, and Scoop were fighting.

He felt a trill of triumph as Torch skewered Soddus from head to tail, her spear driven through the back of his equine head and back into his own body. Clearly, Soddus’ attack at him had come at a cost and Torch wasn’t one to let a mistake like that slide. Then, fires ignited around him, and Soddus began undergoing the unmistakable process of phoenix revival.

Knowing this was the opportunity they were looking for, Matt prepared to finish off Girang, but the bear started to roar after seeing his teammate dying, and Matt felt the ripples of a greater power washing out from him as his roar went on and on growing in intensity with each passing moment. It was filled with anger and pain in equal measures, but most of all, there was an unwillingness that resonated with something inside Matt.

He wanted to absorb it and crush it, but the power grew too quickly, and even his crushing grip on the water was destroyed as Girang formed his Intent.

Cursing, Matt jumped back as the massive bear sprinted at them through the air; his usage of his Intent wasn’t smooth or practiced, but with each step, his footing steadied, and his speed increased.

Matt, Torch, and Scoop threw their Concepts at the charging bear, but it was like shooting a fire hose at a bull, barely slowing him down and only making him angrier.

Scoop hit him with a combination of every debuffing skill she had, but they were broken one by one the moment they were applied. Matt was reaching for his sword and about to activate [Cracked Phantom Armor] so he could face the bear head to head, but stopped himself with a jolt.

For one, [Cracked Phantom Armor] wasn’t even assured to stop a fully-formed, if fresh Intent. Secondly, that would certainly lead to his two identities being linked. It might have been a worthwhile trade if he was absolutely positive that it would result in winning the planet for the Empire, but that wasn’t certain. They’d need to kill Girang at least once more, and it had been hard enough to push Soddus alone to the point of resurrection. They’d win this fight if it went long, but against someone who had been on their level before he’d gotten an Intent, that was a big ask.

Resetting himself back into the Quill persona, Matt readjusted his priorities.

Quill grabbed Torch and Scoop with [Air Manipulation] and pulled them away from Girang, who stood over Soddus’ reviving body while he roared out a challenge to anyone who dared to try and stop him.

Trying to act like it was no big deal, Quill shrugged. “With this latest development, we concede the match.”

It wasn’t just his body that hurt saying that, but the pain was temporary, and he had [Lesser Regeneration] pushed to its limit to stay standing.

He didn’t miss the fact that both Viralira and Aplald were looking at the three of them instead of Girang, who had just created his Intent at Tier 20 at less than two thousand years old.

Lila slithered up behind the three of them, acting like a shield, one of her wings coming in between them and the other Tier 40s.

“Quill can speak for the Empire in this matter. Though I’d like to add my own personal congratulations for Girang’s achievement and the Monster Collective as a whole for the new planet.”

Quill didn’t miss Seasaidh, who, despite being off to the side, looked like she had just swallowed a sour grape, but she didn’t refute Lila’s claim of giving the planet away. With Soddus reviving and Girang getting an Intent mid-battle, there was no chance she would fare any better than Quill, Torch, and Scoop had, considering she had lost before Girang had formed his Intent.

Instead of complaining, she just nodded silently.

Quill knew the feeling. A mid-battle breakthrough was something for the legends, movies, and Ascenders, not something that happened to your enemies just as you were winning. Quill was still tempted to battle with the massive bear and see if maybe he could take him down despite the gap in Domain, but he knew that was his wounded pride speaking and not his rational side.

As Soddus got onto his feet, having to shove Girang off him thanks to the bear’s protective nature making him almost squat on the other man, Aplald sauntered forward. “Well, well, well, it seems we win. And you two complained how we had no chance. That will teach you to underestimate the Chimera program and Monster Collective. We might be the youngest Great Power, but we can’t be underestimated.”

The Tier 40 bear didn’t hide his perusal of Quill, Torch, and Scoop as he smiled, but Quill didn’t know if he was trying to peer through their masks, was wondering just how much information Quill had revealed, or something different that he couldn’t comprehend.

The staring only stopped when a small black house cat sauntered out of nowhere and jumped onto Quill's injured shoulder, tiny nails digging into his flesh and causing new flashes of pain.

Quill wasn’t sure why, but seeing Luna made Aplald turn away. Either way, he was glad to see his manager, and the fact she wasn’t yelling at them meant he hadn’t fucked up too badly. It wouldn’t be the first time Luna had publicly berated him while wounded. So, it wasn’t the worst-case scenario.

That was good.

That fact didn’t really comfort him or his pride. Mentally, he knew there was no shame in losing to an elite like Girang, but it did little to salve the ache.

It took another few hours of congratulations before the Empire and Clans were ready to leave, but Quill, Torch, and Scoop had a promise to visit the Clans once the war ended for a proper fight with Seasaidh.

A similar promise was extracted from them by Soddus and Girang, the bear finally having calmed down enough to speak. Despite having the most serious injuries, he strutted around like a mother hen with his ducklings as the other members of the Monster Collective praised him for his achievement. But that hadn’t stopped him from wanting to fight the three of them when they were all proper Tier 25s with Intents and the third Talent awakened.

That was an easy promise to make. For all that their fight had been deadly, Quill felt like he was one step closer to making his own Intent after experiencing such brutal fights.

Losing a fight might have been the beacon in the darkness to set him properly upon his path.

But first, they needed to leave, and if the cat on his shoulder was any indication, he wasn’t out of trouble altogether.
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President Janet Olga reviewed the footage of the Empire's newest possible Gladiators.

She wished she could dismiss the video as a fluke. Just another ploy by the Empire to create false Gladiators to strengthen their image in the eyes of their people. But the proof was in the fight before her.

Three fresh Tier 21s were facing down two established chimeras and not instantly dying. That they had eventually lost was a comparatively minor issue. They shouldn’t have survived as long as they had.

She really should send her congratulations to Toby. Two extremely synergistic pinnacle elites at Tier 20, one of whom had a full Intent, ensured they had a nigh-unbeatable trump card at that Tier bracket for the next few millennia. No doubt, the battles they would participate in would be a spectacle to behold. There’d been a mayor near the border of the Collective who had been causing trouble recently; she’d have to arrange for his planet to be reclassified to a Tier 20 battleground at some point. Let the Collective get their acknowledgement for a job well done.

It was the little things that kept diplomacy flowing.

But those three… Or two, if the rumors were to be believed. She thought it more likely one of the two had a bond, but when it came to Gladiator-level elites, underestimation was done at one’s own peril.

Torch, Quill, and Scoop. The trio had genuinely fought Soddus and Girang, and actually managed to push Soddus to reviving publicly, and Girang to the very brink of death. Oh, no doubt the chimeras still had hidden depths far deeper than whatever the three Gladiator candidates had. That was immaterial, and would be short lived. Torch, Quill, and Scoop were already standing on the same battlegrounds as Chimera and Inheritors as peers.

They could yet fail, of course.

Far more people made it to Tier 21 upon the Empire’s Path to Glory than ever completed it. But given the strength they had displayed, their progression ending in failure seemed less than likely. They’d come this far with next to no assistance, and she knew what came next. They’d be given treasures and skills, artifacts and assistance from the best in the Empire; the same if not better than what the Chimera had. They’d Ascend to a level of power which few could ever reach.

Gladiators.

The ones who fought more for spectacle than for their life. The ones who charged headlong into mortal combat because they enjoyed it. Everborn could match Gladiators in theory, it was true…but only when specifically prepared for it, when the Gladiator was worn down or caught off-guard. Anything less than that was akin to watching a professional delver cut down children.

Oh to be sure, there were those who could match them, but they were even rarer than the actual Gladiators. Pearlescent Paladin Taien and True Inheritor Coldforge, back when they had been active. The Unyielding Anvil Yun Me. But they all had reached the pinnacle of their power. Yun Me had taken a hundred thousand years to attain her current status, at the true pinnacle of her potential. Meanwhile, her own Gladiator, Grand Shaper Maya Embers, could already match the Sect woman and still had room to grow.

But the Empire…

First it was Waters. It had been an auspicious start to a new emperor’s reign, after the Worldwalker had retired with the old emperor’s ascension. The man had been a true force to be reckoned with, his grand tour a resounding success. She could recall with something approaching fondness the man’s penchant for gleefully delving the rifts of planets he hadn’t yet conquered, Tiering up at a truly impressive rate for the first half of his war. But then he had stopped.

Janet still did not understand what the Emperor had promised the man to get him to stop at Tier 30, nor did she understand why. But the man who had been Tiering up so rapidly that many speculated it was his outright Talent just suddenly stopped with no explanation. He still fought on Tier 33, sometimes even Tier 34 battlefields, and still delved the rifts of whatever planet he was on, but he simply stopped advancing. People had thought that may have been it, that he might remain a Tier 30 elite until whatever the Emperor was bribing him with ran out, until one day when he appeared on a Tier 35 battlefield as a Tier 31 himself, handily leading the Empire’s forces in a spree of defensive victories. That was notable on its own, but only grew more extreme when he managed to face down and kill a trio of Clan Inheritors in a single battle. Maya had been dispatched to end his threat, and while their first battle was a victory for the Republic, the Grand Shaper’s report was that his Domain was unlike anything she’d ever seen, likening his strength to the difference between iron and cloth. The next time they’d fought, it was Grand Shaper Maya who had been forced to flee.

From a man four Tiers her junior.

She’d absolutely adored it, the utter maniac. It was fortunate, as she had been growing bored of the war scene and was ready to advance to Tier 36. She had been preparing to retire before Waters had arrived, but nobody wished to see what kind of true monster Waters would be at Tier 35, and the Emperor had already demonstrated he had some way to persuade the Gladiator to stay at a Tier for an extended period of time. A treaty had been established protecting those on the Path of Ascension, and Waters had been pulled back from the battlefield. Nobody thought much of it at the time.

And then Light and Shadow had arisen.

Everyone agreed it was suspicious timing for the Empire. A second group of Gladiators, less than two thousand years after one had already come about? Incredibly, impossibly lucky. Even during the Clans’ Golden Ages, their Legends tended to be spaced on the order of ten to twenty thousand years apart, heralding the start and end of their fortune. It was further suspicious due to the nature of the post-war treaty. Why had the Empire pushed so hard for a limitation of assassinations on the Path of Ascension of all things?

She’d known they were up to something, and with yet another group primed to finish the Path of Ascension, less than two centuries after the previous one, all of that suspicion had been confirmed. She didn’t know what, she didn’t know how. But the Empire had found some method of mass producing Gladiators. Oh, they would claim that it was the result of Empress Agatha’s revolution, the changes she made finally bearing fruit, but that was a feeble deception to Janet’s eyes. She could only imagine the forms of experimentation it must have taken, possibly something which put even the depravities of the old Federation to shame. Unmatched potential, no doubt hatched in a lab and seeded into the depths of the Empire.

Janet could see the signs. Waters, from a Tier 2 ocean world with almost no permanent settlements. Light, from a small city on a Tier 5 planet with no known family. Shadow was the most blatant, with her parents allegedly Tier 16, yet she had been raised in a secluded enclave on a Tier 4 world. She’d bet that once Torch, Quill, Scoop, and Queen’s identities were revealed, they’d be from planets Tier 5 or less, with circumstances surrounding them conveniently making it more difficult to confirm the details of their birth.

The Empire was utilizing its front of low-Tier protections to hide something vile. She wouldn’t have survived as a politician if she couldn’t sniff out false sincerity, and the Empire positively reeked of it.

Talents spoke to the core of a person, revealed their true nature even more than a Domain. She regarded Toby highly in that regard, as they were similar insofar as their core desire was simply to be a home, a world for their citizens. Dicomaty had wished to build a better tomorrow, Maya wanted to shape the world in her image, JR wanted to build wonders, and Aoife wished to strengthen her populace. Allister worked to keep his people moving, Virgil to empower her family, Winter Hornet to strike down those who threatened him, and Hastor to master the craft of the sword. Even if she didn’t know details, having a broad idea of a person’s Talent was usually sufficient to discern a general sense of their core being.

Gregorios sought to peer into hearts and minds to snuff out any who would threaten him. Emmanuel was a hollow shell that stole the very essence of his opponents, profiting off their hard work and contributing nothing in return. Like father, like son. Small wonder then, that Emmanuel would seek to find power at any cost, that he might steal the Talents of those who had truly earned it. She refused to bend the knee, surrender her dreams and the ambitions of her people to a man who would do nothing but abuse her lifetime of growth.

But that would be her future, if the Empire continued to grow unchecked.

And that was a problem.

One she would solve by crushing the Empire and demanding an audit of the Empire’s programs at the post-War tribunal, per winner’s right. Exposing whatever experiments were responsible for the latest crop of Gladiators would lend additional weight to her words, and ensure they never had the chance to dominate the entire Realm with the harshest of sanctions.

She retrieved a set of five pads and wrote one letter for each of the other Great Powers except the Empire and Guilds. The former for quite obvious reasons, and the latter because they were trapped too far into the Empire’s honeyed words to possibly sway away for now.

Janet urged each of her fellow Tier 50s to either reconsider their neutrality or commit more to the war effort respectively. That the Empire was preparing to overwhelm them all, and that they needed to halt their advance before it was too late. She could see that the Empire would simply push further and further, asking for concession after concession, always holding the threat of an unwinnable war over their heads. Now was the time for action, the time to strike. While Duke Waters was still Tier 31 and at least matchable by their very best, while Light and Shadow were still accustoming themselves to their new abilities, and while whatever future Gladiators they had coming had not yet arrived. This was the time they needed to strike and with ruthlessness rarely seen both to themselves and the Empire if they wanted to stop the threat before it grew too large.

She didn’t need to outright say that striking now would enable them to carve out vast swathes of territory from the physically largest Great Power for themselves, nor that it meant any captured worlds with Gladiators seeded upon them would instead be theirs to take. Her compatriots were intelligent, they could draw their own conclusions.

Janet could only hope they were the right ones.

She at least already had plans to pull up more reserves and send them to the frontlines. If nothing else she would lead by example before adding political pressure to the Sects and Federation.
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Matt sighed as they returned back to Empire space and received a slew of messages from their time away.

Before he could dive into them, a ball of sand slammed into the side of his head, and Lila chortled. “Kid, you aren't nearly old enough or have done enough to be sighing like that. So you lost a battle, and a planet went to our enemies. So what? Ascenders are good, but even we aren’t undefeatable. Besides, you’re still just a Pather. Once you’re a proper Ascender, that’s when you can pout about losing. Not that I ever did, but not everyone can be as good as me!”

The grin she shot him told him she was lying about never failing, but that wasn’t why Matt was sighing. Or at least, it wasn’t the only reason.

“I’m not sighing about losing the fight, but rather that I couldn’t cut loose against Girang after already showing so much. I feel like if I had been able to fight with him with his Intent, I could have made some progress on my own. But yes, failure on the inter Great Power stage doesn't feel great either. How did you handle failure?”

The dragon in human form scratched her chin with a taloned finger before responding, “By not worrying about it.” Seeing the incredulous look he gave her, she shrugged. “Really. I simply didn’t. There are a million things I can and do handle, but when I do fail, I just move on. Sometimes my failures result in deaths, but remember that when an Ascender is called in, shit’s already hit a repelling field of [Wind Blade]s. And while a new planet would be super cool, no one died, so there’s something positive to consider as well.”

Matt took a deep breath and nodded. Part of his unease was that Luna hadn’t mentioned their loss at all, and it had left him and Liz on tenterhooks for the last few months. They couldn’t tell if she was angry they had lost, angry Matt had given away information about his real capabilities, or not even angry at all.

Aster hadn’t been disturbed in the least, but the cat's antics had never really bothered her.

Matt sighed again, and seeing Lila’s glare, explained, “The loss just makes me wonder if we are really cut out for being Ascenders. Maybe we will reach Tier 25 and when we have our first battle we’ll really get our asses beat.” Gesturing out to the Realm around him, he continued, “Yes, we were hiding our abilities, but there are people stronger than a pair of chimeras.”

Lila sighed and sprawled out across the couch, twisting her head until there was a pop so loud, Matt had to wonder if she had snapped her neck instead of cracking it. “Matt, if anyone expected you weren’t going to make the cut, Luna would have already told you. One, do you really think she would spare your feelings?” She waited for him to shake his head before continuing. “Next, the Tribunal reviews everything you do as a potential Ascender. That means your little loss will get reviewed, but kid, I watched your fight. You aren’t in danger of being asked to step off The Path. I can already think of a dozen items and new skills that would synergize fantastically with you and would have made that fight easier for you. Your teams will almost assuredly have them waiting for you the minute you complete the Path. Don’t forget, both Girang and Soddus are chimeras, and it’s honestly quite impressive that you lasted as long as you did. But that just goes to show you how strong you’ll be once you do finish the Path and won’t need to hide anything, and that’s ignoring all the additional resources you’ll get when the time comes. Chimeras are strong, but they’re used to being strong, and have been given every possible advantage they could use to get to that point. But to borrow a phrase from the Sects, a flower raised in a greenhouse will never weather a storm as well as the one that flourished under the sun and sky. Take the loss on the chin and get over it. You didn’t have an Intent as a hundred year old, and a darling of Kar'Tan who is over two thousand years old got his in the middle of a fight? Boo-fucking-hoo. Next time, you be the one to develop your Intent mid-fight, like an actual Ascender would.”

With that said, Lila kicked her feet up and turned on the screen, flipping through channels so fast, it was just a blur to Matt.

He opened his mouth to comment, but she pointed the remote at him and visibly pressed mute, and he found himself unable to make any sound.

Rolling his eyes, Matt relaxed into the sofa and settled in once Lila settled on a baking show.

Growling, she seemed ready to spit fire. “I’m going to eat that host one day. She said my cake tasted like sand. Of course it did! It was a Sand Patty!”

Watching as a woman added way too much flour to the cake mix for it to rise correctly, Matt let his mind wander.

When the episode came to an end, he nodded at Lila. “Thanks.”

She winked at him but didn’t say anything.

Pulling out a few snacks for the next episode, he found half of them floating over to the dragon who had just opened her mouth as she let the snacks parade into her maw one by one, without taking her eyes off the screen.

They snacked together for another two episodes before Liz kicked open the door. “Are you ignoring me?”

Her exacerbated tone told him she wasn’t joking, but Matt had no idea. Thankfully, Lila answered for him. “No, I was ignoring you. Your constant messages were interrupting the show, so I blocked them. We are watching to see if Brenda can un-fuck her cake making skills. She should have been kicked off instead of Justin. I don't care if his ice cream wasn’t freezing, it was still more of a dessert than her pancake was a cake.”

Liz glared at the dragon, but it didn’t bother her. “Well, if you’d check your messages you will see that Conor was seriously injured, and we’re entering Empire space near them, so we should swing by before we return to delving.”

Quickly flipping through his messages, Matt found the message and saw that what Liz said was true.

A small mistake had nearly cost their friend his life, and it was only Annie’s quick reaction of cutting off his head that had saved him from being devoured by a monster. They didn’t go into too much detail, but they were taking a break from delving, which was unusual for Team Bucket Reborn. They had officially fallen off the Path when most of them had reached Tier 17, but they did their best to not let that slow down their progress. If anything, they’d tried to push harder once they lost their priority rift access, and that had turned out poorly.

When delving up Tiers, even the most careful of delvers eventually made a mistake, and it was often lethal. It was why The Path was called a charnel house by its detractors; those who made even one mistake could die, and his friend had almost become a statistic. That was a frightening thought.

Coming out of his [AI], Matt found Liz and Lila arguing, but what Lila said gave both of them pause. “It's crazy how we came back into Empire space right near the planet your friends are on. So before you get too mad, ponder that coincidence.”

Matt looked to Lila with a raised eyebrow even as Liz sheepishly apologized.

Instead of answering him, Lila just winked, grabbed Liz, and dropped her in his lap.

With his wife acquired, Matt smiled. “Well hello.”

Liz rolled her eyes but relaxed into his embrace. “Really, if she had just let the messages through, we could have avoided this. She did help us though, so now I look like an asshole.”

Matt just shrugged. “It's fine. I don’t think Lila is one to hold a grudge.” Pausing as he realized how she was just talking about eating a TV host for correctly judging her cake, he corrected himself. “I'm sure your parents will get vengeance on your behalf.”

Liz slapped his chest but Lila snorted, showing she was still listening.

“Oh well. I expect you to stay celibate forever in my memory.”

Matt smiled as he gave her a counter offer, “I’ll stay celibate until you revive.”

“Oh wow, a full three minutes! How chivalrous of you. I’m sure you could make your way through many a courtesan in that time frame.”

“I’m a man of many talents.”

Their bickering continued for a few more minutes until Luna walked through the door and Lila exploded in a burst of sand, only to be replaced by Aster who was holding a spoon full of ice cream and brownie that was now covered in said sand.

Growling, Aster raised her fist but dropped her hand with a grumble after seeing Luna.

The cat ignored Aster and instead looked to Matt and Liz, asking, “Are you two done sulking?”

Matt raised a finger in objection. “We weren't sulking, we were just mulling over the recent events.”

Luna didn’t even blink at his defense, but instead moved her eyes to Liz who just shrugged. “It’s just annoying. I know that nobody is actually unbeatable, but as Ascenders, we’re supposed to basically be that. We lost, and I expect better from us.”

Luna looked to Aster but his bond just shrugged. “We were kicking ass against the blender kids and doing really well until Girang got his Intent. I think we coulda won given enough time.” She shrugged again as if that was all that needed to be said.

Luna pointed to the air and let the moment linger for a long while before saying, “You did well. Remember, you aren’t Ascenders yet, just Pathers. Even if you had utilized your full kits, it is uncertain if you would have won against the two of them. Perhaps you would have, perhaps not. Remember that they’ve had nearly as many resources poured into them as you three will have after the Path. That enhances their primary abilities, yes, but also gives them far, far more hidden cards to play than you have. Nothing so drastic as an entire element being hidden, of course, but know the fight was liable to get harder, not easier, as they went on.”

She caught Matt’s eye. “Think of what you showed, Matthew. While it would have been preferable to not reveal anything, you pulled back before you utilized too much. But the more you revealed, the harder it was for them to match you. In time, they would have been forced to do much the same, and you would have faced an even more challenging fight, but one I suspect you would have won. Celebrate your accomplishments, and recognize where you have yet to improve. And your accomplishments are great, forcing a revive from Soddus and showing that even while fighting a war, the Empire’s newest generation is no weaker than the last. There will be more planets yet to claim.”

Matt opened his mouth, but Luna narrowed her eyes at him, and he shut it with an audible click. “You’ll win far more than a single undeveloped Tier 22 planet in the war. If you still feel bad after that, make one yourself. But if you let this become a thing, I will work you until you wish losing a single planet was the worst of your problems.”

Nodding, Matt thought it over. He was already going to upgrade planets, but maybe he could figure out how to make planets themselves. He kind of liked that idea, even if it was just in jest. It did bring up a more important thought to the front of his mind.

His mana had now reached an utterly insane level of generation. So like his mana pool, the target on his back had doubled. If he didn’t become powerful enough, he’d be trapped in the cage of duty and obligation even if he wasn’t physically caged. He couldn't afford to wallow in a single loss.

Despite the war news of Light and Shadow going from one victory to another, he knew they had missions that ended in, if not failure, then at least not success. He tried not to think of Duke Waters, who had gone from victory to victory for most of the war. He and the other Ascender level combatants were carefully circling around each other, neither side willing to engage and risk losing their top assets.

He just couldn’t help wondering…if either Light and Shadow, or Duke Waters, had been there in their place, could they have won?

Light and Shadow was a giant mystery, as Matt didn’t know if they had their Intents at Tier 21. But Duke Waters famously had his Intent at Tier 17, which meant the fight might not even have happened.

Still, he felt better for the realization, and with Luna’s blessing, they were given two weeks of a break to go and visit Conor where he convalesced.

Matt expected to get embroiled in some shenanigans while leaving the fleet and Lila’s ship, but she just waved her hand and teleported them into the hospital. Without sand for him and Liz, but Aster found her pockets filled with sand so fine, it might as well have been dust.

His laugh earned him a faceful of sand, but it was worth it.

Seeing Conor was less fun.

Team Bucket Reborn was living about halfway up a towering skyscraper meant for portable homes. A hexagonal tower in the center held various amenities such as parks, restaurants, and forms of entertainment, and along each edge a platform extended into thin air. Somewhere between half to a third of the platforms were occupied, skewed toward the very top and very bottom of the tower. Accordingly, theirs was the only house on the floor, a well-kept three bedroom place that reminded Matt of the original form of his portable house. It must have been fairly cramped inside, but that was the price you paid for mobility.

Knocking on the door, a surprised Kyle answered with a dagger in his hand. Seeing the three of them, the weapon vanished, and he opened the door a little more.

“Hey guys. When our messages were undelivered for so long we assumed you were off somewhere.”

Liz nodded as she hugged Kyle before heading into the house. “That's because we were.”

After hugging Matt, Kyle scanned Aster up and down before shaking his head. “It's so weird seeing you on two legs.”

Aster mock gasped and leaned back as she put a hand over her mouth. “Are you saying you like me on all fours better? Bold of you!”

“Well yeah, I was there when you hatched I—” Kyle had already started speaking before he realized what she had actually said and implied. Giving her a flat look, he shook his head and said, “That's not funny.”

Aster grinned as she slipped by him after giving him a hug and said in a singsong cadence, “Yes it was!”

As Matt entered the small living room he saw Tara and Emily in oversized shirts eating breakfast, with forks hovering in the air as they sat there frozen.

Tara got to her feet first but bumped the table she and Emily were eating off, sending their drinks to the floor.

“Ahhh! Hey guys, it's been so long! How have you been? Where have you been?”

Emily came up behind Tara and lightly slapped the other woman on the back of the head. “They can't say that.”

Matt shrugged. "Sorry, can’t say too much, but let’s just say it’s been a rough week. Bad fight and some political losses. We’re all okay, just disappointed.”

That earned him an understanding look from Kyle and a pitying hug from Emily, then Aster elbowed Matt and Liz out of the way and derailed the conversion. “Who cares about that? What’s more important is that I have a human body that you guys haven’t seen! Aren't I pretty? We should go shopping!”

Tara looked bemused, but Emily seemed genuinely interested in the suggestion, though Liz immediately re-righted the conversion. “So, uh, where are Conor and Annie?”

Tara waved her hand. “Hospital. They’re regrowing a bit more of Conor.”

Emily winced slightly at that and Matt caught Kyle doing the same.

Kyle also caught Matt catching him, and explained at his inquisitive look. “It was bad. Not sure I’d really call it a mistake, but it was definitely all our faults, and Conor was basically just a spine and skull by the end of it. But hey, at least we had [Bandage]. That kept him alive long enough to get him to the hospital, and he’s been getting bits and pieces of himself back since. It’s burning through our liquid stones like nothing else, getting him back together quickly, but we don’t want him suffering for any longer than we have to. He did make it very clear that we weren’t to cash in one of our boons from Queen Mara just to get him back on his feet, but was that ever a fight.”

“Oh yeah,” Liz frowned. “The rift we found Azure in and giving up our claim to our portion of the egg. I kinda forgot mom gave everyone a favor to be cashed in. That was a thing. You know, I could probably⁠—”

“Nope! Nope, nope, nope,” Kyle cut her off. “We might be off the Path, but we still want to, well, live our own lives. Not have our rich friends bail us out just because they feel sorry for us. No offense, of course.”

“None taken.” Liz sighed and continued, “And I get it. That was my motivation for joining the Path in the first place, you know?”

Aster dropped into the couch between Kyle and Emily, who had returned to her breakfast and threw her legs over Emily while stealing Tara’s plate of food. “What about Melinda? I half expected you guys to have made a trip to her already. Or does she count as another rich friend that would be bailing you out?”

Kyle looked to Tara, who looked to them. “We were actually going to ask you guys about her. Shortly after the war started, she and Mathew got whisked away somewhere, and we haven’t heard anything since. We've gotten a few presents, but we haven’t spoken to her in a while. Have you guys not heard anything from her either?”

Matt shook his head, but Lila’s voice whispered in his ear, “The little healer is fine. Reassure your friends of that, but they won't be seeing her in person until the war is over.”

Matt wondered how Lila knew of Melinda’s whereabouts, but passed the information over to the others, who just nodded.

They were chatting when another knock on the door made Matt turn and spread his spiritual sense outside. Instead of Annie and Conor returning, there was a group of four Tier 18 delvers that were armed and armored.

Suddenly, the dagger that Kyle answered the door with made a lot more sense, and Matt didn’t like it.

He was going to get up and deal with it, Liz in sync with him, but Kyle raised a hand to stop them. “We can deal with that. It's just a local bully trying to run a protection racket. With Conor out of commission they think we are easy pickings.”

While Matt didn’t like it, he was going to trust his friend. But Aster ignored Kyle and skipped over to the door, a pleasant smile on her face that he knew meant someone was going to get frozen.

The moment she answered the door, Kyle clenched his fist and lowered his head, eyes closed and clearly expecting a disaster.

“Hi! We weren’t expecting company. Who are you guys? My name is⁠—”

Aster's voice was cheery as the wannabe thugs tried to brush past her and enter the house, but froze before they could take even a single step.

Literally.

Their legs were frozen to the ground, ice creeping up to their knees.

That got their attention, and Matt smiled as they fully turned their attention to Aster and sent their spiritual senses out to scan everyone. They were officially still only Tier 15, but even their official covers were capable of roughing up a couple of Tier 18s who thought themselves tough. Whether the thugs thought they were actually higher tier, recognized that being below-tier was hardly an issue for them, or tried something regardless of Aster’s ice didn’t matter much to him.

Aster smiled and threw her arms around the two leading cultivators. “You know it's rude to try and enter someone's home before being invited, but hey, I could use a few ice sculptures to populate my garden…” Her voice trailed off in a way the thugs clearly thought was a threat, but Matt felt Aster’s actual puzzlement as she felt a connection to her Domain.

She was too well trained for that to shake her for long though, and she gestured to the street. “So why don’t you guys slide on out of here?”

The ice on their feet started moving, and only when they were back on the street did it melt and Aster slammed the door.

“Sorry about the door. It felt appropriate.”

Kyle sighed. “I wish you guys hadn’t done that. I know you guys have Mara and Leon behind you, but the lead idiot's father is a local mayor and has some pull around here.”

Liz poked Kyle in the side hard enough to make his friend jerk. “No one fucks with our friends. Matt and I will take a public walk to the man's office and impress upon him the importance of keeping his son in line before we leave, and pass along a message to Rusty that he should look into auditing this planet. When the local Marquess finds out a mayor got his ass audited he’ll take care of the issue himself.”

The group didn’t seem fully convinced, so Matt swept the conversation along. “So, how’s domestic life? You seem decently well-adjusted.”

Tara added, “It’s a bit strange. Staying in one place this long is definitely weird, and we’ve been feeling how cramped this place is, especially when the scenery is the same for weeks on end. Other than that, it’s pretty much the same as always. Just more time hanging out, less time actively delving. We’re still training so we don’t get rusty, but usually we’re just spending time with each other.”

“Hey, I can’t say I’m complaining,” Emily leaned in closer to Tara.

“Well, it certainly does have its perks,” the archer agreed, turning slightly to bring their faces closer together.

Matt was going to let the couple have their moment, but Kyle rolled his eyes and stuck his hand between the two. “Nope, nope, nope. No looking into each other's eyes all lovingly. Like damn, some of us are still single here.”

Tara turned around in a huff which nearly sent Aster onto the floor, as she was trying to sneak her legs back onto Emily’s lap. “Don’t give me that Mr. Bachelor for life. You broke up with Raleigh because she was trying to get serious.”

“Yeah because I get enough sickly sweet couple shit from the rest of you. I need to live carefree and alone to compensate. Aster, back me up here.”

Aster snorted and stuck her nose in the air. “No way! I’m looking for my person. They are out there somewhere.”

Emily grinned evilly and asked, “Is your person Kyle?”

Before Kyle could protest, Aster leaned in and sniffed him, nose twitching. After a moment she sneezed. “Nope.”

Kyle stood up, throwing his arms into the air. “Are you saying I smell?”

“No, not at all. You just aren't my person.”

“But you sneezed.”

“So what?”

“You are Tier 15, there is no way that was an accident.”

“It's an involuntary action.”

“You are immortal, there are no involuntary actions.” Kyle stood there like he had won the argument, but Aster shot right back.

“Are you saying muscle memory isn’t an involuntary reaction?”

Kyle pointed one finger out like he had a rebuttal, but paused as he pondered the idea then cupped his chin in thought. Eventually, he covered his mouth and looked down, giving up on the argument.

“Insulting is what it is either way.”

Their bickering lasted another half hour until Conor and Annie came back.

Both looked the same as they did when they reached Tier 15. At least, what was left of Conor did. He was mostly a head, a single arm, and the upper half of a torso with waxy skin that told of being pushed well over the healing cooldown.

Still, he was in good spirits seeing them. “Hey guys! It's good to see you. What have you been up to?”

Seeing that Conor wasn’t down and was a deft hand at using his Concept to move things around settled Matt down a little, and he was glad to see his friend was alive and well. Close calls reminded one of their mortality and Matt didn’t want to lose anyone close to him.

He’d been beyond lucky that none of his friends had joined the death statistics, but that wasn’t because the Path had suddenly become less deadly. The highest-profile death from his generation had been Adam, the masked Illusionist from their tournament, after he’d vanished into a Tier 16 rift.

Weirdly, that was what managed to make him think of Eleanor and Ethan. The duo had fallen off the Path at Tier 12, and last he’d heard, they were preparing for their Minkalla delve. He encouraged them to wait until Tier 13, but they hadn’t seemed inclined to listen.

That reminded Matt that he needed to check up on the kids, having not gotten a message from either of them when they returned to Empire space. The next Minkalla cycle was due in about three years, and he was curious what they were doing to prepare.

Their conversation meandered from there and lasted for a full day before they took a break for anything. Team Bucket Reborn were discussing their new delving schedule, and probably lowering the difficulty of the rifts they took on. They weren’t on the Path anymore, where they needed to be constantly delving three tiers above themselves without more than three hours of rest. They had the time to do things properly, learning about their targets beforehand, only delving up two tiers, and practicing new maneuvers and strategies.

Matt didn’t want to get a message that one of his friends, or a group of them, had just never exited a rift. It was too anticlimactic and cold for his tastes, with no conclusion ever really possible, which made the whole thing seem even more wrong. He didn’t want any of his friends to die, but going out like that just seemed wrong.

The two weeks they spent with Team Bucket Reborn was good for more than just recharging their social batteries. Aster made good progress on claiming her tiara, and Liz did the same with blood.

Matt even made some progress on his Phrase. He wasn’t entirely sure which he was going to pick, but he narrowed down the list to something that encompassed his feeling of rightness when he was the center of the battlefield. Intrepid, fearless, adamant, stationary, motionless, steadfast, dauntless, indomitable, immobile, determined, resolute, impassive, and relentless were the words he felt something toward. He spent hours each day pondering what each word meant to him and how, if at all, they represented him, his place in the Realm, and where and how he wanted to grow his Domain.

He hadn’t forgotten Aunt Helen's lesson about the differences between a Concept and an Intent.

He had chosen his own Path.

He just needed to walk down it.
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Matt descended into meditation, calling up first the Image of a white hole, then constructing several layers of shell around it that could quite reasonably be referred to as ‘Minkalla.’ It…wasn’t anything close to the original, if he was being honest. That was simply too great a task, too much for any Intent Image. But, that didn’t matter. An Image didn’t need to bear any similarities to reality, it simply needed to be real enough to him.

His Minkalla, the result of years of refinement, wasn’t anything close to the idea he’d approached with wide-eyed enthusiasm at first. Oh, it was still a planet with seven layers that could rotate the floor that was deepest, and therefore closest, to his empowering white hole. It was still covered with hissing gears and gleaming brass, but it was no dungeon capable of infinite variation. It didn’t have twenty-one floors to call upon, only seven. They were, ultimately, similar to the seven he’d encountered, and while he could change their order, he couldn’t properly conceptualize the floors he hadn’t experienced.

At only halfway through Tier 21, Matt shouldn’t be in a rush to complete his Image, but with Liz having claimed her blood as her Anchor and Aster successfully settling on an Image of a vast snowscape with glimmering auroras in the sky, he was feeling the pressure to keep up.

It wasn’t like they were judging him, but he had never really struggled in the Domain department, and with the others taking the lead, he was having old feelings of inadequacy creep back up. Except this time, it had a clear answer.

Catch up with the others.

Still, personal feelings of inadequacy were no reason to rush things. That was just asking for a failure and would waste even more of his time as he rebuilt his proto Image.

Gathering himself, Matt started to resonate with his Image.

The words didn’t exist to properly convey the experience, but he descended into the portion of his spirit where his Domain resided. There, a white hole hovered in the depths of space, solitary in its Endless march, spewing mana out into the cosmos. It was absolutely massive, until he took a step back and cupped it in his hand.

There, the little point of light looked so fragile, so small. It needed a home.

Crystal formed around it, not quite mana crystal, but similar, and held it within an infinite void. From there, he physically assembled the cogs and runes needed for structure and motion, suspending it at the center of what quickly became a nested brass sphere. Within that, he impressed his spirit.

Mind Over Matter was the floor he’d encountered at the very bottom of Minkalla, and the pseudo-real domain took shape. He’d had to content his Image with only being populated with the rifts and challenges he’d personally encountered, but that was more than enough.

So, he impressed that same desire into his spirit. But just as his white hole spewed mana in place of mundane mass, so too would his floor affect mana instead of mass.

Once upon a time, he would have prioritized mana concentration above all other effects that he wanted from his Intent, but things had changed somewhat. In just a few decades, there had been a solution presented to him in the form of the mana concentration array. Sure, it was still only usable once a tier, but he believed that would eventually be overcome.

He was immortal, and even if the mana concentration effect was minuscule, he would eventually get whatever he needed from it. There was no time limit, and he had a better idea for his strongest Intent power. With the promise of getting full access to the concentration array when he completed The Path, he could wave off the intermediary losses to his mana concentration from the normal potions’ deficiencies. He knew he could get all of that progress back and more.

For his first floor, the one most likely to remain even if his modular idea didn’t work out, he impressed on it the idea of his Mind Over Matter stripping away everything that didn’t matter. He focused in on just the impact his mana and Will had.

Currently, his biggest limiter in a fight was his skills and their inability to handle the amount of mana he could feed them. Oh sure, he could pour Endless amounts of mana into [Cracked Mana Spear], but he’d run into the unusual issue of having too much mana to throw at it. After about 400,000 MPS pushed into the skill, extra mana…didn’t do much. Or at least, nothing practical. It practically blinded the spirit to study it, and gave off some very impressive light shows while it lasted, but the penetrative power simply fell off. And that was after keeping it as his innate skill for several years.

[Arcane Powershot] had practically eclipsed [Mana Bolt] for him. His modifications had all but annihilated the normal maximum mana per second charging rate at the cost of efficiency, but that didn’t matter when he could just slam a million mana into it and be done.

[Lightning Torrent] was still doing just fine, able to easily handle a half-million mana before it started getting showier than was needed, but that was largely thanks to its higher-Tier status.

Ironically, what was once his most profligate skill by far, his trusty [Cracked Phantom Armor], was now one which didn’t waste most of his mana when fully empowered. Each layer could handle fifty thousand mana per second, and under Luna’s focus, that was a hundred thousand mana spent on proper defense. There legitimately wasn’t another skill that he knew of which had a better mana to toughness ratio for his Tier, outside of reserve skills, which didn’t count. Even combining a few skills wouldn’t out-scale it, and Matt couldn’t help but feel proud of his hard work.

For other skills, being replaced was something natural and to be expected, upgrade orbs could sometimes be used to push a lower-Tier skill farther, but there was usually a reason higher Tier skills were preferable. But for his oldest skill, Matt refused to allow something like that to happen. Minkalla had proven how pivotal [Cracked Phantom Armor] had been to him by showing him the lives where he never got it. That was why his oldest spell had spent a good long while being modified to be more efficient, and he had to say, the results were dramatic. At full power, he’d managed to tank a hit from a Tier 24 monster without so much as cracking the outer layer. Part of that was thanks to its properties as a cracked spell, but another part was how the upgrade allowed the skill to have two channels, with the second allowing him to selectively reinforce an area.

Having 2,621,440 MPS to throw at spells was a unique situation, but it was Matt’s to solve.

And his answer was to have his Intent do some of the heavy lifting.

He already had a large amount of willpower relative to others at his progress level, but that would be multiplied when he got his Intent. Having the next stage of a Domain didn’t innately make the rest of the Domain stronger, but it did temper them and make one's willpower stronger and more robust, resulting in more power overall. If his prediction was correct, and the experts he talked to said it was entirely possible, even his initial Intent could double or triple the amount of mana a skill could take before destabilizing.

As a team, they had already tried to once more push into Tier 25 rifts. They struggled mightily, and just couldn’t overcome the Tier gap without Intents of their own. Just having and using the next stage of a Domain increased a cultivator’s Willpower reserves, along with the Will equivalent of mana concentration, which lead to the stark power difference between people with unequal Domain advancement. Additionally, Intents and beyond were better able to utilize the bays and oceans of Willpower available to an experienced cultivator, even if they were less efficient in doing so than a Concept. Whenever possible, the earliest stage of a person’s Domain was used to accomplish a given task in order to minimize cost, likened to using a forklift until a crane was absolutely required.

Still, that meant they would need to be Tier 22 before they could push into Tier 25 rifts. But if they could create part of their Intents, they would get a small but noticeable bump in power, and currently, the others had that power boost.

Which was why Matt wanted to form at least part of his Intent. Aster had already noticed a small but noticeable improvement to the power of her draining spells, and Liz had noticed any spell she delivered with her blood as a medium was comparably more potent. Meanwhile, Matt was stuck using yet more mana without a good way to turn that into raw power.

Even just getting the ability to increase the mana his spells could take by a few percent would give him a massive boost in power, but to do that, he needed to make his Image.

With Mind Over Matter stabilized, he spent more time working on the interchangeability mechanism, then began filling Folded Reflections with mists.

Matt asked himself what his next biggest need in a fight was after utilizing his mana, and his answer was twofold, which forced him to make a decision. More physical power would be fantastic, but he also wanted to protect himself and his allies. Ultimately, he chose to prioritize his allies, the two most important people in his life, over his own physical strength. He could get more power from skills, but if the others died, they would be gone forever, and that was unacceptable. Instead, he pulled on the idea of the clones within Folded Reflections, and because they were part of his Intent, they were a part of him. That part was…finicky, but ideally it would grant him some form of damage absorption, taking injuries in place of his allies.

It took what felt like weeks for that floor to solidify, but that was purely his conjecture, as time was ethereal in his meditation. It moved both as fast as a perfect dream where even unknown fantasies were satiated, and as slow as a nightmare when being chased by some unseen and unstoppable horror.

Taxing Skills would hopefully result in a boost in physical power, as Matt tried to tie that particular interpretation of the floor theme by emphasizing the route that he and his team hadn’t been able to really take during their run— raw physical strength. No skills were needed for punching out monsters or navigating intricate labyrinths, just more physical strength.

Courtly Warfare was dedicated to defense. It was an endless battlefield, and that meant it required endless defense of vulnerable places. But, he still wanted something which he could use for offense, and the generals served as an excellent reference point for his hopeful effect. They were mobile fortresses, spawned from unassailable defense and sent forth as unparalleled offense. The war itself tied in as well, a push and pull between attacking and defending, which suited his Intent well, particularly given in that reality that he had been the one leading the armies to victory.

Back to Basics was a bit of a gamble.

His Intent was already meant to be modular, but he knew that once he set his Image and Intent as a whole, he would be locked into those choices, and he really liked the idea of versatility. After all, it was a core part of his very being. Thanks to his mana, Matt could do anything. Crafting? He might never be as good as a dedicated crafter with a Talent and Domain for it, but he could be passable. Magic? He had more mana then a squadron of mages, and thanks to Minkalla, the Innate skill slot to really abuse a skill. He would never match the mages who specialized in a single element, like Liz did with blood, but that was fine. He didn’t need to match them, but counter them. And thanks to his mana and Luna ensuring his breadth of skills was as wide as possible, there were few things he couldn't counter. Melee fighting? Matt wasn’t Talented with his longsword like Tara was her bow, but he was damn good with a blade. He also couldn’t match the raw physicality innate to someone like Kyle, who had a Talent to double his physical strength, but Matt had enough mana to outpower Kyle by stacking buffs. He could even throw Girang around with physical superiority when they had fought. He had ultimately lost that fight, but that didn’t change the raw physical advantage his Talent afforded him.

Versatility was in his blood, and he wanted to capture some of that.

To that end, he doubled down on the way Back to Basics reset a person’s cultivation. An unawakened person could be anything, after all. An orphan could be an Ascender, a princess of fire could be a warrior of blood. A random girl could be the greatest healer ever seen. Awakening, and cultivation itself, enabled one to become anything.

It came together quite easily, all told.

With Genesis Cultivation, he was finally able to work in mana concentration. After all, essence was just hyper-concentrated mana, and Genesis Energy was practically hyper-concentrated essence. While he was on that floor, he imagined all of his mana being replaced with Genesis Energy, but also slowly refining his mana into Genesis Energy. Even if it didn’t directly enhance his concentration, it should enhance his overall spellwork.

The logic had sounded a bit shaky to Aster, but he’d spent months reconciling the ideas. It would work. Luna, Kurt, and April had all assured him that what mattered was his understanding of the concept, and he could feel it in his bones.

Eternal Darkness only had one real possible effect, but one that was undeniably useful. In theory it could resolve into some kind of general stealth or invisibility power, but Matt was nudging it toward making his spirit and mana harder to sense. The former was just a natural consequence of Tiering up, as the spirit naturally became harder to nudge in the right ways to gauge the properties of a person’s Talent, Domain, or skills, but he wanted it strengthened. The second would obscure just how much mana he was making, something he was quite understandably concerned about people noticing. His mask was helping with that, particularly his self-buff spells, but as he used more and more mana in external attacks, it was only getting more likely that someone would notice just how much mana he was putting out.

Even that wasn’t the worst fate. As Matt, his Concept publicly gave him even more mana regeneration than it gave to those around him, but he was getting to the point of having more mana than could be explained by even that.

The compatibility of a floor meant to hide everything and his desire to hide his mana slotted together fairly easily.

As his willpower infused the Image he had so painstakingly built, Matt reveled in success. Or at least, the first portion of it.

Forming the Image wasn’t even half the battle. He had created and discarded dozens, if not thousands, of Images in the last few years before really settling on his modular Intent. The next step to check compatibility was filling the Image with willpower. If the Image fell apart, it could mean two things. Either the Image itself was built poorly, or the Image didn’t match well with the individual trying to make it.

If it was the second, they had two options. Change the Image or themselves. Intents were, like Aunt Helen said, all about where you wanted to go, but just because it was about a direction to go didn’t mean you were in the right place to set out on that journey. Sometimes, you needed to get to that starting point before you could start, and other times, you realized you just weren’t cut out for that journey in the first place, and started looking for another.

If the Image took the willpower without crumbling, that didn’t mean you were in the clear. No, there was one more step, and it was, without a doubt, the hardest step.

Locking the Image in while also keeping the idea behind it in place. It was the step where most failed, and even the smallest mistake or lapse of thought could send everything tumbling down.

He needed to keep everything in mind about his Image, which was a hard enough task with a single idea, but his modular Intent had seven other ideas inside of one and he needed to juggle all of those at once.

As Matt pulled the Image deeper into his Domain, letting his willpower wash over, around, and through it, he kept the idea of a modular Intent front and center without losing sight of the seven floors he had in mind and all of their many intricacies and minutiae. It was like trying to juggle a dozen different weighted objects with his feet, all while blind folded, but that was why they had practiced this. It was why Luna, Kurt, and April pushed them to understand their prospective Intent’s so deeply. It was why they played mind games where they needed to keep track of a dozen ideas. It was why they played around with their Intents, even in the middle of a battle.

All to be ready for this moment.

A moment where nothing could go wrong, and they needed to be perfect.

As things started to settle, Matt felt a creeping feeling of foreboding.

Something was wrong, but he didn’t know what.

He checked his Image, and it was stable.

He checked his understanding of his many floors, but they were also solid.

Slowing down, he kept a steady progression of claiming his Image.

It was when he was nearing the halfway point Matt knew something wasn’t just going wrong, but was wrong.

His Image had started to turn thin and fragile between one heartbeat and the next.

Taking stock, he knew he needed to make a choice.

Should he push on, or should he abandon this Image?

Every lesson he had been taught told him pushing forward was a bad idea, and despite his obstacle and desire to create part of his Intent, he knew it was the smart play. Even as he tried to stop and retreat, he found that the damage was already done, and his Image was collapsing in on itself.

He felt like he shouldn’t know why it was collapsing, but he knew exactly why it was doing so.

His modular Intent wasn’t perfect. At least not perfect for him.

It was that simple.

His Domain wasn’t rejecting it entirely, it had been partly successful. But his Concept was perfect, and a non-perfect Image just couldn’t survive being built upon such a foundation like he tried to do with having his white hole power the Intent Image.

He wanted to scream, yell, and rage at the Realm, but he was too busy trying to frantically hold his Image together to manage that. Decades of work and visualization was falling apart in front of his eyes and he couldn't do anything about it. The weeks spent perfecting a floor layout, the months spent shaping each unique copy of himself inside a floor. The years spent embodying a floor's idea and ensuring it was both important to him and would be useful going forward.

It had been a waste of effort.

Pointless.

Trying to stop a catastrophic collapse which would damage his Domain and spirit, Matt gripped the shattering fragments of his Intent. He was slowly backing away and pulling his energy out, trying to limit his injuries to just a lungful of blood and a migraine, when he had a flash of insight.

It wasn’t an Inspiration like when he had seen a white hole in person. Just a normal, mundane idea. A gut feeling he knew to trust.

Part of it was Liz and seeing her reviving. Part of it was Aster and how she found beauty and life in frozen wastelands. Part of it was Luna, who pushed him to limits he didn’t know he had. Part of it was Kurt, whose silent support was always there to make sure Matt knew a path less walked might be fuller of obstacles, but could still be walked. Part of it was April, who was learning just as much as he was, and who showed him that one never stopped advancing until they chose to. Part of it was Mara and Leon, who gave him unwavering love despite their station. Part of it was the Emperor, who held up the sky and enforced justice and morality on everyone underneath him through power and example. Part of it was Aunt Helen, who didn’t mind doing things the hard way when others would have given up long ago.

Sometimes, it was only through the ashes that new life could grow.

Instead of stopping the collapse of his Intent, Matt rushed forward. He pushed. He twisted. He bent. He tore. He squeezed.

The pain was overwhelming, but even as he was blacking out, he saw his answer.

A planet's worth of mass collapsed into his Concept, but instead of being repelled like everything else was, it sank in and started absorbing. Condensing.

For a brief moment before the interaction of his White Hole Concept Image and the fragmented Black Hole Image started to fight each other, Matt understood.
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Aster was sitting there with Liz and Luna as Matt sat in his meditative trance.

The lotus position wasn’t her preferred style to sit, but it was Matt’s. Sometimes, he even sat like that on the couch, and when he was meditating, he seemed to default to it even if he started laying down, like he had this time.

She didn’t really get it, but it worked for him, and her bond could do as he pleased.

When he had said that he wanted to create his Image last month, she had been surprised, but when his meditative trance had passed the week long mark, she had known something was odd. Not necessarily wrong, but not normal.

Luna had assured her things were fine, but as one week turned into two, then three, even Aster got worried.

Still, all of them could feel as Matt slowly condensed his Image. Aster could feel it through her own Image, despite not having an Intent Image of her own. Through their bond, she could even feel how careful Matt was being, and when he started realizing his Image, she had been excited.

When things had started to go wrong, and she felt him starting to pull back, Aster had figured that his Image needed a little more work, and he would retreat before making a second attempt in a few months. It had taken her two attempts to claim her Anchor, and it had taken Liz over a dozen, with her nearly exploding each time before she got it, her body not quite able to handle the transition. A momentary setback wasn’t the end of the world, but instead of stopping the collapse like he seemed to start doing, Matt seemed to go crazy.

Aster felt it when he deliberately started accelerating the collapse of his Image and so did the others. Liz jumped to her feet, but before she took even a step, she froze.

Aster wasn’t faster, but she was connected to Matt in a way that Liz wasn’t, and she tried to pull on that connection to stop Matt, but before she could, Luna loomed over her. Not physically, as Luna hadn’t moved from where she stood, but rather, the other bond had flexed her cultivation and pushed its weight at Aster. Like a kit once more, she instinctively retreated and shrunk back, unable to cross the stronger woman.

It wasn’t a threat, but Aster damn well knew that if she continued to test her, Luna would have knocked her unconscious before allowing her to interrupt Matt.

Liz groaned out the words Aster wanted to as Matt’s flesh started to curdle like old milk before falling away in strips. “Need. To. Help. Him.”

Luna didn’t even blink as she watched. “You both felt it. This was deliberate. Don’t interrupt him. You all learned from failure, and Matt clearly thought this was necessary.”

Aster wanted to complain, but she was too lost in horror as Matt started to melt.

He was taking serious Domain damage that she could feel leaking into his spirit, and it kept getting worse until his Intent Image fully collapsed, and the failure was fully disintegrated.

The moment it did, the three of them appeared in a hospital room with two healers and a dozen nurses ready to start working on Matt.

They quickly healed his flesh, and while it removed the curdled look from his skin, there was still considerable damage, and she felt as his already stressed body and spirit rejected the healing.

Aster didn’t know why Matt had done it, but even while he was unconscious, she felt the almost smug satisfaction from her bond.

Liz growled at Luna, “That was reckless! You should have let us stop him.”

Luna didn’t seem to even hear Liz, but Aster wasn't sure if she was preoccupied or just flat out ignoring her.

Instead, Aster shared what she knew. “That was intentional. I⁠—”

“I know, I—” Liz interrupted her, but Aster raised her voice a little to take back control.

“I could feel even more than you could. He did it intentionally and understood something at the end there. This might seem bad, but I think it will be worth it.”

Aster expected Liz to say something, but Luna turned to look at her and raised an eyebrow, clearly asking for clarification, so Aster gave it. “Before he fell unconscious, he was smug about something. I mean, Matt is smug about a lot of things, but he had the same feeling when he had an idea that I said wouldn't work, and he proved it could work. It was like that, and that was the dominant feeling I could feel through our bond at the end.”

Liz smiled at that, but Luna nodded. “Physically, he's fine. He’ll need more healing, but the damage to his Domain is serious. It's not shattered, but it's more cracked than when you shifted your bloodline, Aster. Stay with him until he wakes up…”

She trailed off, and one of the healers answered the unasked question. “He’s stable and should be waking up within an hour.”

Aster didn’t like it. An hour unconscious for an immortal was basically an eternity. Matt had taken quite some damage.

Luna nodded to show she heard the healers and their nurses filed out of the operating room, leaving the four of them to themselves.

Now, all they could do was wait.

Wait and worry.

Damn Matt owed her a new ice cream flavor for making her worry so much.
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Matt groaned as he woke up, and contrary to what he expected, the first sight he had when he woke up was Luna staring at him.

She was in cat form and sitting on the nightstand next to his bed.

That seemed wrong, but his mind was foggy, and he struggled to place what exactly was out of place.

The cough from his other side made him blink as there was a second, human, Luna.

He was trying to figure out why Luna had cloned herself when his vision started to clear, and a blinding headache hit him like a runaway train.

That spike of pain cleared his vision completely, and he realized that the cat who was next to him was actually a water bottle with a logo on it, and the human Luna was the real one. He also saw Liz and Aster, who were giving him worried and questioning expressions.

The human Luna spoke first. She didn’t ask him if he was okay or anything, which reminded Matt why Liz had such bad bedside manners as a healer. “What happened?”

Matt waved his hand and winced at the pain. It felt like his joints were filled with sand. Even flaring [Lesser Regeneration] did nothing to ease the pain, but pain was something he had more than enough practice ignoring and so he pushed it to the back of his mind.

“When I was making my Image, it felt like things were going well, but then things started to destabilize and I realized the modular Intent wasn’t perfect for me. I could have probably made it work if I put another decade of work into it, or reworked the power source, but first of all, I didn’t want a subpar Intent, and secondly, I had the idea that I might be able to learn something through the failure. And I was right.”

Liz grabbed his hand, and Aster transformed into her fox form and jumped on his chest as he spoke, and he pulled them both into a hug to reassure them he was okay. He knew how worried they would be, and he could feel just how worried Aster was through their bond.

Grinning, he was about to speak when he paused to cough up some blood. Spitting it out into a waiting cup, he continued, “Well, I think I know what my Intent really is.” Letting the anticipation build, he only continued when Aster started pawing at his side. “My Image didn’t just fall apart, it collapsed. A shining star of brass, with a singularity at the center. Everything about Minkalla was built on the white hole, but it shifts and changes too much, moves about and… Anyway, it won’t work for me. But in that collapse, I saw my true Image. A black hole, inverted from a white hole into something which the Realm revolves around. At that point, I passed out, but I can feel it now.”

Liz opened her mouth to speak, but Luna beat her to it. “I’m glad you learned something from the failure, but Matt, do you remember what I said about mirror Intents the last time you asked about them?”

Matt nodded. He hadn’t forgotten, but he simply didn’t care. “If any part of the Domain is the polar opposite of another part, it can be exceptionally hard to form, as the new portion will only be truly stable once it’s fully completed, so forming it is outstandingly hard. Also, using both parts of the Domain at once can be incredibly challenging if not outright impossible. I know all that. But Luna, it felt right. It was perfect. I could feel it. Even as the black hole Image fell apart, it was singing at me.”

Luna didn’t refute him, but instead nodded. “As long as you know. Now that you are awake, we need to get moving. The healers say you are going to be out of commission for at least six months, probably closer to a year, before you can use your Concept.”

Matt winced at the news. There were consequences he couldn't heal away with [Lesser Regeneration], and he was now paying for his reckless actions. Still, the price seemed worth it.

Or at least, it did until he tried to feel out his Concept. Even just feeling it felt like he had swallowed shards of hot glass, and he gasped.

Looking at his manager, he asked, “Did you feel this bad when you slowed my Inspiration?”

Her grin was feral as she said, “Worse.”

With that, she vanished and left him to Liz and Aster, who immediately started berating him for being so foolish.

He wanted to protest, but he really had earned it.

That didn’t mean it wasn’t worth it, and they all knew it.
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Matt groaned, dropping to a seated position. There technically wasn’t any meaningful gravity this far out from the closest sun, but the action still felt gratifying.

He had wanted a place to be alone to meditate for the first time after his incident, but just locking himself in a room hadn’t been enough, so he quickly flew into space. Even that hadn’t satisfied his need for solitude.

It cost him a small fortune, but he paid a Tier 25 to help him build a teleport leash which, when activated, would pull him back to an anchor. Once that was set up, he got on his flying sword and flew at top speed away from the planetary ecliptic plane, and away from the sun's influence.

Without air to create drag, his endless acceleration quickly got him away from the planets, but he still wanted more. To further increase his speed, he rapidly activated his teleport ring to cover even more distance. With his current mana generation feeding both his sword and ring, he was able to clear the gravity well of the system’s star in just two weeks.

When he was deep in the emptiness of space, with only twinkling stars to accompany him, Matt put away his sword and let himself drift in the lotus position. His body still hurt everywhere thanks to his extensive Domain damage, but after eight months of treatment and time, he was mostly fine, and the remaining injury was mostly just psychosomatic.

The last year had been aggravating enough that the moment he was given the all-clear from his healers, he went on this adventure. He knew that Liz and Aster wanted to come with him, but he needed to be on his own.

Partly because he was tired of them mothering him, but more than that, he needed to become the embodiment of a black hole. Lonely and pulling every stray bit of matter in until all that was left was a silent, cosmic graveyard.

There was a peace in the loneliness, and he enjoyed it before delving into the center of his cultivation cores where his Domain lay.

A few months ago, the place was full of cracks and felt like a fractured bone, but now everything was back to its normal shape, and Matt reveled in that feeling. The damage to his Concept had been like living with a broken limb after he had grown so accustomed to it over the last century, and he was glad to have it back.

Having had his revelation in the destruction of his first attempt, Matt knew what he needed to make and immediately began building the Image of a black hole. He’d always found actually crafting the Image to be the most gratifying, and so his starting point was a single pinprick of darkness.

From the moment his Image stabilized, he immediately felt his Concept rail against its polar opposite in the attempt to destroy the invader. If his concentration slipped for even a moment, he knew that the Image would be destroyed, but that was to be expected. Having polar opposite Images for two stages of a Domain wasn’t some new thing, and many had walked such dualistic paths before him, but all encountered harsh obstacles in making the newest portion of their Domains. For him, with polar opposite Images, he would ideally create his Anchor and Phrase before his Image, as that would give the Image some stabilization. But he wasn’t close with the other two facets of his Intent, and he needed to make progress.

Rather, his recent change meant that he needed to re-determine his top Phrase candidates. For his Anchor, the Heart of a Black Hole, a prize he had won in Minkalla, would be damn near perfect as the literal core of a black hole. He had attempted to bind it last week, but his Concept’s Image had attacked its polar opposite just as it had in his resistance training. He did feel a connection to the Heart of a Black Hole, but he couldn't tell if that was just familiarity from spending so much time honing his Concept against it, or because it was resonating with him. He expected it was a little of both, but his instincts told him he needed to create his black hole Image before he could even attempt to claim the Heart of a Black Hole as an Anchor. Even then, it wouldn’t be easy, and he’d need to figure out something beyond the item’s origin as a way to tie it into his Intent.

He was curious what powers it might grant him, but he crushed that train of thought mercilessly. He wasn’t about to try and sculpt his Intent in a way that it might grant him certain powers…again. He’d tried that with his Minkalla Image, contrary to general advice, and it had fought him enough that he didn’t want to go through the whole process again.

Settling himself, Matt released his black hole Image and waited to see if it could stand on its own. It was like an eggshell currently, but he hadn’t had the time to really fill out the Image and make it solid.

Despite putting in only a few hours of work, it felt good. Not solid or stable, but Matt could already feel his spirit connecting to it in a way it had taken years for Minkalla to resonate. It just felt right, like stretching an arm that had been cramped for too long.

Despite the superior compatibility with him as a whole, the Image collapsed within seconds under the pressure of his white hole Concept. He was in for a serious fight, trying to both form his Intent and balance it with his Concept, but he was certain he had it right this time.

As his Image finished collapsing, Matt started rebuilding it. Thanks to it failing in the initial stages, and him not actually trying to actualize the Image, there was no damage. But now he knew for certain that he had the right path, and so, he rebuilt the Image of a Black Hole.

Starting at the outer and most superficial layer, he created it like a shell before starting to fill the Image in.

It took two months for him to get the Image to a point where it was stable in the presence of his white hole Image, but the black hole Image wasn’t even a quarter filled in. Part of that was his Concept’s size, but a larger part of it was his own expectations of his Domain and his own power.

A black hole had an indisputable impact on the world around them, and while he wouldn’t admit it, Matt was beginning to truly grasp just how impactful his mana doublings would be on the Realm around him. In many ways, that helped, but in other ways it just made it harder.

He couldn’t just think about the science of a black hole and substitute mana for energy, like he had for his Concept. The Intent was a matter of reaching out to reality and imposing his truth over the natural order. In that sense, he needed to think of a black hole as an extension of himself, not simply a phenomenon he found cool. He needed to truly comprehend the vast infinitude of the ways he would impact his surroundings and draw those ties to the black hole itself.

He would be the center. No matter what people threw at him, he would take it and only grow stronger, until over time, he was the point which the entire Realm revolved around. The ultimate immovable object whose path could not be altered. But so too was it the opposite of simply being a white hole that spread mana wherever it went. To be certain, there was a lot of energy put off by a black hole, but it was incidental to the raw destruction it wrought, and that made it tricky to balance against the rest of him.

And so he reflected, meditating upon his existence.

Still, he didn’t have an unlimited amount of time. Their year-long break was ending, and they needed to get back to delving if they didn’t want to deal with a time crunch.

Slowly releasing his black hole Image, he sighed in relief as it withstood the pressure his Concept put on it.

Seeing it was stable, he pulled out the other half of the device he had bought from the Tier 25 and sent mana into it.

When the device didn’t instantly activate, he started to get worried. The formation was based on the Tier 26 skill [Recall], and was set to bring him back the moment it had enough mana to do so. That his mana regeneration wasn’t sufficient to immediately activate the device concerned him, and Matt prodded at it. He was just wondering if he needed to start flying back when he felt the device that was now glowing light blue with mana activate, and he felt himself get yanked.

One gut-wrenching moment later, he found himself standing back at his house and looking at Liz and Aster, who were sitting there eating sandwiches.

Aster waved, mouth full, but Liz at least got up and came over to give him a kiss. Or at least, she appeared like she would. Instead of leaning in, she shoved the sub into his hands.

“It's not as good as when you make it.” Her mock pout was almost ruined by the grin that tried to escape.

Matt blew a raspberry at her and took the sandwich and took a bite. Chewing, he analyzed the tastes. “You didn’t put any oil or oregano on it. It's dry.”

Liz reached out to take the sub back, but Matt smirked at her and stepped away, chewing.

“Hey, that was my lunch! Give me back my sub.”

“I’m good, thanks though.”

Liz huffed but lost her fake pout as she followed him into their bathroom and the shower.
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Matt looked out at the rift. Nearing the peak of Tier 22, even if they didn’t have Intents, it was time they tackled this obstacle.

A Tier 25 rift.

They needed to work on pushing themselves, and without a full Intent, this was as hard as they could push.

Matt readied his sword as the three of them stood right next to the rift entrance.

Tier 25 rifts were massive, usually the size of a gas giant, and this one was odd. Instead of a planet or even an endless plain, they found themselves floating in space next to a blue star. In front of them, a truly colossal space station slowly spun, debris flowing from the many breaches in the shell of the ship.

It was an unusual type, but not one he was wholly unfamiliar with. Every so often, a rift pseudo-civilization was modeled off some unorthodox reality. Like if they’d never discovered fire, or had literally everything made out of living wood. Or, like this one, where they didn’t have any enchantments.

Instead of gravity engines, the station was slowly rotating to pull people toward the outside in a way few people bothered with, and the ship itself was powered by a massive fusion reactor instead of any mana banks, crystals, or trapped elementals. They still had shields in the form of magnetically-constrained plasma banks, but it wasn’t anything too interesting. Every once in a while, someone became enamored with the idea of powering something or many things without mana, only to quickly learn just why nobody did that.

Individually, it sometimes made sense to utilize spinning rings instead of gravity engines, or mundane plasma in place of flight cores, but you pretty much always wanted some form of enchanting, and by the time you tried to develop two parallel power systems and ensured that neither would interfere with the other, you were pretty much always better off just using mana for the whole thing.

Still, it hadn’t been on the dossier they’d glanced at when selecting this rift to buy, so presumably, most of the time it was a more typical space-based rift. But it was always interesting to see something a bit different, and Matt was excited and maybe he could glean a few ideas from the unique ideas rifts sometimes came up.

Liz pointed her spear at the nearest wreckage of a massive ship with a hole torn through the side. “Let's check this wreckage out.”

Together, the three of them edged closer to the wreck. He and three Liz's, two kitted out clones and Liz herself, created a wall for Aster, who watched their rear.

It was a simple formation, but one that almost felt ridiculous. Aster was the only one with two-thirds of her Intent formed. Between her snowscape Image and recently-established Phrase of “Deep Winter of the Frozen North,” all she had in front of her was her Anchor, but was waiting until they completed a Tier 25 rift before trying and potentially putting her out of commission for a year or more.

Or at least, that was what she told Liz and Luna. Matt, connected to her as they were, knew there was a degree of pride keeping her from forming it. She wanted to conquer a Tier 25 rift, a rift where every monster had their own Intent, without her own to prove just how good they were.

That almost-formed Intent, accordingly, made her their strongest weapon against other Intent-holders. That said, Aster was still a mage, and was not suited to close-quarters combat, so she shouldn't be deployed on the frontlines.

It was a good thing too, as when they neared the metal ship, they felt something preventing their spiritual sense from entering the actual ship, but a distinct air of malice still penetrated the hull. Fortunately, the ship’s hull was only Tier 20, making their next moves easy.

Matt charged and released an [Arcane Powershot] in the blink of an eye, blasting through the outer hull of the ship and unveiling their enemy.

The ship disintegrated around it, revealing a coral-like substance that had formed inside the ship like blood vessels inside a body. When the coral shot out arm thick needles of what looked like bone, they had the first monster of the rift.

Matt cast [Sheer Cold], letting Aster take over the spell and direct the normally omni-directional blast into a cone of cold. The incoming bone shards showed their hand by twisting mid-air like fish or eels, and the three of them unleashed their attacks on the swarm of monsters.

They were a well-oiled machine, with Aster slowing them, Matt keeping them at bay, and the Liz's usually landing the killing blow. She and her clones would drain their life for her own strength, leaving them as bloodless corpses as she moved on to the next monster in line. Even still, the monster in the ship had an Intent empowering the bone-eels, making each engagement a brutal matter of wearing them down over the course of seconds, balancing the dance of power to ensure none of them were swarmed.

It was slow, but they crushed their opposition. Or at least the first wave.

The second wave made itself apparent the moment they finished off the eels.

Humans.

Or, more accurately, zombies.

Very dead humanoids with lamprey-like monsters digging themselves out of the corpses’ mouths in a disgusting display.

The zombies were slow for Tier 25 monsters, but that only translated to extremely fast to the Tier 22’s, rather than impossibly fast. Though, extremely fast opponents were nothing new to them, and were fairly straightforward to deal with.

Matt twisted and sent out a [Mana Slash] and a [Wind Cutter], both boosted by [Hypersonic Edge], cutting through a dozen of the zombies but not killing them, with the monsters’ upper halves still flying forward. Seeing the lower halves stop moving, Matt cast [Sword Twin] three times. The first was a copy of his melee blade that he let fly next to him before he swapped his blade into its magic form, where he made two more copies. One of the copies merged with his blade, and he returned to its melee enchantment loadout, while the other magic blade merged with the floating sword.

The now empowered [Sword Twin]s raced forward and started cutting into the zombies, going for the head.

But that proved as ineffective as cutting them in half, as the monsters continued on unperturbed. Targeting the lamprey, with its circular cutting teeth extending forward to eat them, Matt cut the appendage itself in half, and the entire zombie went slack.

An interesting take on zombies, but not one that he didn’t know how to counter.

Weaving in and out of the attacking zombies, Matt aimed for the heart, where the lampreys seemed to be nestled around, while informing the others.

He took a few hits in doing so, the Tier 25 monster having enough strength, speed, and durability to block his hits with their human forms. But that was why he had [Cracked Phantom Armor] and physical armor underneath it.

A zombie grabbed his left arm and tried to bite him with its lamprey mouth, but Matt twisted and used his invulnerable left hand to cast [Mana Charge] and explode the monster. Even as the first zombie was disintegrating, a second zombie grabbed his arm again but twisted and snapped his left arm at the elbow.

Growling in the vacuum of space, Matt headbutted the zombie. The lamprey seemed ready for that move and tried to bite him, but even its razor sharp teeth just scraped off [Cracked Phantom Armor], and the force of his blow pulped the monster and killed the reanimated corpse.

Matt caught one of the two Liz clones fighting off a few monsters that had gone after Aster, and after analyzing the fight, dove into a larger pack of the zombies after seeing they had the fight well under control. Liz and her other clone were fighting a number of monsters, so Matt flared the physical power he was sending to them as he picked up on what his wife was trying to do.

With the burst of power, Liz flew backward and kited a number of the monsters while she sent darts of blood in and out of the zombies, having ripped a lamprey itself out of one of them. It took almost thirty seconds of Matt and her clone defending her, but when she squeezed and crushed the monster, all the other lampreys near her exploded in an expanding wave.

It was one of her more successful skill-less blood abilities, and relied on the rifts creating exact copies of monsters. That made it less useful outside of a rift, but against swarm or parasite monsters whose physical strength was usually weaker, it was a debilitating attack.

The rush of essence felt good, and Matt cycled it into his core to further empower himself. He even allowed some of the essence to rush into [Lesser Sacrifice]. It was technically wasteful, as they weren’t yet at the peak of Tier 22, but the power boost was damn useful. They had tried to ask for the Tier 26 [Sacrifice] skill for one of their Tier 20 rewards, but they were laughed at by April, who told them to look the skill up and try to buy one. They had and quickly realized that the skill was in high demand, and its supply was incredibly limited thanks to no rifts regularly dropping them in the Empire, meaning most were imports.

So they made due with what they had.

Lack of rare skills aside, they still had a formidable arsenal.

A ring of blood flowed around Liz’s wrist, twisting between her clasped hands like a serpent. Flying over to Liz, Matt put his hand on her shoulder, flooding her with mana with his Concept. Her blood clone was standing guard off to the other side, shield raised. He didn’t need to be close to do this, but for this to work, Liz needed to concentrate, and it was safest to do that with him there to protect her. Her clones were good and were nearly fully autonomous, but a large enough distraction with one of them could still pull her out of the trance.

Five minutes later, the blood stopped flowing around her wrist and exploded outward in a fine mist.

All three Liz's almost immediately started to convulse, but her AI started feeding information to his [AI], where it processed the information and created a map of enemies in the rift. It would become increasingly useless as time passed, but it was still good to get an impression of the rift before they headed in too deeply.

Matt silently whistled as the spell resonated with every lamprey-like monster in the rift. There were billions. Most were concentrated in the space station in front of them, but Matt knew that was just the tip of the iceberg.

The coral-like thing that had fused with the ship's structure wasn’t a lamprey, and so hadn’t appeared, but Matt’s [AI] had already counted the ships floating through space.

As soon as Liz recovered from the strain of casting the skill-less spell, Matt cast [Cracked Mana Spear] at the ship-shaped coral structure.

Like the eel things it had fired, the ship thing twisted like a fish in water and darted away, trying to flee, but Aster was ready and slowed it to a crawl, which allowed Matt to carve it into pieces without any risk to themselves.

Only when there was a rush of essence confirming it was dead did Matt carefully move forward to inspect the monster's corpse. It didn’t take long to confirm the monsters really did seem to be sea creatures adapted to the vacuum of space. That didn’t explain the humans or technology, but that didn’t really matter to them.

They had a rift to clear.

A task that became more complicated when they inspected the human zombies.

They each had personal identifiers on them in the form of pad-like items that were mostly filled with gibberish. All except for an identifier number that was in Empire standard.

Aster spat off to the side when they realized what that meant. “Are we really going to bother with a full clear?”

In theory, Matt agreed. A rift of this size would take at least three months to fully clear, but when things like this appeared in a rift, it usually meant the rift had some hidden boss or extra reward. Who could pass up extra loot or an extra fight? Matt surely couldn’t.

A Liz clone nodded and made to throw the data pad away. “You're right. We can skip it.”

But before she could finish throwing the data pad away, Aster grabbed it and stuck it in her spatial ring. “Hey, don’t get ahead of yourself. I was just complaining. I never said I didn’t want to do it.”

Matt smiled and looked at the cut on his arm that was now mostly healed. “I'm ready to go when you guys are.”

Knowing they needed to fully clear the rift, they spent the first two weeks flying around on Matt’s flying sword and cleared out all the ships.

It was on the third ship they encountered a new oddity;. an intact, but empty, ship.

With nothing alive inside the ship, Matt waved his hand, wanting to pull the ship into his spatial ring, but the moment his spirit started to pull it inside, the ship detonated.

Cursing the stinginess of the rift, Matt moved on with the others, who consoled him. The failed attempt was still interesting, and he pondered it even as they cleared the infested ships before going deeper into the rift and entering the massive superstructure.

There were a few shops and stores he explored that were filled with an assortment of junk, some of which he pocketed for later study.

What made him pause was a vaguely similar helmet design he had seen advertised for mortals who traveled through the vacuum of space, and he spent close to half an hour disassembling it before coming to the conclusion that someone had copied the general form factor in the Empire before iterating on it and improving the design. The physical shape was nearly a perfect copy.

Sadly, the rest of the rift wasn’t nearly as interesting or easy.

The single humanoid zombies they had fought outside of the space station were nothing when compared to the swarms of monsters they encountered inside.

Massive, ten foot tall zombies made from a dozen or more people, small sleek zombies created from children, and exploding zombies whose blood was both toxic and acidic were all mixed in with the normal zombies.

Initially, they just wanted to shred the superstructure and force the zombies into space, but the space station had an ‘integrity’ value that lowered anytime they blew a hole in its shell that updated on all the data pads they were collecting. It was clear they needed to keep the ship intact, which was easier said than done when fighting Tier 25 monsters.

Instead of just ignoring the challenge, they turned it into a game like those imposed on them by Luna.

Each of them took injuries as they delved, but they tried not to let that slow them down, and thanks to Liz’s healing and Matt’s mana, they rarely had to stop for more than a few hours for a limb to be properly reattached. The boss was a giant coral monster that had infected the power station of the space station and was feeding off the energy.

Killing the monster while not destroying the generators was difficult, but the three of them managed, though a few Liz clones died in the rift.

Clearing the rest of the rift, they discovered what the purpose of the station was.

It was a sun forge. It was weird that a society simulating an enchantment-free reality would have one, but he wasn’t complaining about the ingots of Solar Steel that they managed to find. It wasn’t a ton, maybe enough for a sword. But if they were lucky, it would cover the materials they’d need to upgrade one of their growth items.

Sun forges were fairly rare, especially outside of the Corporations and Clans, and they each charged a small fortune for any of their exports. Solar Steel was fairly low on the scale of supermaterials that sun forges could produce, but that didn’t keep it from being in high demand for fire, light, and especially summer mages and warriors. Especially as they neared Tier 25, it seemed like everything was getting far more expensive, but in this case, it was to their benefit.

Still, they had completed a Tier 25 rift without their own Intent, and that was a monumental moment for the three of them. Despite not having their own Intents, they had proved they could tackle even that gap and washed away any lingering trauma with their loss against Girang and Soddus so many years ago.

Progress was both tangible and material.

It felt good.
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Aster closed her eyes and breathed in and out, pulsing the storm around her with her meditation. Frigid winds whipped around her, an icy hurricane blanketing the polar cap of the world. Her reach extended even farther than that, blanketing half the planet in a spontaneous winter, in blatant defiance of the normal seasons and still-cooling magma in some corners of the new planet.

It was pure vanity, but she had felt the need to really flex her powers, and in exchange for some light assistance with terraforming, the local marquis had given her access to a newly-added and uninhabited Tier 1 world.

With no humans or animals present, she’d been able to truly let loose.

She’d started small, stirring up a small storm with nothing but her bloodline. From there, she’d flexed her mana and spirit to sweep ice through the planet. First, she only did so at night, and then as the climate shifted to her will, she expanded into the daytime hours. She pushed her influence from just the ice cap to the polar circle and, eventually, to the snow-brushed continental peaks.

Then she pushed even harder, and the storm crept down to the sixty-degree latitude, creating winds and snow so thick it made the area seem like nighttime.

Harder.

The forty five degree latitude.

Harder.

The thirty-degree latitude that rarely saw snow became utterly whited out.

Harder.

HARDER.

Now, she had reached half the planet, and was nowhere close to her limits. She kept pushing, overriding the natural weather patterns with her own will, but not extending her range any farther. She could even feel the ways in which she could permanently change the weather, freezing the entire planet and turning it into a winter wonderland.

She could make her kingdom here and now, a world of snow and ice, but part of being a ruler was knowing restraint. This wasn’t the right time, but she had proven that she could, and her tiara whispered its approval to her.

She’d encountered more trouble than anticipated when trying to claim her Anchor. It kept saying that it wasn’t ready, despite being the final portion of her Intent, but she had eventually teased out a fairly simple truth from her failures. She was not the princess of winter, she was its first queen.

She had no queendom to inherit, for that had been left in Minkalla. She would make her own queendom of ice through her own efforts, and her tiara was the promise that she would rule it justly and rightly.

But unfortunately, that revelation hadn't worked with her original Phrase of Deep Winter of the Frozen North. That had been too entangled with the idea that her queendom would be in the north, as something ready for her to simply claim. So, she’d had to break that portion of her Intent before she could claim her Anchor, leaving her once again two-thirds of the way done with her Intent.

But, after a few minor failures, she was ready for her final step. She was the queen of the world, and her Intent was its Crown.

Her eyes opened, and around her she saw not her physical surroundings, but her Image. It was a barren wasteland, yes, with the stars far above blanketed by a glimmering aurora. But it was not an apocalypse, it was a canvas. It was her future queendom, full of potential yet not actualized yet.

With a pulse of her magic, she pushed past the equator and into the planet’s northern hemisphere.

She liked her new Intent. It was no frozen queendom she would inherit, but it was whatever she could build and hold herself, and that meant she didn’t need to limit herself to just ‘the north’.

Just like in her Image, her entire Intent was merely beginning. In time, her dominion would contain palaces and cities, roads and citizens. It would stretch to the glimmering aurora and perhaps even beyond. The stars themselves were within her grasp, for an eternal winter of her own making.

She already planned to change her bloodline to Aurora, and this would help her grasp that. Yes, her Concept would still crack, but by imbuing the idea of building and expanding her kingdom into the very core of her Intent, it would be almost trivial for her to adjust the rest of her Domain to match. And as her Intent grew, so too might her Image. Her dream of one day making Space Ice was a distant memory, but those naive hopes of a child still rang true in her spirit.

Frozen.

Her Intent was Frozen, yet growing. Like an icicle capturing water, like snowbanks piling up, it would only ever increase, for she would never allow it to thaw. Skyscrapers of ice, stretching into the sky, frozen rivers for roads spanning her entire Domain, she had taken the tides of fortune and called them to task, halting them when they would be the most favorable to her.

Crown.

Her Intent was her Crown, the mark of her royalty yet also her grandest treasure. The stars might shine, but the most brilliant jewel in her queendom would always be upon her brow. Equally, she was the crown of her dominion, and her Intent was to ensure that stayed just as true in a millennium as it did right now. She should be the pinnacle, not just in strength and fluffiness, but in nobility and justice, in wisdom and temperance. A ruler was not simply mere muscle, but an example to their people, the crown of all they oversaw.

Of.

As an intermediary word, claiming ownership of it was both easy and difficult. It was easy to claim it, but it was hard to keep the word from slipping away like wet ice.

The.

Same as the last, Aster quickly claimed it and moved on to the next word while making sure to keep everything stable.

World.

Her Domain would echo across the entire World. Ironically, that was perhaps the most limiting part of her Phrase, but she had long since resolved herself to viewing however many planets she may grow to oversee as all being part of her world. They would be her people, and it would be her duty to corral it and present a singular vision, a singular goal to all those in her world. Be it wintry or filled with the brilliant colors of the aurora, it would be hers and she would be its.

She was the Frozen Crown of the World.

The storm around her stilled for the briefest of moments, then raged harder and harder. In its wake were left brilliant ice sculptures, windblown and sparkling in the light like spires and gems. Her Intent pulsed, washing over the entire world, and a crystal clarity descended upon her.

Even as the moment passed, the feeling did not fully subside. She felt more…real. Like she was truly a part of the Realm in a way she had never experienced before. Even in a Tier 24 system, she felt like the world was hers to command.

With a thought, she commanded the storm she had created to halt, and every mote of snow froze, whether it was still mid-air or on the ground. With another thought, she commanded the snow to return to its normal movement, and it continued on as if the last few seconds hadn’t happened.

Laughing, she spun in the snow, arms extended.

She felt a ripple of space a moment before Kurt brought Liz and Matt to her.

The trainer gave her a wide, silent smile paired with a thumbs-up.

Her smile, on the other hand, seemed frozen to her face as she hugged Matt and Liz together.

Her voice definitely didn’t crack as she said, “I’m so excited! I kept feeling like something would go wrong, but everything just clicked into place!”

She felt Matt’s genuine happiness for her flow into her from both their bond and his hug, and she reveled in that feeling. Liz’s feelings had to come through more mundane channels, but Aster still fully felt them through her own hug, and knew Liz was just as happy for her as Matt was.

Even the thought was slightly shocking, but Aster had done it.

Created her Intent at Tier 22.

Even in the larger Empire, that made her one of the few and rare who managed the feat before reaching the peak of Tier 24.

She had gone from the tagalong who had been content to rest in her bond’s backpack to a fully independent member of the team who could pull her own weight. She was a support, but anyone who said supports weren’t important had never fought a team with a debuff mage like her.

Flexing her Intent, she smiled as she lifted Matt and Liz off the ground.

Her Willpower melted away like ice in a bonfire, more draining than her Concept had ever been, but she had strength to spare. With a mere thought, she sent them racing into the atmosphere. And in a system where the primary planet was a Tier 24, that wasn’t an easy feat.

Letting momentum carry them up a little higher, Aster pouted a little at Matt, who rolled his eyes as he pulled out his flying sword and flew them over to where Luna’s house sat in orbit.

The grumpy cat sat at the edge of the front lawn, staring at her without blinking, but Aster knew that the older bond did it because she was worried for her.

Waving, she thanked her manager who just licked a paw, turning back to the planet under them.

Aster checked the planet and sighed, as only half of it was frozen. It would be incredibly embarrassing if she had set off a cascading effect despite keeping her Intent in check. But no, there was nothing wrong.

Seeing no reaction from the cat she chalked it up to Luna being Luna and so Aster sauntered inside to enjoy the air that rushed into her lungs.

“I did it!”

Sticking her hand up for April to return her high five, she wagged her tail a little. She was just too happy to contain it.

“Let's have a party!”
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Liz smiled as she and Matt lay together, thoroughly satiated.

As she let her fingers play with his muscles like they were piano keys, Liz let her mind wander.

Aster had created her Intent, and all of them had Tiered up to Tier 23, but she hadn’t made more than the first step.

Oh, she had ideas, but she hadn’t been able to make the Phrase ‘Blood is Life’ work for her yet. It was still missing something, but what that something was, she had no idea.

Matt’s hand ran down her spine and toward her rear, and she was gauging if she was ready for a round five when he simply caressed her flank. Good, she didn’t want to have to use a healing spell to get rid of the soreness, it ruined the afterglow she enjoyed so much.

Blowing a strand of hair out of her face, Liz gave into temptation and bit her husband and laughed as he flinched.

She bit a little harder, hard enough to draw blood, and let the taste of Matt’s blood fill her senses.

It had only taken a drop, but she always learned so much from it.

Sharing blood had become a common occurrence, with Matt being able to heal so fast, which made him the perfect tap for her research.

She’d gotten somewhat used to the taste of his blood, which made her acutely aware of the fact it suddenly tasted different. It was faint, to be sure, but she was Tier 23, and could tell what he’d eaten a week ago just from the residual traces it left in his blood.

It was…tingly.

Going in for another bite, she reopened the wound and let her tongue get covered in his blood, rolling the liquid over her senses.

Tingly wasn’t quite the right word for it. It was almost like salt, where the new flavor enhanced the sensation of everything else, deepening it in a wholly new direction. The complex blend of enzymes, hormones, and metals stood out in a way they just never had before, lingering in a way that almost felt like a culinary echo.

Going in for a third bite, Matt caught her head and pulled her up. “Okay, one is sexy, two is odd, three is concerning. Spill.”

As if feeling the need to lighten his words, he used his thumb to pry her upper lip open and inspected her incisors.

She nipped at the offending digit, but he was too fast and pulled back.

Deciding she really should explain, she told him what she had found. “Your blood is weird. And I was trying to isolate the reason why. Your blood tastes like…” She let her words trail off as she tried to figure out the actual words she wanted to use. “I guess it tastes like you? Or your mana. Endless. Did you have a breakthrough in your Intent recently?”

Going in for the third bite even as he said he hadn’t made any progress, she took a deeper draw and let the flavors run over her tongue.

It took her a few moments, but eventually, she realized why his blood was so active. “Yeah, your blood is really high in mana, but it doesn’t taste like mana. Normally, your blood will passively transmute any mana into it, reshaping it into blood mana or air mana or water mana as needed, but this is staying neutral. Kind of like…your mana has been dissolved into your bloodstream,” she mulled over her discovery, idly wondering how it might impact some of her skill-less mana. Also, whether she could precipitate the mana out of his blood, maybe collecting it into a buffer. There was a lot of power there, but she wasn’t really sure what that meant.

Matt pursed his lips as he pondered everything he did, but she felt it as he tensed a little. In a questioning tone, he asked, “Maybe it’s the Tier-up? It’s not impossible that my spirit is doing something in preparation for my Tier 25 talent, you know.”

“Hmmm,” she mused, playfully snapping at his earlobe. “Pre-manifestation Talent symptoms have never been proven, you know.”

He just shrugged, but Liz was silently thrilled. It was generally accepted that it was at least loosely possible to influence the Tier 25 Talent through actions, and sometimes some physical symptoms reminiscent of an eventual Talent began showing up as early as Tier 20. As often as not, though, they were completely unrelated to whatever the Talent eventually ended up being. Sometimes they were Intent-related, sometimes the byproduct of a natural treasure or a mana subaspect, a bloodline, or even just the spirit being weird.

But none of that mattered to her. The simple chance that her husband's Talent might be even slightly related to his blood made her melt. The idea that Matt’s spirit might actually reflect his relationship with her got her engine running hot, and she threw a leg over him.

They could talk later, but for now, she needed him.

Quickly, she realized that wasn’t enough, and summoned a [Lesser Blood Clone].

Then a second.

And a third.

Almost a full day later, they crawled out of bed and went to do their own explorations.

Tasting Matt’s blood had given her some ideas about her own Image.

Her Phrase and Image were both giving her trouble. It wasn’t so much that she was lacking ideas as much as she was outright overflowing with them. They had to be blood-related, obviously, but that still left a nigh-infinite number of ways that she could interpret blood, each of which having influence on who she would be in the future.

She’d surpassed her biological needs long ago, but the higher-Tier she got, the more she’d be bound by her spiritual needs. Her Domain would nudge her to act in certain ways, or to avoid acting in others. It was just as possible to overcome as any other urge, but denying it long-term could lead to all sorts of problems, be they spiritual, mental, magical, even physical.

While she still wasn’t entirely certain what would suit her best, her utterly wonderful husband had given her a few ideas, and an itch in the back of her mind demanded she give it some time. With barely a blink, she stepped into and sank into her cauldron of blood.

Her cauldron was, in truth, a massive holding tank utterly filled with her own blood, and when submerged, it was hard to tell where she ended and the blood began. But that was the beauty of blood; it was her, and she was it.

It was her life, it was the death of her enemies, it flowed and coiled like water. It was made of platelets, red blood cells, plasma, essence, white blood cells, mana, and more. It was the cornerstone of her biological existence, and most of her magic as well. But it went deeper than that. Even when she filtered out all of the physical stuff that made up her blood, separating it into its component liquids, solids, and energies, they were all still recognizably blood. Mana left its mark, essence all the more, and there wasn’t truly a point at which it ceased being ‘blood’ and began being simple, dumb matter. Even a molecule of water, an atom of oxygen, they were still undeniably blood, so long as that was where it had come from.

Her Anchor ensured that the physical side of blood was well represented in her Intent, but there was just more to it than that.

She felt herself open up to her Anchor, the sheer physicality of blood making itself known foremost, interlaced with the mana and essence that made it hers. She’d done well with just that, treating it as simple red water, but as she well knew it wasn’t enough. Her Concept pushed that blood was Rebirth, and she still liked that ideal. Blood as Life, not as death. Not as disease, as sacrifices, as filth and decay. To her, Blood was life.

She focused on the things that made up blood. The red blood cells, white blood cells, plasma, and platelets. She pictured the oxygen, carbon dioxide, nutrients, hormones, and waste chemicals that were carried around by blood. It was the metals a body needed: iron, copper, and zinc. It was the magic in one's body. The mana that naturally ran through one's veins after someone was awakened. It was the essence that flowed through one's veins after Tier 15, when a cultivator's essence core created enough essence through natural replication to fuel their now superhuman body.

Blood was everything.

A part of her still wanted to zoom out on the Image and make it blood, but she knew trying to encapsulate the entirety of the element was not only a fool’s errand, it also didn’t suit her. She very intentionally wasn’t trying to be the sort of blood mage who slowly flayed people alive for fun, or the kind who would unleash devastating plagues upon the helpless populace, or who would kill millions of civilians in a massive sacrificial ritual to empower her.

She was a warrior and an alchemist. Her blood was her weapon of choice, the medium she worked in, and she would be honorable in that sense. Her kills would be monsters and enemy soldiers, her magic would save those she was responsible for— and even many she wasn’t.

With Matt’s mana infusing his blood, it had sparked a faint something in the back of her mind, and she felt like she was really on to something. But it required more thought.

Blood dripped off her as she exited her cauldron, coalescing into a [Lesser Blood Clone]. Another exited from the cauldron behind her, and a third materialized from thin air. Since she’d claimed her blood as her Anchor, and gotten the ability to manifest or de-manifest it at will, she had officially transcended the need for any cuts or devices to help her get blood outside of her body. She still needed to practice some, and the amount of blood she had available to her was still limited, but it was a nice perk.

She pulled on basic clothes and sat back, reclining against the air itself as her three clones did the same. Decades of practice had paid off, as each clone acted similarly but not identically.

The real her kicked off the discussion, looking to the clone on the right, “So, what do you think?”

Right shrugged, tucking her legs under her body. “We really should just keep going with the generalist standpoint. We’re Ascenders, we can handle a broad Intent, and it’s not like a blood plague would never be useful.”

Center cut off Right, “But that’s also not the kind of mage we want to be. Besides, we still need to nail down two full portions of the Intent, and we are not backtracking into something that’s just ‘Blood’ as the Phrase. We are also absolutely not making our Anchor be blood, our Phrase just Blood, and our Image as all blood everywhere. I hold myself to a higher standard than that.”

Liz’s clones weren’t actually intelligent, and even getting them to just speak was already something of an accomplishment, but she’d gotten into the habit of talking to herself like this at some point without even realizing it. Even if the three were ultimately just puppets of her, making them be different people helped. Made talking to herself seem less pathetic, somehow. Helped keep her ideas straight.

Left blew a strand of blood-hair out of her face, “Agreed. Look, are we really needed here? We already know that we don’t want to try and encompass everything that blood could be. Our Anchor is specifically our blood, and we can make the Phrase about our combat, the Image about our alchemy, focus in on how we use blood for each of those, and it becomes about our relationship with blood. It’ll even keep fire in scope! I know we haven’t given up on that yet, and if we emphasize the essence connection, that gives us room to expand back into fire with a core part of our Domain. We know we want it. Heck, we can brute-force it if needed. We’d get there eventually.”

Liz shook her head. “That's an awful idea. We failed enough times making our Anchor, and we don't need to spend more time in the hospital.”

None of them said they didn’t want to fail as badly as Matt had done but they all thought it. One’s Domain represented themselves and their connection to the Realm itself, but when their Intent’s manifestation was their own blood, things could become very dangerous if they took serious Domain damage. If she failed in making her Phrase or Image like Matt had, her very blood could fall apart, and she might not recover. Just because it was possible to recover a Claimed Anchor while a Domain shattered, didn’t mean it was easy.

At least, that was the worst-case scenario, and she didn’t want to force a revival if she could avoid it. While the body would be physically healed, her Domain damage wouldn’t get any better, and so she’d still be out of the fight.

Left raised a finger, “Look, we could sit here all year if we let ourselves, and I don’t think that would really help us. If we want our Intent to be anything close to comprehensive, we really should be working on immersing ourselves less in the liquid, and more in our use of it. Especially if we want to start thinking about blood as a conduit…”

Liz sighed. She wasn’t wrong, probably. Sitting around wouldn’t help her, and after a couple of half-hearted rebuttals from Center and Right, she changed into her alchemy gear and headed to the workshop. If she couldn't be productive at her Intent, she could make potions.

She had been toying with the idea of a mind-clearing potion based on ice mana that might synergize with Aster better. The formula she had bought had been based around burning away stray thoughts with fire mana, which meant Aster would get little effect at best, and at worst a major headache.

Even if it was the former, Aster would complain endlessly about the potion, and Liz didn’t want to give her any ammo.

“What if we try Agatha’s Gaze instead of Blaze Dust?”

“That might work, but we would need to change Freya’s Fingers out as well due to the reaction between the two, and there isn't an easy substitute to help catalyze the reagents if we aren't using Freya’s Fingers.”

“I thi⁠—”
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Luna watched from the corner of the room not blinking until Liz started working on her potion making and it was clear she wasn’t going to work on her Intent any more.

Jumping up to the ceiling, Luna curled up and waited, ready to intervene in case the girl got any bright ideas.
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Matt slowly moved through a slash with his sword, the Heart of the Black Hole sitting on the edge of his blade.

He had spent so much time grinding away at the core of the black hole that it had become a familiar feeling, despite fighting his white hole Image. It was like a sore tooth that had been with him for so long that the ache of the pain had become more familiar than the lack of pain.

With his black hole Image mostly stable or at least actualized, he was sure that if he lost concentration over his Intent for even a moment it would violently react with his Concept and tear itself apart, so he needed to move on to his Anchor.

Having an Anchor that matched the Image wasn’t in any way necessary, but it was something that could multiply the power of an Intent. It could also have no appreciable effect, but Matt had a good feeling about the Heart of the Black Hole.

Minkalla had presented it to him so many decades ago, and he had overcome its challenge through his and Aster's own efforts.

He had earned the cultivation core of his Concept’s enemy through sheer force of will and determination.

He was Endless.

He would not give up, and had proven that a dozen times over.

Claiming the defeated core of a black hole as his Anchor just seemed so right.

The issue was, it was so damn hard that he wasn’t sure how to actually do it.

He had already asked Liz and Aster about their own Anchors, but their experiences hadn’t been even remotely similar to what he was going through.

Mirror parts of a Domain were all together another beast, and he was learning that the hard way. All Luna’s, Kurt’s, April’s, and the trainer's lessons came back to him but meant very little. He didn't know if he was weaker than the others who made a mirror Intent to their Concept or if his Domain was just that much larger in scope, but their descriptions of their struggles felt like the tip of the iceberg when compared to what he was dealing with.

They talked about rejection and repulsion, but few had mentioned the explosive anger he had to deal with. His Concept was at all times trying to rip and tear at his Image, and if he let that happen for even a moment, he had to spend days repairing the damage. His Images hated each other. They were like rabid animals who only knew how to attack, and did so the moment the trainer turned their back.

He figured that if he could claim his Anchor, he could equal the playing field a little, but the Heart of the Black Hole was stubborn.

When Matt sent his Willpower into it, he felt like he was simply throwing away his power into a black hole. It disappeared and vanished, his connection to it breaking as it was stretched out as it neared the center of the black hole.

But that was fine.

Matt was patient.

After all, he was Endless.

If his black hole Anchor wanted to eat, he would give it an all-you-can-eat buffet. He poured mana and Willpower into the core like he would never run out, despite having only so much Willpower left over with weeks and months of delving Tier 25 rifts.

Wanting to build a connection with the Heart of the Black Hole, he had started carrying it everywhere with him and just generally playing with it.

He and Aster had even created a game of tossing the core back and forth while they watched movies. The Heart of the Black Hole wasn’t invisible to his spiritual perception, but it, like its namesake, was absorbing light, mana, and essence, which made it nearly invisible to his spiritual perception. If one wasn’t careful, they could miss the core with their hands and catch it with their face.

It made for a fun game.

It was with that game that Matt learned all his hard work was good for something. Right before Aster hit him in the face with a sneaky throw, he willed the Heart of the Black Hole to freeze, and it did.

In fact, it froze so much, it tore a hole through their spaceship, and they were forced to pause mid-air in the rift they were flying through.

Nothing they had done to the Heart of the Black Hole had budged it, including all three of them trying to move it, Aster even with her full Intent. Even knocking himself out hadn’t freed the Heart of the Black Hole, and they lost two weeks while Matt begged, pleaded, and bargained with the Heart of the Black Hole to move again.

Eventually, he figured it out and was able to free the Heart of the Black Hole, but it had been an interesting experience he wasn’t keen on repeating. Which was exactly why he immediately started trying to get the Heart of the Black Hole to freeze again.

Through practice and training with April, Matt had learned that he wasn’t just freezing the Heart in space, but in relation to something. That created some very interesting effects that he was still trying to learn how to really abuse. His current favorite was freezing the Heart in relation to the tip of his blade while he practiced his swordsmanship. It wasn’t really practical, not like freezing the Heart relative to a monster's attack, and just holding on as the Heart went flying, but it made him feel a real connection to it.

The entire episode had made April scratch her head in confusion, saying she hadn’t heard of someone claiming an Anchor like that. But Kurt had explained that he had heard of some swordsmen who didn’t create a weapon manifestation, but went through a similar process with a physical weapon they Claimed.

There was just something about dancing with his blade and Anchor that felt right.

He might be Endless, but he was also stubborn, determined.

It might take some time, but he would claim the Heart of the Black Hole.

It was his.

He had earned it through blood, sweat, and tears.

Dancing through a combination, Matt fought imaginary opponents and killed each of them as they came.

His blade thrust, it blocked, it parried, it deflected, it slashed, it lunged, it swept, it riposted.

All while the Heart of the Black Hole sat at the top of his blade like the button on a dueling blade.

Connected to him.

Connected to the Realm.
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Luna watched from the corner of the room as Matt swung his blade, not blinking. He might not be able to see it, but through her Aspect, she watched as the Heart of the Black Hole pulsed with energy, in rhythm with his own pulse.

Even if this method of claiming an Anchor was usually risk-free, she was ready to intervene at a moment's notice.
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Liz stared into the blood in her cauldron, taking in everything she possibly could through sight, then studied it with ever-more esoteric senses. She needed to experience it as thoroughly as possible, all the better to properly understand her Phrase.

Blood is the Cauldron of Life.

In many ways, it had fallen into place after she’d properly gotten her Image. The visualization of blood being a carrier had been the ultimate breakthrough in that. Blood carried nutrients to all parts of the body, and even brought mana to the spirit if one thought of it in a certain way. And that was just the start. Blood carried power in sacrifices, it carried diseases, it carried bloodlines. It brought death to her enemies and life to her allies. More practically, her Image was everything which blood held dissolved within itself, but as it had materialized, she realized for her Domain to be properly complete, her Phrase needed to involve both her alchemy…and her heritage.

A wave of her hand instantly set her blood boiling. She had learned a lot about blood through her unstructured magic, and while her combat usage was still limited, she could fairly easily coax a bloodline to act. She could make her blood boil, Aster’s blood freeze, a Cloud Sheep’s blood dissolve into mist, and a Radiant Spider’s ichor glow. Luna’s blood was too valuable for her to experiment with while on the Path, but she expected a Void bloodline to instantly annihilate itself. Those experiments had been instrumental for the development of her Image and served her well, even now.

Fire was in her blood. Fire was her blood, and it was an aspect of power she couldn’t neglect, not for this. But it fit her perfectly. Somewhere, deep, deep down inside of her was still that little girl who saw fire with nothing but wonder, seeing the fire itself as a living thing and all the life it brought. How it shaped civilization, how it warmed homes and provided nourishing food.

For good measure, she flexed her Concept and summoned blood-flames under her cauldron. It glowed with power, and Liz began her work. Blood carried the ingredients she added in every possible manner, ensuring they’d mix in the right way at the right time, and her three clones passed her everything she needed precisely when she needed it.

Because while fire was life, and so too was blood, in truth neither was sufficient. As an alchemist, she knew that well enough. Nothing was simple, and while it wasn’t a traditional combination for homunculi, she’d done the work. Fire and Blood could indeed make alchemically-complete life.

Her cauldron bubbled, and she carried on undeterred.

Blood is the Cauldron of Life.

Blood.

She knew oh so much about that word. It was already an entire third of her Intent, and she knew everything it could do. Family, love, life, death, anger, sacrifice, pain, healing, protection, and more. It was her weapon and tool, her arms and armor. Her potions and power, the manifestation of her determination and of her inner fire and her entire life.

Blood was Elizabeth Moore. She was it, and it was her. There was no start to one and end to the other.

That word was the foundation of everything else, and her foundations, after over a century of immersion with the element and decades of focused study, were completely and utterly solid.

Is.

Intermediary words could sometimes be ignored when truly developing a Phrase, but Liz was of the opinion that they still served an important role in properly taking ownership of the entire Domain. Particularly here and now, it was vital for her to establish the causal link between her blood and everything else. Is was just as important as Blood itself in that chain.

The.

The was both easy and difficult to properly nail down. She couldn’t make it perfectly rigid, because she knew there were other ways to make life and her Domain wouldn’t allow her understanding to contradict its truth. She got there in the end, though.

Cauldron.

Blood was not the only thing needed for life to form, but it was an utterly essential catalyst, a backdrop and channel for other forces to truly come together to make wonders. It was the foundation and conduit, yes, but it was also the environment. It was the right confluence of factors needed to bring a potion together to make wonders…or to bring forth a mighty warrior from the cauldron of war. The associations that cauldrons carried with fire only made it better, finally giving her bloodline a place to properly manifest. She had faint plans to one day change her bloodline to blood, but that drastic of a change was intense, and she didn’t want to completely abandon fire…a place in her Intent was a suitable legacy for it, at least.

Of.

Another transitionary word. As a whole, they were tricky to grasp, like blood pouring out from a clenched fist, but Liz had spent a lot of time perfecting her phrasing, and she refused to let it go.

Life.

At first, claiming the final word felt like seeing the top of the mountain, and all the accumulated stress and burdens of creating her Phrase seemed to double in weight. Smiling, Liz pushed. A final sprint to finish a race strong.

Being tired was no excuse to give up in the past, and it wouldn’t be one here.

Life.

Life was everything because the alternative was a return to nothingness. A return to the essence cycle. Death. And she rejected death. It could not claim her with her mother's heritage. Through that power, it would not claim her family.

Life was the only acceptable path because Liz refused to bow to death.

Life was only possible through blood. Liz was blood. Liz was life.

She’d timed it perfectly, her experiment resolving as her Phrase was beginning to spark. In front of her, her cauldron erupted into golden flames, washing over Liz and her clones and leaving them untouched. With her spiritual sense, she watched as the mana and essence involved coalesced with the final reaction, spiraling together and collapsing into the bottom of the enclosure.

The steam cleared, and Liz was able to see that her blood had lost all coloration, becoming perfectly clear and revealing a tiny, fish-like homunculus shaking imaginary dust off itself, then swimming up to explore its new world.

It didn’t have a spirit, being unawakened, but Liz felt her Intent crystallize perfectly around her spirit at the sight of the true life that she had created.

Blood is the Cauldron of Life.

The world shattered around her, unveiling a clarity to reality she’d never seen. It was like she’d lived her entire life behind smoked glass, or without color, but now she could see. Her body felt lighter and more substantial simultaneously, and a sense of exuberance permeated her very spirit as her Talent and Skills eagerly shivered with newfound potential.

She was about to send a message to Matt when she froze upon seeing Luna in cat form, watching her from a shelf. The woman hadn’t been there before, and Liz had to wonder if their manager was watching out for their safety. Once that thought crossed her mind, she had to wonder how long Luna had been watching her. She was tempted to ask, but the blank look Luna gave her screamed that she didn’t want to be disturbed. And Liz, even with her power increase, wasn’t able to quash the feeling that she shouldn’t cross her manager.

Suddenly, her parents' attitude to Luna made a lot more sense. Sure, the duo of idiots hammed it up, but they genuinely respected Luna and feared her. If they didn’t, her mother wouldn’t have acted like a heat lamp for more than five seconds before incinerating the person who suggested it.

Liz wasn’t sure she could strike out at her manager even if she was confident in winning. There was just too much history between them, and Luna’s cat eyes threatened a rough time if she ever tried.

Awkwardly half waving, half nodding at Luna, Liz hopped out of the cauldron to meet up with Matt and Aster, who were there to congratulate her.

She was just about to talk about Luna watching her when the manager entered with Kurt and April from their front door. The glare her now-human manager sent her way stopped Liz from speaking out, but she stuck her tongue out, wanting to rebel at least a little.

If Luna was watching them while they made their Intents, it made sense as to why she hadn’t mentioned it.

Still, Liz just couldn’t get over how she felt. A Tier 23 with an Intent. A little less impressive than Aster had been, but she was proud as a hen with a clutch of eggs and wanted to preen.

Decades of hard work had paid off, and she was ready to break through to Tier 25 and finish The Path at any time.
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Matt twisted in the air as the Tier 27 monster slipped by him.

As fresh Tier 24s, they were pushing themselves to the limit to delve up so many Tiers.

Or rather, they were struggling because he wasn’t at their level yet.

Without his Phrase, Matt was a burden to his team.

If he had his Intent, he was sure they could have pushed into Tier 28 rifts by now.

But with his lack of Phrase, they were struggling.

Their current rift was an odd one with a breed of super massive cats. Standing close to ten feet tall at the shoulders, the cats dwarfed the three of them and had the speed and agility of their smaller counterparts. Matt couldn't help but wonder if Luna had chosen this rift for them just to see them get slapped around by another set of cats.

Probably not, but he couldn't help but feel that she was growing impatient with his lack of Intent. There were no signs of that, and she repeatedly cautioned him to relax and let things come to him naturally. But under the ever-growing pressure of his Intent and its clash with his Concept, he hadn’t even been able to sleep in the last five years.

When he was in combat, Matt felt closer to his Intent than at any other time, and that drove them forward. Tier 24 at 163 years old wasn’t a record, but it was close. Without downtime relegated to recharging mana or recovering from wounds, they were able to schedule a rift every month, which was a feat few others could claim. They rarely fully cleared a rift, often just going straight for the boss and then killing everything near the exit until it was time to go into the next rift. But that just allowed them to delve faster, and therefore progress faster. It cost an arm and a leg to buy out so many rift slots, but that was fine. With their current power, they didn’t need any money, and were simply trying to reach the peak of Tier 24 so they could complete The Path.

Or, Liz and Aster were. If Matt couldn't figure out his Phrase in the next forty years, he would screw Liz and Aster over.

What made it all the more frustrating was that he felt like he was close to his Phrase and just needed that little push.

It was why they were pushing at such a frantic pace.

Brandishing his new sword, Matt simply threw himself at the cat in front of them. He still missed the heft of his growth sword, but they hadn’t managed to upgrade most of their growth items to even Tier 25, let alone Tier 27. And at this point, he just needed the stronger metal that came with Tier over his fancy enchantments.

He caught a claw covered in mana on his blade before slipping under the paw as he lowered his weapon and let the claw slide off.

He set himself and drove his blade forward, but the cat was already leaping back, slashing out a dozen times in rapid succession. Matt cast [Bulwark] to take the initial hits of the [Reaving Claws]-[Fulminous Rend] combo, but they only lost half their power. The swipes cut through the shield and he growled as the mana sliced through [Cracked Phantom Armor] and his physical armor. The wounds weren’t bad, but Matt could feel the blood running down his shoulders from the already closing wounds.

While he hadn’t been able to upgrade [Regeneration], the Tier 26 skill was incredibly effective at healing wounds. The cat must have thought that he was seriously injured, as it darted back in to try and finish him off. Matt kept his arms down low to feed into that belief, but the moment the maw of the cat opened, he lifted his blade and drove it up and into the roof of the cat's mouth.

Even as he felt the rush of essence flood into him, he spat on the cat's muzzle. The damn thing had driven one of its canine teeth through his bicep.

Ripping his arm free, he didn’t care for the torn flesh and let [Regeneration] quickly stitch the wound closed. If only the spell could work on the mental strain he was feeling. Luna hadn’t been exaggerating when she said forming a polar opposite Domain was incredibly difficult. That wouldn’t have changed his mind about it, but he would have waited to start forming the Intent until he had all the pieces.

Clenching his fist before letting go, Matt mentally smacked himself.

There was no way he would have waited to form his Image or claim his Anchor, even if he knew the pain he would put himself through by doing so early.

It just wasn’t in his nature.

There was a tremor in his spirit as he felt like he had come close to a realization, and for a moment, it felt like his Concept and Intent were able to exist without fighting, but when it faded, the pain came back a dozen times over, and he wanted to scream.

Instead, he punched the monster's head in front of him, letting spikes grow on [Cracked Phantom Armor]. The head caving in only made him wish he could do the same to himself without actually dying.

A Liz clone walked over to him, and he forced out a smile.

“Are you o⁠—”

Matt interrupted her with a raised hand. It was rude and curt, but he really didn’t want to talk at the moment.

“I’m fine. Really. Let's move on to the boss.”

He hugged Liz to show he wasn’t mad at her, but he needed to fight. Energy filled him, and he needed to let it out. It was not an uncommon occurrence in the last few decades since reaching Tier 23, but it had only grown stronger as a Tier 24, and it felt like his blood was filled with Tier 50 caffeine, which only contributed to the problem.

Liz thankfully understood, and after rubbing his shoulder, they took off in the air and flew to meet up with the other two clones of Liz, the real Liz, and Aster.

Liz nodded to them as they caught back up. “We scouted the boss. W—” Matt mentally grit his teeth as Liz paused and looked at him. “Are you okay? You said you needed to fight alone, but you are covered in blood.”

Matt cursed and cast [Cleanse] on himself to purge the blood that stained his clothes. He shouldn't have made such an amateur mistake. His wife was a blood mage, and after forming her Intent, could feel any fresh blood from miles away.

“I’m fine.” Knowing that wasn’t enough, as both Liz and Aster opened their mouths, Matt continued. “I feel like I just need to poke my finger through a barrier and I can figure it out.”

Liz opened her mouth, but Aster put a hand on her shoulder, and Matt sent her a mental hug.

The silence was awkward as they went into the fight, but Matt pushed through that feeling.

He needed to fight.

He needed to push through.

He couldn't stop.

He was Endless, after all.

He had already tried to repeat his Concept’s Phrase as his Intent's Phrase, but it hadn’t worked. That said, it was at least tangentially related.

He felt like he was just a step away, and in a way, he was. He knew that his Phrase was going to keep the same phrasing of ‘I Am…’ As for what that final word was, he hadn’t been able to figure it out despite trying a dozen things.

Actualizing those two words had been risky, but he hadn’t mentioned that to anyone but Luna. She had told him it would only make the pain worse, but Matt trusted his gut.

He needed to be like a black hole and grind himself and the enemies away under unending pressure.

To finish his Intent, he needed to push forward.

The boss was close to fifteen feet tall, and Matt didn’t hesitate to throw himself at it.

Armor flared and sword gleamed as he parried one claw and cut down hard at its wrist, but his blow barely did more than surface damage as it bounced off the bone.

Liz and two of her clones moved in and stabbed out at the monster, but Matt didn’t move in sync with them. Instead, he threw himself forward and let out a burst of [Cracked Mana Spear]. That caught the monster's attention, and Matt stood there, ready to block as the boss spun to hit him, his Intent feeling strong as he locked down the space and his position in it.

His hubris sent him flying into a nearby mountain, and as he climbed out of the rubble, he had to wonder if he was biting off too much, and if he needed to drop everything and only start forming his Intent when he figured out his Phrase.

But the mere idea of giving in like that screamed at him.

That was unacceptable.

As Matt stood there, he watched as Liz, the real Liz, was about to take a swipe on her shield, and he hated his inability to stand up to a simple monster.

That was a failure.

But as Luna was fond of drilling into him, failure only occurred when one gave up. And he refused to give up.

He was dauntless.

Activating the rings that had bound his and Liz’s destinies together, he swapped places with her.

Round two with the paw would not go the same way.

He smirked as he saw the paw approach.

It didn’t take more than a fraction of a fraction of a second as Matt said his Phrase for the first time, and his entire Intent fell into place.

I.

Himself. He was the center of his own abilities.

Am.

Liz and Aster thought of words like that as intermediary words, which was the common belief, but he didn’t agree. There was no such thing as an intermediary part of one's Phrase. It was all connected. His Phrase wasn’t a collection of words, but an idea given form. Even if the language changed, it wouldn’t change his Phrase’s meaning. He was sure there was a language that could encompass even the most complicated paragraphs in a single word or syllable, but there was a reason no one used anything but the language they thought in. It wasn’t necessary.

Dauntless.

By definition, it was simple. Showing fearlessness and determination. But to Matt, Dauntless was so much more. It was his relentless determination to push forward. To accept the pressure no matter what. His determination to help the Realm no matter what while still remaining a free man. It was his willingness to intercept a hit for his team, knowing he could take it. It was his rage at his parents death. It was his gratefulness that he grew up under the Emperor’s aegis and could remain uncaged. It was his desire to not hide away forever. It was his power. He wasn’t the strongest. He wasn’t the fastest. He wasn’t the smartest. But where others would give up through execution or lack of mana, Matt wouldn’t.

He was Endless.

He was Dauntless.

As the paw slammed into his upraised left hand, Matt blinked at it.

He was frozen in place.

The rift itself could crumble around him, but he would never move unless he allowed it.

He was a fixture of the Realm itself, and no oversized cat could change that.

His Willpower burned, and his armor turned black. More than black, even, as he couldn’t properly see what it looked like. Instead, it absorbed attempts to divine how much mana was involved, only giving off turbulence in the space around it. He was clothed in an event horizon, and his concentration had increased to match.

His Anchor manifested at the same time, hovering just in front of his heart. The Heart of the Black Hole, the singularity which served as the connection point between his Domain and reality, his white hole and his black hole. It responded effortlessly to his thoughts, and swung to meet his longsword in his hand. As it did so, his sword too turned completely black, but limned in mana reminiscent of a black hole’s gravitational refraction.

Strength flooded his limbs as his self-buffs experienced the same wave of power, and he unlocked his position in the Realm to bring down a potent blow upon the monster’s head. The strike cleaved it practically in half, and the simple shockwave it generated carried on, crashing into the mountain behind it and triggering a landslide from where the earth wasn’t sliced through.

With the boss dead, Matt took the opportunity to look into his cultivation cores. One was bright and vibrant, while the other looked lifeless, but he delved deeper.

Entering, he paused as he only saw his black hole sitting there where his Concept usually sat.

He frowned. That was…annoying. About a third of the time when Domain portions stood in opposition to one another, it was only possible to actively use one at a time. Theoretically, that limitation could be overcome in time, but people didn’t always manage it. Matt was reasonably certain he’d get there eventually, and just to test his new limitations he dropped the active use of his Intent.

The black hole was instantly replaced with a naked singularity, his Heart of the Black Hole that was his Anchor. A bit of pushing with his Willpower showed that from that mode, he could either compress the Heart and activate his Intent, or expand it and utilize his Concept, with the full breadth of powers he’d developed with that. But he couldn’t figure out how to activate both simultaneously.

He did get a blast of dust to the face in his experimentation, as trying to utilize his Concept’s repulsion while his Domain was in black hole mode resulted in things being pulled toward him instead. That certainly had potential.

Ah well. He’d figure it out eventually, and it wasn’t like he was worse off. After all, he was in far too good a mood to be dour.

He had his Intent.

Who cared about the small details?

He sure didn’t.

Matt started laughing and turned to Liz and Aster, who, despite being dust-covered, were smiling.

The group hug was a little crowded with the three extra Lizes, but Matt flared his Intent a little to pull everyone into a tighter hug.

Aster laughed, but the Lizes pulled him into a long, drawn-out kiss one by one.

“So what was the final Phrase?” One of the Lizes asked while waiting for her own kiss.

Matt, finally free of the blinding headache he had been dealing with for the last few years, laughed. “I Am Dauntless. I am both unending and unstoppable. Really, I impress myself. I⁠—”

Liz poked him hard in the ribs, him having dropped [Cracked Phantom Armor] to kiss her. “Okay mister ego.”

Aster smiled even as she pulled herself free. “We are fucking awesome. It looked so cool as your mana turned black. Did it increase your mana concentration? It seemed to. It was also kinda hard to see. Like my eyes slipped off the mana.”

Matt hadn’t realized that and triggered his concentration effect while activating [Cracked Phantom Armor]. He found nothing wrong, but it was also his power. Liz confirmed that she had trouble actually sensing the mana involved, and had to rely on the turbulence around it to estimate how much mana he was putting into it. Still, spiritual sense wasn’t that hard to block, all things considered, and if his mana had a side effect of being a little sneaky, he needed to learn just what its limits were.

To that end, he had Liz and Aster try to kill him.

A bit of very basic testing determined that basic testing was completely inadequate. His magic was substantially stronger, but the degree to which they’d been strengthened varied wildly, but mostly focused on his spells that were targeted at himself. They also couldn’t tell if his mana actually concentrated, or just enhanced its effects with his Willpower, but it didn’t really matter.

[Cracked Phantom Armor] stopped massive attacks in their tracks, [Mage’s Retreat] let him punch through a Tier 27’s body in a single blow, and his Tier 24 sword reinforced with [Sword Twin] sliced through Tier 27 metal like butter.

He couldn’t use it on ranged attacks, not really, as the effect only extended to about an arms-length past him, but the black lightning that [Lightning Torrent] now spawned was almost worth it on its own, as it was unstoppable by any of the Tier 27 monsters.

The only issue they ran into with their testing was how his now much more concentrated mana interacted with items. He almost burnt out the mana conduits in his flying sword when he did more than send a little mana into it.

He couldn’t even make a talisman out of the mana, as it immediately burned through the parchment he had on hand, but he knew it would make for potent single-use attacks when he got better materials.

Even his [AI] ran better with the empowered mana, it had processing power to rival planetary AI.

He had finally done it.

He had an Intent.

He could finish the Path of Ascension with Aster and Liz.

He wanted to test more, but he was already feeling the strain of Willpower overuse. Minkalla didn’t affect Intents, and his Intent seemed as greedy as a real black hole. If he ever completely bottomed out, it could take actual years before he was back to full power, and he couldn’t afford that.

Wanting to make a statement, Matt exited the rift with enough Willpower to use his Intent for a few moments, as he wanted to surprise Luna, but almost tripped over her in cat form as they stepped out of the rift.

Looking down at her, he was going to say something, but Luna walked through the door of the secure room and nodded. “You got your Intent. Well done.”

Matt shook himself free of his confusion about Luna sitting so close to a rift and nodded.

Flaring his Intent, he showed her his black mana and smiled. “It's everything we wanted and more.”

He could even feel his mana ever so slightly condensing itself. Checking with his [AI], he could see his maximum mana ever so slowly decrease, a tiny fraction of a point of mana at a time, using up a bare trickle of his newly energized Will to improve his mana. For anyone else, that would be a bad thing, but he would be able to re-expand his mana pool before he Tiered up.

It was perfect.

Luna smiled as she nodded. “Good. Now let us start working on Intent training.” With a decidedly wicked grin, she added, “Let’s hope you didn’t spend too much time playing around. There’s a lot of ground for us to cover.” With a wave of her hand, they were back at her house and in the training room.

Matt wanted to protest and go take a nap for the first time in decades, but knew that wasn’t possible.

There was always another hurdle to overcome, and this was no different.

With that thought bolstered by his Intent, Matt got ready to train.

He was Endless.

He was Dauntless.
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Emmanuel was in the middle of a meeting with his generals and Rusty when he got a high-priority alert from Luna.

Even with his power and experience, he couldn't help but smile, the expression seeming to take on a life of its own.

Rusty raised an eyebrow, but Emmanuel just nodded to the projection that told of Light and Shadow’s recent battles.

Understanding flashed across Rusty’s face and his smile almost outshone Emmanuel’s own.

Millennia of work and effort from his Father and Grandmother was paying off in spades just when they needed it most.

Turning back to projections of the war and his borders that were being pushed in almost everywhere, Emmanuel knew the turning point was approaching.

They just needed to not overplay their hand.
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Matt smiled as Aster boldly dragged her Magma Otter friend Cameron onto the ship. Her bond, a short, nervous-looking woman, following behind like she expected to get turned away at any moment.

Kelly, the small Lightning Finch, laughed at the display. “Well, it's good to see someone hasn’t changed even a little bit.”

Cameron huffed even as she pulled herself free and fixed her shirt and pants. “For a stupid ice rodent, you think you would know how to chill out. I said I was coming, I just needed a few more minutes to finish my paperwork. Some of us have jobs beyond sitting around and looking pretty.”

Cameron turned to Liz and Matt, and realizing what she had implied about them, flushed a little. She was clearly going to apologize, but she was slower than Aster, who smacked her with her tail and threw a fist into the air. “So you admit I look good!”

Cameron worked her jaw and slowly said, “It is an expression that bears no resemblance to reality in your case.” Shoving Aster to the side and into Kelly’s arms, she nodded to him and Liz. “It's good to finally meet you two. I have heard so much about you from Ice Pop over there. It's also very kind of you to invite all of us to the ceremony. There are a billion and one people ahead of me on the guest list, so being able to bypass it is a dream come true.”

Matt took the proffered hand and returned a genuine smile. “Think nothing of it. Mom and Dad have a box reserved for them, and you wouldn’t believe how big it is. Also, they aren’t even using it.”

Liz nodded in agreement as she took Cameron’s hand. “Really, we should have done this a while ago, we just needed the break after being on The Path for so long. And this is the perfect time to get everyone together.” A small, wicked grin flirted at the edge of her lips. “I hear you’re a fan of Torch?”

Cameron’s grin turned a little stiff as she shrugged. “I can be honest and admit that I thought that this set of Ascenders wouldn’t manage it. Really, I’m here to network. I asked Aster and she said that was fine?” There was a lilt to her last sentence that made it clear she was asking for Liz’s permission.

Liz waved it off with a wicked grin. “When the ceremony is over, I’m sure people will be crawling over each other to talk to you when it's clear you know us. It's usually a thing we hate, but if you can work that angle, feel free to do so. Aster trusts you, so you must be good people.”

Matt had to bite the inside of his cheek as Liz glossed over just why people would be so intent on meeting their friends. For now, they’d assume it was because of their connection to Mara and Leon, which wasn’t false, but with retrospect, it would come across very differently.

They had been doing that with all their friends as much as possible, and Cameron was just the latest victim of the small prank.

Matt was currently losing to both Aster and Liz, and jumped at the opportunity to score a point on the back of Liz’s comment. “If you find yourself overwhelmed, you can always just shout our names, and people will probably leave you alone. I hear you wanted a position on a nobles council. If you play your cards right, you can probably skip right to that part.”

Cameron smiled but waved that suggestion away. “While I one hundred percent intend to network, I don’t want to get to my dream position solely through any highly placed connections. How can I be a good leader if I haven’t done the job of those who I lead? Still, the networking will make everything smoother.”

Matt smiled as they walked into the large shuttle. It was Leon’s personal ship, having won a bet against Mara for the opportunity of showing off to their friends. Cameron was the last of the people they were picking up, as she had been the farthest one out from the central Empire. If they had had to use their own ship, it would have taken close to a decade to cross the distance, but with Leon's ship and personal pilot, the whole trip only took two weeks.

More importantly, the ship carried Harper inside, who was acting as their personal bodyguard until the ceremony was concluded and their real identities were revealed. It had only happened once, but a Republic Pather team, or Contender team to be specific, had died in between reaching the peak of Tier 24 and their ceremony, and no one would let that happen again.

As they took off from the planet's surface, Aster tried to pester Cameron and her bond, but the two were more interested in Liz and Matt. Still, the pestering settled down the human woman.

When they entered the living room they found Roody, Leia, and Lauren, the lion trio, and Juan, a stone elephant, sitting on a couch and laughing as they watched one of the movies about Quill and Torch.

Matt had to stop himself from gritting his teeth at the outrageously long monologue Quill was giving on screen. Lauren was slightly drunk and openly mocking the lines by repeating them in an overly high-pitched voice.

Upon seeing them enter, Juan and Roody called out to Cameron.

“And she's here!”

“Couldn't you have picked somewhere farther out so we can spend more time here?”

The magma otter rolled her eyes. “Forgive me for being born in the boonies and not deep in chaotic space.”

That got everyone laughing and Cameron dragged her quiet bond into the recessed seats, immediately grabbing a plate of food out of Juan’s hands and digging in.

“Okay, this is actually really good.” Turning to Aster, she poked the sulking fox. “You didn’t say that you had a good chef on board. I would have come sooner if you had.”

Aster started mocking Cameron, but her bond Julia perked up as one of the wait staff came and handed her a plate of finger food.

“Oh, my favorite! Thank you.”

Her smile was small and shy, but she seemed genuinely grateful at the surprise meal.

Knowing how overwhelming this could all be, Matt nodded to her. “We have two Tier 35 chefs onboard, one of whom is even Talented. If you have any foods you have ever wanted to try, just message the ship's AI, and they will take care of it for you. If not, they will just give you the foods you like.”

Julia’s eyes unfocused as she interacted with her AI, and Matt turned as Katherine and Kyle entered the living room. Matt’s old friend had been utterly smitten with Aster’s classmate for the past weeks, and much to Aster’s delight, the girl actually reciprocated. Katherine apparently had broken her bond, something Matt couldn’t help but wince at, but Aster’s enthusiasm at seeing her friend getting along so well with Kyle was contagious.

Plus, he was happy for Kyle. He shot the man a wink, and got a grin in return. The duo hadn’t been seen since breakfast, and Matt swept over to see how they were doing.

Katherine gave him a big smile of her own, giving Aster a pulse of excitement that spiked through their bond, and offered Matt a piece of dried fruit. Matt met her smile with his own and took the proffered treat. “How are you doing, Katherine? Nobody is bothering you, are they?”

He put on a gruff voice as he pretended to glare at Kyle, who grasped his chest like he had been stabbed in the heart.

Katherine smiled as she shook her head and bumped Kyle. “I’m doing great! I really have to thank you for coming all this way to get us. We never could have made it otherwise.”

Matt nodded, knowing what she meant. “Everyone and their mother is heading to the capital and clogging all the teleporters and passenger spots to the ceremony as if it was an Ascension. Shit, it’s even worse than it was at Yellow’s Ascension, and that had a Pather tournament happening at the same time.”

He was quite miffed at the fact their ceremony was being turned into such a spectacle. Part of it was deliberate propaganda from the Empire, who wanted the mid-war morale boost, and another part was the incredible rarity of two groups completing the Path of Ascension so close to each other. Everyone who hadn’t been able to reach the Capital for the last one was treating this as their possible last chance.

As Katherine was agreeing with him, Fen and Bowyer and Arya— his first bonds, Bow and Arrow, having since taken more normal names— entered with Azure in a small dragon form crawling behind them, chased by June and Barry.

She still hadn’t reached Tier 15, but with Fen off the Path, he was able to get outside help, and one of the dragon clans trying to win favor with the unaffiliated dragon had loaned her a ring that would let her change size at will. June and Barry were a Shadow Sparrow and a Light Butterfly respectively, and looked to be losing a game of tag with the small dragon, but they were all having fun which was the important part.

It had been good to catch up with Fen, and Matt made a note to be better about keeping in touch with him going forward. Friends from before he was famous for completing The Path or connected to his royal in-laws would be a scarce commodity going forward.

Matt leaned against the back of one of the couches as he conversed but watched as Alyssa entered. That had been a contentious invitation of Aster’s, who wanted her business partner to come to the ceremony. Liz had grown past the grudge she had with Alyssa, but the now immortal peacock still acted uneasy around his wife, and their interactions were always entertaining, at least for Matt.

Alyssa was chatting with Tara and Annie, who were without their other halves for the moment. After a quick scan with his spiritual sense, Matt found Conor and Emily sparring against some of the wait staff.

They had been there for the last seven hours, having asked Matt to keep them full of mana with his Concept. He was happy to do that, but made a note to pull them away from training for dinner this evening. This was meant to be a fun opportunity to hang out with their friends for possibly the last time until the war ended.

Even Melinda and Mathew would be showing up for the ceremony, though they wouldn’t be able to stay for long, according to Mara.

The two weeks it took for them to reach the Capital were some of the most fun Matt had in recent years.

Aster’s friends had merged with their other friends almost seamlessly, and it made the ship quite lively.

Things were both hectic and amusing as they entered Mara and Leon’s estate on the Capital, as Samantha and Vinnie ribbed Liz for where she grew up. The ribbing eased the atmosphere almost as well as Mara and Leon being their usual goofy selves.

Most everyone was a little standoffish with the two royals at first, with the notable exception of Katherine. She wasn’t trying to suck up to the royals, something Matt was grateful that none of their friends did, but caught on that the duo really were as wacky as they put on and happily enjoyed their antics.

Cameron, on the other hand, acted completely unsure of how to deal with two of the strongest people in the Empire being so open and informal, to such a degree that a Mara clone had to turn into a bird and start nesting in the magma otter’s hair to get her to relax. It worked…mostly.

As much as Matt wished they could just hang out with their friends for the whole two weeks, that just wasn’t possible, and he, Aster, and Liz were pulled away for a million and one different meetings.

Some of them were military-related, where they were informed how their positions would work in the existing military structure. They would immediately become Captains, and while the rank was real, they were to understand that they should keep their good ideas to themselves until they actually understood how the military worked. Matt had no issue holding back and said so, which didn’t set the Colonel who did the explaining at ease.

Even worse than hours of lectures and slide shows were the costume fittings.

Matt asked more than once why they needed to be there when the Empire had their sizes, but he was never given an actual answer beyond ‘reasons’. Knowing this was part of the job, he kept his complaints internal.

It was slightly easier thanks to the outfits they were given.

He could admit to feeling a massive swell of pride whenever the three of them donned the utterly legendary robes of an Ascender for test-fittings. Until that moment, actually completing the Path had felt…almost abstract. It had been a part of his life for so long, and he’d fallen into basically taking their completion for granted, but now it was all crashing into him at once.

He was an Ascender.

He could tell that Liz and Aster underwent the realization at nearly the same time as him. A Tier 5 might have collapsed in a faint, a Tier 15 may have had their heart race and their breath grow shallow, but as Tier 24s, only their eyes widened and shock rippled through their spirits.

It was really happening. Genuinely, truly happening.

He hadn’t been this nervous about getting married. But there they were, in robes of red, ice-blue, and black respectively, in a cut that nobody could ever mistake. Even wearing something too similar ran the risk of legal trouble, because the image of an Ascender was absolute.

A tunic, just barely above knee-length, held in place by a wide belt, covering a more closely-fitting undershirt and pants, shin-high boots, all framed in and by a long, darker-colored draping robe with billowing sleeves that could change in length between stopping just before their wrist or fully enclosing their hands. It was formal, but with the exception of the outer robe, clearly designed for action and movement.

It was the outfit of an Ascender. Associated with none but a select few. The mantle granted to the best of the best. The title he had been pursuing for functionally his entire life.

He had made it.

No, that wasn’t right.

They had made it.

The night before their ceremony, Matt, Aster, and Liz lay on the roof of the estate and just silently sat there. Luna, Kurt, and April were there, but they were just as silent as the three of them were.

Tomorrow, nothing would be the same, and all three of them knew it.

They had worked so hard for this.

At one hundred and seventy-nine years, he had gone farther than most people did, but it felt like his adventure was just beginning, despite all of that.

He wondered what his parents would have thought about him at this moment and wished that he could go back and change the past, but knew that was impossible. Even then, that thought wasn’t too rough on him, as he had his first Minkalla life to pull from and knew that they would be proud of him and his accomplishments. They would have been proud of the difference he could make.

Tomorrow, everyone would know that a nobody from Lilly had done the impossible, and completed The Path of Ascension. A random orphan kid, standing amidst figures of literal legend.

The last few hours of nighttime passed with unnatural quickness. Matt’s mind was so packed with thoughts and concerns he couldn't even pinpoint a single coherent thought he had formed the entire time. Still, as the sun started to peek over the horizon, Matt could feel it wash away all of his concerns and worries.

Sitting up, sliding Liz and Aster off where they laid on him, Matt stood up and stretched, bones and muscles popping and pulling.

Opening his arms, Matt pulled Luna into a hug. “Thank you. We wouldn’t be here without your guidance and drive.”

Luna’s expression was flat, but there was a teasing tone in her voice as she said, “You were acceptable.”

Snorting Matt pulled Kurt into a similar hug and said, “Thank you, Kurt. Your silent support has been pivotal in making me the swordsman I have become. Who knows, by the time the war is over, I might be able to hear you sing myself.”

Kurt grinned, scribbling out a response. “Not sure you’ll even get the chance to advance until after the war, but I'll hold you an entire concert when you reach Tier 35.”

Pulling April into a hug, he laughed as an errant thought came over him. “You are going to kill it as a Trainer. You really did great with us despite Luna running you ragged.”

April snorted. “My promotion is a rumor at best. I’ll need to spend some more time in the liaison mines before I can advance my career. But thank you.”

Liz and Aster took a few more moments to thank their management team, but by the time they finished, the sun was fully over the horizon, and Matt took both their hands as he activated the band on his wrist that pulled them back to their rooms where they could get changed.

It was time.

Time to finish the Path of Ascension.

Time to show the Realm who they really were.

Time to really do something to change the Empire.

Time to play one last prank on their friends.

Meeting up with everyone for breakfast, they acted like they would be joining them in the guest booths and so got ready with throwaway outfits.

Even using Mara and Leon’s reserved box didn’t fully exempt them and their friends from waiting in line, prompting a few good-natured groans. Mara, currently in the form of a fiery chicken perched on Liz’s shoulder and only visible to the three of them, fluffed her feathers in amusement.

“And here I thought that we’d be able to just, you know, go to the box? Like come on, don’t they know who you guys are?” Vinnie elbowed Matt.

Liz chuckled, “If only you knew how often that phrase is thrown around here. It’s pretty much meaningless at this point.”

“We’re definitely notable,” Matt agreed, “which puts us somewhere in the top million attendees. But hey! We’re not going to be late at least, that’s why we got here so early.”

“It doesn’t even start until sunset!” Conor moaned. “I thought when you said to get here at dawn, that meant we’d be like…hanging out in the VIP lounge or whatever, not that we’d need that long to get inside!”

“Look, I don’t get to make the rules. That’s my uncle’s job,” Liz shot back with a grin. “Just be glad that our seats are reserved, and that we’re in the express line. Some people have been queuing up for the past month, and they won’t even be in the same room…depending how you count it, anyway.”

Aster frowned. “Actually, I think I heard something about the earliest lines forming what, a decade ago, when it was reported they made it to Tier 24? The general admittance doors have been open for at least a week at this point, I do know that.”

“Well when you put it that way, I guess it’s not that bad,” Conor conceded. “But still!”

“Look guys, it’s going to be fine! We arrived with plenty of time to spare, just you wait and see.”

As if on cue, a man in a staff outfit approached them. Given the way Mara was grumbling, it was probably Leon in disguise. He deferred respectfully, but still delivered the ‘bad news.’ “Excuse me. The Madam and the Sir requested your presence to deal with a small issue that they can't come back for.”

Aster, just getting into a debate with Cameron over what counted as a line starting, groaned, “Can you two deal with it?”

The ‘staff member’ shook his head. “I’m sorry ma’am, the request was for all of you. I was told you would be able to meet back up with your friends before the ceremony.”

Liz groaned as she stood up and declared. “This had better not take long.”

Trying his best not to burst out laughing, Matt groaned, “Now you jinxed it and it's going to take forever.”

“No, I didn’t!”

Liz’s protestation was drowned out by everyone else who corrected her with various versions of, “Yes, you did.”

Matt very carefully nodded. “We’ll make it work. Besides, don’t they know who we are? I bet they’d postpone the ceremony rather than let us be late,” he joked, earning a few chuckles.

Liz splayed her hands in agreement, “But of course, my mistake. It’ll be fine! We’ll see you soon, as soon as we’re done with…whatever this is.”

As they walked out the door, Aster jammed her elbow into his side. “That was way too close. You can’t spill it this late after I worked so hard not to spill everything to my friends.”

Liz, on the other hand, snorted. “Oh come on, I’ve waited my entire life for this. Mom and dad are going to be recording their reactions, and I can’t wait to watch the realizations hit them as we enter.”

Once they were out of view of everyone, their guide waved his hand and opened a lightning-edged portal for them. A massive foyer awaited on the other side, a vaulted ceiling studded with glimmering stars and a polished, pure white floor.

Mara fluttered off Liz’s shoulder as they stepped through, and the portal snapped shut behind them, leaving them in the almost deafeningly silent foyer. It was a place Matt had heard about but never seen in person, and a massive, arched hallway raced off into the distance before him.

Matt’s spirit turned over in nervousness, but he took Aster and Liz’s hands in his own as they began their approach.

Together, there was nothing they couldn't handle.

The hall stretched on as far as they could see, but they took their time.

This was a hall of history.

The first statue was made of Moonless Onyx, depicting an evil-looking man twice the size of Matt, armed with a sword radiating malice and a cloak made of shadows and tinged with red light. His statue, despite being perfectly illuminated, was still shrouded in perpetual darkness. His glare pierced their very spirits, as though daring them to defy him and promising them a painful end for that foolish choice despite having ascended eons ago.

Damien Duskblade, the first Ascender. Arguably, he hadn’t even been an Ascender, by sheer dint of there not being anything like the Path of Ascension when he’d lived.

As a disgraced noble heir from what would one day become the Sects, he had defied the odds by reaching Tier 25 by the time he turned 200 with utterly no assistance. No managers, no rift priority, no tax breaks, nothing.

Some people said he could utilize the Talent of anyone who died on his sword, others claimed he could kill anyone with a single touch, yet others claimed he grew stronger, faster, and tougher with every attack he ever landed across his entire life. Everyone agreed he was a force unmatched by anyone, and his actions had reshaped the Great Powers. It was him who all Ascender programs sought to imitate, the template which they all followed.

A template which the three of them had met.

Girish Lightfoot, the first Empire Ascender in Dewdrop Opal.

Omari and Kaya, Doom and Gloom, the second set of Empire Ascenders immortalized in resplendent Silver Starlight and First Dawn’s Gold.

Down the vaunted halls they walked, passing statue after statue of larger-than-life figures. Of legends. Men and women whose images would last forever. Then, they reached recent history.

A statue of a dragon stared down at them, so lifelike that Matt was half-convinced Lila herself had replaced the Consecrated Sandstorm Stone visage, roaring defiantly as streams of sand perpetually swirled around her. A draconic aura pressed down on them, but they remained unbowed. Scales and claws gleamed eerily in the light, thirsting for blood even now.

Then came Duke Waters, or Aiden Waters, Matt supposed. Bubbles of air shimmered around his Benthic Lapiz statue, and though his face was stoic, there was an undeniable sense of glee emanating from his stature, as though he was about to burst out laughing maniacally at any moment. There was an arrogance and confidence Matt wasn’t used to seeing in the man, but it could only be described as fitting given what could only be the unbearable weight of the ocean settled upon them as they passed him.

Then there was Zack and Allison, Light and Shadow. Their…peers, he realized.

Shadow was literally shifty, her exact position appearing to move slightly every time Matt looked at her. She wore a manic grin, practically daring them to just try and fight her. Light’s gaze instead felt like being put under a microscope, kind of like if Luna had been intent on killing them instead of training them. His expression said that he’d already figured out a half-dozen ways to kill them all, and was simply deliberating as to whether they were even worth the effort.

He couldn’t help but wonder who would win that fight.

The next pedestal held three strangers.

A woman carved from glinting Heartblood Ruby and hefting a spear and shield. Next to her was a man carved out of what Matt thought might be mana crystal, with a longsword in one hand and the start of a spell in the other. Next to them was a woman in Glacial Marble with a tiara tucked between fox ears and brandishing a staff. All three, just like the others in the hall, were clad in official Ascender robes, a sight that only served to make them look more alien.

He was almost compelled to reach up and try to touch his face as he looked at his likeness and wondered if his jaw was really that sharp. Or if the glint in his eyes was really that piercing, as if expecting everyone to betray him, or if the twitch of his cheek really said he was ready to end a fight even if he didn’t start it.

Aster carried a distinctly vulpine and feral bearing, a warrior princess with a chilling stare and a growl on her smiling lips, snow coiling around her in gentle flurries. Her hair was immaculate, and it carried with it the impression that simply messing it up slightly would be a fatal mistake she would enjoy every moment of.

It wasn’t the Aster he knew, who loved to experiment with ice cream flavors and getting her fur brushed out on their few lazy break days.

Liz stared back at him with the gaze of a hawk spying a particularly tasty mouse. Like he was nothing more than a tasty snack to an apex predator, and that she would laugh as she gutted him, using him as fuel for a pyre which would burn down entire planets. It was everything Liz didn’t want to be, and had fought hard to resist falling into.

That wasn’t the Liz he knew who loved to curl up with a good book and a hot tea when they were somewhere with snow. Not the caring wife who was always worrying for him and his issues before her own.

It was all so wrong.

Matt was going to say something when he looked back at all the other statues of the Ascenders before him.

These sculptures weren’t how they saw themselves, but how their enemies would see them. This was the legacy they would leave behind.

That didn’t change the fact it didn’t represent who he really was. The other Ascenders had probably thought the same thing upon seeing their statues, but that realization didn’t help Matt feel any better.

The hall didn’t go on much farther, but right before the grand doors at the very end, there was one last pedestal, this one empty. Though it was nothing but a circular slab of stone, it taunted him to step upon it, raise himself up to the level of all those he had just passed.

Matt pushed past it, coming face-to-face with a pair of wooden doors, sized for the larger-than-life statues which inhabited the hall. He reached out to knock, but before he could, the doors swung open with a resounding boom that struck him in body and spirit.

Swallowing, Matt felt like he had returned back to the time when he was a child and Melinda had garnered the attention of the Emperor. Despite sitting down, the Tier 50 still managed to loom over the three of them.

“Come in.”

It was a simple command, but Matt’s legs were leaden as he took the three steps to properly enter the room.

Golden eyes met his and asked, “Are you three ready? It's a little late, but I can still get you out of this. Fake your death. Let Torch, Quill, and Scoop fade away, let you just be yourselves.”

Even as Matt and Liz were shaking their heads, Aster was saying, “Not a chance.”

Liz steeled herself. “We wouldn't do that to you, Uncle Manny. We might do that to the Emperor, but not to family. Besides, I don’t know if I could go back to not being Torch.”

The shift between sovereign and uncle was noticeable, and Matt marveled at how Emmanuel could do that.

“Yes, well, we aren’t all so fortunate as I, and asking is part of the process. Still, thank you three. We need all the power we can get now. This is a pivotal time in the Empire's history.”

Clearing his throat, Uncle Emmanuel turned back into Emperor Emmanuel. “And it has thus been settled. Matthew Moore né Alexander, Elizabeth Moore, and Aster Alexander. I, Emperor Emmanual Sophron, bid you rise as Ascenders Quill, Torch, and Scoop, 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.”

Knowing the cue, Matt crunched in on his physical cultivation core and Tiered up to Tier 25.
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Power flooded Matt’s body, a wave of essence washing over his mana channels and restructuring them in a way he couldn’t quite describe. Like they were boiling and freezing at the exact same time, having a bright shadow rush through them so that he could hear them cycling like a spiritual heartbeat. The end result was unmistakable, and he became acutely aware of his mana in a way he wasn’t quite used to, and alongside that awareness came with it a sense that he could push at it just so and do…something.

He didn’t have the chance to test it, because just as he was accustoming himself to the changes, Liz’s body melted. Randomly placed blotches of red spread across her body, then caved away into themselves. Before he could do anything, there was nothing but a puddle of blood and a pile of clothes where his wife had been.

Worry spiked in his spirit, but Emmanuel simply held up a hand for him to wait. Given that there was no rush of essence to indicate she had died, and her spirit looked to be in good shape, he wasn’t too worried. Her AI was reporting full health, albeit with a lot of uncertainty thanks to its struggle to identify the changes to her body.

A moment later, a message came through from her. “I’m fine. Just a blob of blood, which feels weird, but I’m figuring it out.”

Emmanuel peered over his desk to look at the puddle of blood on the floor and nodded sagely. “And this is why we do this privately. The Clans once had someone turn into a windstorm as they Tiered up and it took over an hour for them to reconstitute themselves, which made all of them look like fools. All the other Great Powers learned from their mistake.”

Matt bent down and looked at the puddle of blood that was his wife. Smirking, he asked, “Can I help in some way?”

Aster, who had mirrored his movement, wasn't so kind. She poked the Liz blob with an icicle and asked, “Do you need something to form around? I can freeze you.”

“Fuck both of you. Just back up and give me a moment. I think it's kinda like using [Blood Body]. Just harder to figure out as there isn’t a skill to give me a starting point. Go figure out what your own Talents are and let me work without an audience.”

Getting Matt and Aster’s attention with a wave of his hand, Emmanuel produced a device and set it upon his desk. It took a moment for Matt to recognize it, simply because unlike the Talent scanners of Lilly, it was no room-sized monstrosity with a full-sized personnel bay. Rather, it was a hand-sized hemisphere with an illusion projector on the flat side. “Normally at this point, the three of you would already be off to your next stop, but given how Elizabeth is indisposed, there’s no point making you wait to test out your new abilities. I suspect you’ll be pleased with what you find.”

Aster was the first one to step forward, and she scooped up the scanner in both hands. A wave of light engulfed her, and she began peering at a set of incomprehensible squiggles he couldn’t read through sight or any other means. Tier 25 Talents were often significantly more complex than Tier 1 or 3 Talents were, and while Lilly’s scanners still required a minute or two of work even for those, the Emperor’s personal scanner was evidently leagues better as it finished in mere seconds.

As his bond was still hogging the apparatus, Matt tried to recapture the sensation he’d felt during his Tier-up. That feeling of his mana shifting into something new, something more. The sight of Liz dissolving into a pile of blood had broken his concentration and he was now struggling to find his Talent again now that the moment of change had passed.

Looking up at the amused Tier 50 in the room with them he asked, “I don’t suppose you know what I’m supposed to do?”

Emmanuel nodded. “My Talent gives me a sense of what I copy, and I have a lot of practice feeling out new Talents— possibly more than anyone else in history. So yes, I know. But I encourage you to figure it out for yourself. For one, it’s more fun that way, and privacy is important. And sometimes, there’s some nuance I’m missing, such as a reciprocal interaction with a bloodline or Domain. Just trust your instincts. You can’t feel it, but I’m keeping us under some time dilation, so don’t worry too much about how long you take.”

Matt was torn between wanting to roll his eyes and being impressed that the Emperor was able to play with time so trivially. Both reactions were a welcome distraction from the arm reaching out of a floating globe of blood, looking far too much like a drowning woman trying to grab something to save herself.

Cycling through some of the mana control training exercises Luna had beaten into him it didn’t take too long for him to find one that worked. With its help he was able to feel out the mana pulsing through his channels, as it was only feeding his [AI]. While keeping a metaphorical finger on that feeling, he had [Cracked Phantom Armor] manifest around him like a second skin, a separate stream of mana going to empower his oldest skill.

With the additional spell active, it wasn’t hard for Matt to grasp the flow of power traveling from his mana pool to his skills. From there, it didn’t take long to identify the new feeling his Talent granted him. It was almost like getting an extra arm, except not like that at all, and Matt clenched his not-fingers into a not-fist.

Instantly, the normally featureless blue energy of [Cracked Phantom Armor] transformed into smooth light-blue mana crystal, just as flexible as the old armor but glittering with thousands of facets. Following his instincts, he dropped the skill, but instead of his armor vanishing immediately it lingered for a few moments, the spell fueling itself from the mana he had solidified in its structure.

Waiting to test his hunch, Matt carefully pulsed a tiny [Cracked Mana Spear] against the back of his armored hand and felt the armor consuming itself to maintain rigidity. A couple of taps later and the armor shattered into mana stone dust, its latent energy spent. A few more quick tests and calculations told him that the defensive power of [Cracked Phantom Armor] had been bolstered thanks to the crystalline mana comprising it.

He’d refrain from trying to crystallize the mana of internal skills until later. Forming mana crystals in his brain didn’t sound healthy.

Now that he was starting to get the hang of his new Talent, Matt pushed a bit of mana out of his body and activated his Talent again, this time without a skill to shape it. While his mana control still resulted in a lot of mana vented into the air, Matt’s eyes widened as a small mana crystal manifested in his hand, glittering in his palm like a tiny star. At first, it looked like a pea-sized rift mana stone, but as he pulled on his mana pool, the crystal grew into something of a rough cube that fit nicely in his hand.

Matt started.

He had done that. It wasn’t a skill, it wasn’t his Domain, that was purely him. He knew he couldn’t be ungrateful about his Talent as a whole, though it had taken decades to work through some lingering resentment toward his Tier 1, but it had always been somewhat in the background. He simply produced mana, no matter what he did. He made a lot of mana, yes, but that didn’t feel quite the same as reaching out and willing an object to suddenly exist.

He supposed his Intent did something similar, but manifesting his Anchor felt different and didn’t really count anyway. That was just flipping a switch, but this was genuine creation. A moment ago, the cube hadn’t existed and neither had the mana currently within it. But now there existed a thing thanks entirely to him. He’d made the mana, and turned that mana into a cube.

The cube wasn’t stabilizing active magic, and he couldn’t see any mana venting from it which made it no different from any other mana stones, but Matt felt there was something more to it. It felt like his own, Endless mana, rather than ambient mana or mana in rift crystals. Following that hunch, he pulled at the crystal and the mana making it up. With just that small tug it dissolved into motes of mana, refilling his pool slightly. Elated, he quickly repeated the process, this time pushing substantially more mana into the crystal, only for it to rapidly balloon past what could easily fit in his hand. Once again, he reabsorbed the crystal and checked his mana pool. It had pushed his mana past the 10% point without the need for an outside source.

Matt’s eyes widened, and he looked to the Emperor. Emmanuel responded by tossing a glittering crystal toward him.

Matt snatched it out of the air, seeing…himself. Specifically, a small duplicate of his Ascender statue outside. He felt a brief spike of shame seeing what the Emperor managed to do with his Talent compared to his own sloppy efforts, but he also shouldn’t expect his own efforts to match up to someone twice his Tier and a million times his age. There was a good chance that the man had spent a few subjective hours practicing in the time Matt had done his own experiments, anyways.

“Quite the useful Talent there, Matthew.”

“Thank you. But don’t you already have something like it? You know, with my statue outside, if that was you…”

“There are similar Talents to your new one, but they each have their own quirks to best suit the Talent set as a whole. I know you’ll be quite happy with it as you explore its depths. It's a Talent with a lot of room to grow if you push yourself and the applications you use it in. I also suspect that far less of your theoretical mana generation will be going to waste in the future.”

That was certainly true. “I suppose it’ll make it easier to hide the fact my mana is coming from me, at least.”

Emmanuel let out a bark of laughter. “That it certainly will. We’ll talk business later though. I believe you have another Talent to attend to? Let's not risk a sudden Inspiration preventing a doubling.”

Matt nodded. With the ability to create his own mana stones, it would be far simpler for him to double his mana pool. Through a little testing, he quickly found that a mana stone equivalent to his current maximum - and thus his per-second production - was about as big as he was. It took a lot more than two seconds to make both of the required crystals to double his mana, as he wasn’t perfectly efficient in his production, but by the time Aster was done with the Talent scanner his maximum mana was officially at 41 million, 943 thousand, and 40 mana.

A message from Aster popped up on his AI the moment he was unoccupied.

Tier 25: Gain a Personal Winter Spirit Space.

He shot a glance at his bond, who smirked and sent the longer readout.

Tier 1: Innate [Ice Manipulation]

Tier 3: Better ice magic.

Primary effect: Ice-aspected skills you cast are more powerful than normal.

Secondary effect: Ice-aspected skills you cast cost less mana than normal.

Tier 25: Gain a Personal Winter Spirit Space.

Primary effect: Gain a Spirit Space of coldest Winter, linked to and composed of your Domain. Maximum size is determined by your current mana. Your Domain may utilize the contents of this Spirit Space. Mana within this Spirit Space slowly converts to match your own.

Secondary effect: The larger your Spirit Space is, the more influence it has on the surrounding world. You may use this influence to pull mana, heat, life, and similar forms of energy into the Spirit Space.

Tertiary effect: When sufficiently large, Spirit Space may contain physical objects and creatures.

“May I see?” Emmanuel asked, then nodded in thanks to Aster as he was included. “A good Talent. Expansive and powerful, and while Talents which directly interact with the Domain are rare, Tier 25 is when they most often appear. Talents which reference some other portion of your being are often considered the most versatile, and Domains are particularly potent in that regard. As you grow your Intent, so too will your Talent become functionally stronger. It’s skewed toward debuffing, so perhaps you can grow it into a proper drain in time.”

As Liz walked over Matt grinned, and pulled her into a hug. She’d managed to reconstitute and dress herself, and looked no different than before. Curious to what her Talent actually was, he gestured for her to use the Talent scanner first.

“Oh, now this is just unfair!” she complained a few moments later. “Here. Share Talent with these three,” she instructed the scanner. As she did so, the incomprehensible illusionary scribbles she’d been looking at suddenly resolved themselves into perfectly readable script. Upon reading it Matt couldn’t help but agree with her assessment.

Tier 1: Skills brought into or through the Inner spirit become blood aspected.

Tier 3: One with Blood.

Primary effect: Blood in your body converts to match your own.

Secondary effect: Enhanced regeneration of blood.

Tertiary effect: Reduced cost and strain with blood skills.

Tier 25: You are Blood.

Primary effect: You are your blood.

Secondary effect: Your blood is you.

Tertiary effect: Change between you and your blood at will. Sufficient trauma may automatically initiate a change to whichever form would be best suited to endure it, unless prevented.

“Because that’s such a useful description,” Liz groaned.

“Actually, it is.” Emmanuel’s attention sharpened to a razor’s edge, noticeable by the way the very world seemed to come into focus, upon seeing the actual text for Liz’s Talents. “I thought this was a fairly typical elemental form at first, but the primary and secondary? Elizabeth, try manipulating a few drops of your blood. Outside of yourself, specifically.”

Liz looked confused, but pulled a few drops of blood from her Anchor, and her expression morphed into a solid ‘o’ of surprise. “I can…still feel it. I could cast through this, even though it’s not connected to me? This has…potential.”

“It does.” Emmanuel stroked his chin. “You’re making me consider revisiting some of my Talents that I previously dismissed as either redundant or identical. I get a good sense of what a Talent can do, but the Talent scanner can still give further insight.”

“So why didn’t it tell me what it meant more plainly, if it knew what it meant?”

Emmanuel winced. “The Talent AI is something of a mess, to put it lightly. In theory, it should be utterly impossible for anyone but you and those you give it to, to get information about your Talent. To oversimplify, at some point, someone messed with the AI to give us the publicly-accessible Talent ratings, and in so doing broke a lot of the more detailed output. It’s not as bad as in the Federation, who only get a caste, category, and rating both publicly and privately. But it also isn’t as good as a few models in the Republic and Corporations with better readouts, thanks to more intact privacy procedures. I’ve looked into fixing or replacing the AI a few times, but it hasn’t proven feasible yet, for many reasons I won’t go into now.”

“Oh now this just feels weird,” Liz interjected in chorus which made Matt turn to her.

As he turned away from Emmanuel’s explanation of the Talent scanner’s oddities he saw two identical Liz’s poking the other’s shoulder. What really disoriented him was that neither was a [Lesser Blood Clone], made out of blood in the shape of Liz. They each looked just like…Liz— flesh, bone, and clothes included. The only difference he could discern between them was that one was still holding the Talent scanner.

Aster did a double take as she looked over at Liz. “Which one is the real you?”

“I am.” They spoke in unison, shared a glance, and continued still in unison, “Not sure. I tried cloning myself, I had a weird perspective blur, and both of me were in a blood clone-looking form. Then, I tried turning back to human, and well…” They motioned at themselves.

The two of them shared a long look, then one burst into ash and sparks, taking flight as a phoenix to land on the other’s shoulder. The still-human Liz broke out into a delighted grin, reaching up to pet the phoenix Liz, then hummed with content as she scratched the bird’s neck.

“There will be plenty of time to experiment with your new capabilities later.” The Emperor guided them back on track. “Slowed time or not, this is a very busy day for the three of you, and we shouldn’t linger too much longer. Matthew, I suppose after my comments you’ll wish to see your Talent now rather than later. But afterwards we really must be off.”

The still-human Liz sighed, then passed Matt the Talent scanner before both she and her phoenix clone turned back into blood, melded together, and became a single human once again. Matt felt the device scanning his spirit, and watched as it output his Talents to see exactly what his new ability was.

Tier 1: Diminishing returns on mana regeneration.

Primary effect: Mana Regeneration inversely proportional to current mana, directly proportional to Maximum Mana.

Secondary effect: Essence cannot be applied to mana cultivation. Mana Regeneration is decoupled from mana cultivation.

Tertiary effect: Maximum mana set to 1.

Tier 3: Maximum mana set to 41,943,040.

Primary effect: Any mana in the mana pool in excess of Maximum Mana will permanently increase Maximum Mana.

Secondary effect: Maximum increase from this Talent in a given Tier is equal to double previous Maximum Mana.

Tertiary effect: Maximum Mana initially adjusted to 10.

Tier 25: Crystallize mana.

Primary effect: Crystallize mana within skills that match your mana aspect to improve their longevity, durability, or similar aspects.

Secondary effect: Crystallize mana in a form of your choice. Efficiency and detail depends on mana control. Density depends on mana control and concentration.

He shared the readout with the room, then looked up to the Emperor wanting to ask the question that came over him having read the readout of his Tier 1 and 3 Talents. “Have you started using my Talent yet?”

“I have, for a few Tiers now actually. I’ll sometimes bring in one of a few different Tier 25 Talents to further augment it, but when I’m looking to simply regenerate as much mana as possible, I’ve been utilizing yours for a few decades. Your new Talent will be useful as well, but like I said, I do have some similar ones with their own niches. I’ll be paying attention to what interesting ways you think to use the Talent with anticipation.” Turning his head, he looked to Liz and asked, “Do you have your form under control?”

“Yes. I’m pretty sure unless someone punches me really hard, I’ll be able to stay solid as long as I want.”

“Good.” Standing up, the Emperor nodded to them. “Then, it is time that we present you to the Realm. Are you prepared?”

Matt nodded with the others.

With that, the three of them found themselves standing in a fitting room and were immediately set upon by a small army of workers.

They treated him with such reverence and seriousness it almost felt wrong. If they were young, he would get it. Empire propaganda channels had been working overtime ensuring their masks were presented in the best possible light, but these were Tier 40s. Nobody at their Tier was anything close to normal. They’d have centuries, millennia of storied careers. As crafters, they’d have made wonders Matt could barely imagine, have Domains that let them do impossible things. They certainly wouldn’t be taken in by a few excitable faces half their Tier, and to see so many people a hundred times his age defer to him with such utter stoicism…

It made his skin crawl.

Getting them presentable, setting up their privacy screens, and dressing them properly didn’t take all that long, compared to Matt’s last experience with Capital high society, but it still felt like weeks and he was ready for the ceremony to end before it began.

What helped him was the messages from his friends he had been ignoring.

Kyle: Where are you three?

Tara: Hurry up or you're going to miss it.

Fen: Poke.

Emily: Seriously, where are you guys? No one will tell us where you are.

Kyle: Do we need to come get you guys?

Cameron: IcePop are you lost in a freezer?

Tara: ???????????? Hellooooooo? I will never let you live this down if you miss it.

Vinnie: Tara is now yelling at me because you guys aren’t here. Please show up and save me.

Fen: Poke.

Mathew: You guys okay?

Melinda: Everyone is wondering where you are.

Matt smiled as he got confirmation that Melinda and Mathew had arrived on time as well. He couldn’t wait to see their reactions.

Once they were fully clothed, they were swept off to sign so, so many papers and do a thousand and one other last-minute things.

Then it was their final stop.

Doors loomed before them, not quite the size of a mountain, but carrying the gravitas of one. Matt couldn’t identify what they were made of, but he could have gotten lost in the patterns and designs within them for years without ever seeing a repeat feature. A massive tree made of artistic spirals and flourishes took up the center of the doors, its branches stretching out to entire worlds. Upon those worlds, Matt could see faint signs of life as their depictions rotated. Tiny lights illuminated cities, whorls of white representing clouds raced across the continents, monsters large enough to be seen on a planetary scale sometimes appeared, only to be beaten back moments later.

Along the edges, figures worked and fought in an endless mural. Most of the figures were faceless despite wearing unique and intricate clothing, but there were three faces repeated time and time again. Emmanuel, Georgios, and Agatha Sophron.

They cared for the sick, shielded the weak, restored worlds and uprooted spies. Monsters fell at their hands, and the people rejoiced.

A heavy weight settled upon Matt’s heart, and it echoed within his head.

Thu-thump.

Thu-thump.

Thu-thump.

His breath grew shallow, so he intentionally stopped breathing to get ahold of it. He discreetly extended the length of his robes to [Water Manipulation] away the sweat beading on his palms without being seen. He was Tier 25, damn it. He shouldn’t be losing this much control over his body.

Luna would be⁠—

Luna wasn’t their manager anymore. Matt doubted that she’d be able to truly leave them alone, but she was…she was done. She had no authority over them, her job was done. Because they were Ascenders.

They were Ascenders.

They had genuinely, truly made it.

“All right. I'll do it. I'll rise all the way to Tier 25 eventually and get you those rewards.”

The memory rose, unbidden. The moment his life had changed, the moment Eric and Dena had offered him, a nobody on a nothing planet, who had Awakened a Talent that looked to completely cut off half of all cultivation from him.

“That’s the spirit!” Dena laughed.

He’d earned that hit, striking up two full Tiers as a novice Tier 1. He’d fought many more monsters in the decades since, but none had truly been nearly so impactful. None changed the direction of his life so far from what it could have been.

“Well done, Matt! I knew you had it in you.”

Memories blurred past, warnings and dangers…and wonders.

A skill-clad orc charged him, its inhuman face twisted into a snarl as it sought to tear him in half. [Berserker’s Rage] made it even more irrational than rift monsters usually were, and Matt made a snap decision. He braced a broken spear against the ground and baited the rift boss into killing itself on its own weapon.

A blueish light gave way to a fist-sized egg made of what was ostensibly ice.

A crack appeared with a crisp, satisfying, ringing sound along the surface of the icy egg. It shook, as the crack spread and caused the entire thing to fall apart, unveiling a tiny ball of fluff with two oversized blue eyes and a freezing black nose. The little fox advanced all of three steps before falling over, and Matt quickly scooped her up and cradled her to his chest.

She liked it. Aster liked her name.

Beside him, his sister was every bit as tense as he was. He couldn’t see her ears under the Scoop mask she wore, but that didn’t hide the nervousness, the anxiousness, the tension that came through their bond. Who wouldn't be nervous from truly every eye in the Empire seeing them. He’d seen a recording of Duke Waters’ ceremony as a kid, he’d watched Light and Shadow as close to live as he could muster, and now the three of them would be joining every kid’s elementary school curriculum.

He could imagine it now. What planet did Ascender Matthew Moore grow up on?

Lilly would become a household name. Everyone would know that a no-name orphan from a no-name city on a no-name planet completed the Path of Ascension.

“There has been one person, one single fucking person, to do it in the last thousand years. One thousand fucking years. Can you imagine how many people have been born in the Empire in the last millennium?” Griff’s voice had been angry and that scared the younger Matt. Made him feel guilty.

“Matt, you are not better than the seven hundred and fourteen trillion people before you.”

Despite himself, he couldn’t help but let a smile twitch across his face.

Take that, Griff. I proved you wrong after all.

He didn’t hold ill will toward Griff, not really. It wasn’t bad advice, but that didn’t stop Matt from feeling smug about proving him wrong.

The silence in the entry hall was deafening. There were more people on the other side of the door than there were people living on Lilly when he left for the first time, and a grand orchestra a thousand strong played a song made for this event, and he could hear none of it.

The two guards stationed at the base of the door were silent, unmoving sentinels. Matt wondered what they must be thinking. Were they nervous as well, being in the presence of Ascenders? Were they the same guards who had stood at attention for Light and Shadow, and Duke Waters before them? Or was this a rotating position, a place of honor for them? Something to be fought over? Something they bragged to comrades about?

Matt shifted, finding a more comfortable position to sit beneath the tree, and pushed mana into a rechargeable mana stone. The display on his wrist showed it had one mana, then two. With shaking hands, he absorbed the mana and felt as his maximum mana climbed, from one to two. He laughed, laughed until tears streamed down his face and passer-by looked at him with disdain, pity, curiosity. He didn’t care, his mana had grown, and now he could really show the world what he was made of.

A bell rang in the throne room, its great clang carrying even to where they were. Matt’s heart raced. It wasn’t their cue yet, but that was getting close. His mouth felt dry, but a small [Create Water] fixed that. Beside him, Liz fidgeted, rubbing the silver ring on her hand with her thumb.

Matt fidgeted with the interlocked rings on his palm. He could sell these and buy a channeled attack skill, or… He held the rings out to Liz, much to her shock. “This is too much, I can’t take this,” she protested. But he watched as the girl read his offer, and her expression morphed from shock to gratitude, disbelief giving way to trust. She reached out and took the ring. “Welp, I guess that means we’re in it for the long haul.”

Emmanuel’s voice spilled out ever so slightly. It didn’t sound loud, but the voice carried on whorls of essence, letting Matt hear the muffled impressions of the man’s speech. He couldn’t distinguish words, but he could feel the concepts behind them. The Emperor himself was speaking of impossibilities, of bravery and the ability to face certain death with a laugh and a smile.

The serpent screamed, freezing the world around it as massive wings spread, blotting out the rift’s false sky. The power in its roar immobilized him, misty red chains manifesting and holding him helpless as the boss dove, mouth wide and ready to strike. But he would not be held down, he would not be stopped. He was Endless. His sword cleaved into the snake’s scales, buying the time needed for Liz and Aster to break free of their own restraints.

The light of the Ascension illuminated the entire world, colors which Matt had no name for spilling over his consciousness, unveiling truth and dispelling lies. The ever-flowing spring, the burning star, those all gave way to the white hole at the core of who he was, an Endless font of mana in defiance of all logic.

The Emperor’s speech hit a bit of a lull, a moment for the audience to breathe and process what he had been saying. Matt ached to know what exactly was going on, and while he could always watch recordings, it would be nowhere close to the same. Some things were simply so grand that they had to be seen to be believed.

The ground rumbled and the mountain shook, patently obvious even from this distance. Ambient mana rushed in like a tide, and the golem’s mountain looked to be growing larger with every passing second.

“The damn ruin is flying,” Liz gasped, as their mistake rose to blot out the sky.

Now the speech had changed to their stalwart devotion, their ability to hold up the sky from the time they were children, and entirely on their own merits, to shape the world— nay the Realm— around them. Aster twitched in a way Matt recognized as her sweeping her tail back and forth, but it looked a bit unusual when said tail was invisible.

An enormous pressure descended from the sky, like the entire world was collapsing upon him. He was stuck, and no amount of flailing with his Concept could do anything. He was like a bug, caught between the fingers of a giant. He focused primarily on his head, just barely craning his neck enough to see the silhouette of a man, floating in the air, judging them. “We don’t cheat,” Liz gasped, but the pressure rendered the rest of her words unintelligible.

No matter the hurdle, he would surmount it. No matter how great the enemy, he would defeat it. He had been tried and tested again and again, in every way imaginable, and he had gotten through it alongside his friends, his family. He’d proven he was resolute, that he could shape the Realm around him with his own hands.

Emmanuel’s potent words reverberated across his entire being, charging him to be exceptional, to go beyond anything and everything that he had been and could be. One man versus the entire Realm, his prowess shaping the course of a war, the course of a society. That the noble few could guide all those who saw them, inspiring them to be better.

Arrows and spells rained down on [Cracked Phantom Armor], and Matt, raised above his cohorts, took them all. [Fireball]s washed over him like a curtain of fire, and a solitary arrow pierced his armor and stuck in his side. But he kept his aim steady, and kept charging his mana cannon. Groups vanished, pulled out as blue light blasted their formations.

Wherever he aimed, death landed, and the army broke.

Kyle: NO SERIOUSLY WHERE ARE YOU GUYS YOU’RE MISSING EVERYTHING

Emily: Were you kidnapped? Answer us, what’s going on! If we don’t hear from you in the next five minutes we’re going to assume something awful happened and…do something, I don’t know! At least tell us you’re alive, you assholes!

Melinda: You’re missing all the fun, Matt. You guys really need to be here.

Fen: Insistent poke.

Matt smirked and muted his messages, dismissing them before he could read through the entire backlog. The Emperor had moved on to their efforts, how they had mastered disciplines in decades which others took a lifetime to learn. How they had bent mana and reality itself to their will, forging common tools into the weapons of a master.

An undulating spell pattern laced its way into the air, traced out in purple mana. Luna casually expanded the geometric design, swinging it around for their studies, “And this is where most of the waste [Mana Shield] produces comes from. See how the flow right here loops around almost entirely, before flowing into the feeder? That sudden change of angle will, in an unmodified spell, cause almost a full quarter of the mana passing through here to vent off. You can’t change the angle of this loop, but you can develop a collection point there, feeding that lost mana back into the secondary intake. With a properly-created connection, you’re only losing five percent instead of twenty-five, but if it’s incorrect you could increase the mana loss to a full half. Now, this manifests as a weakness in…”

The speech turned triumphant, their victories and utter wins. How they crushed their opposition beneath their feet, how they were the champions of the Empire and their accomplishments would echo across it for generations to come. How their names would be enshrined forever, their exploits told in legends and bedtime stories.

Liz shifted slightly, and took a deep breath. Matt saw her close her eyes to steady herself, and stop a microscopic tremor in her arms. That sight alone nearly made him start breathing again, because while he couldn’t literally feel the tension radiating off her like he could Aster, he practically could.

Quill stepped between two falling swords as Queen cut a vicious streak through the area attack. Then, he was close enough, and swept up one of the metal blades as the swordswoman turned just a hair too slow to meet the new threat. He drove the blade through her chest, and the fight from there was academic.

Tur’stal motioned for Torch and Quill to stand beside her, and a roar swept over the entire tournament. Despite the clamor, the royal’s voice echoed clearly across them all, “Today, we have two people who went undefeated in both the solo and team tournament.”

Emmanuel’s voice sharpened into bravery, how with each and every day they faced the unknown with only the knowledge that the task would be hard or impossible. That they fearlessly charged into insurmountable odds without so much as questioning whether the fight could be won, but knowing that they would emerge victorious, nonetheless.

He charged in, locking his grip on the General’s scythe. His armor rotted around him, mana decaying into nothing, but he had mana to spare, which he fed into his gauntlets. He locked into place, an utterly immovable force which even the General and its nascent Intent couldn’t budge. The battle raged on outside of them, but Matt’s world had narrowed down to his singular foe.

They’d done the impossible, seen the impossible, and were utterly impossible themselves, and the Emperor’s speech made Matt’s heart beat all the faster, inspired by the legend of…himself. The simple idea that he lived in the same Great Power as Quill, Torch, and Scoop filled him with pride, no matter how little sense that made. But it felt almost like a connection being formed from him to the Emperor, but also to every other person hearing his words, binding them into a collective which none could break. All because of their Ascenders.

He desperately wished he could hear the words being spoken.

The crystal swung open, the central pillar falling away with a rush of Genesis Energy and unveiling the heart of Minkalla, the power source for the hidden realm of miracles and monsters. A true, genuine white hole. It was real. Matt’s spirit hummed with power and comfort, of half-remembered ideas surfacing and multiplying.

Emotions resonated through the entire chamber, a slowly-building crescendo saying that it was never too late for anyone to try, that Ascenders were a model above all but not one which should lead to despair. For there was always a Path to those who sought to improve themselves, and the future was always bright.

Matt spun Liz around as they danced in the moonlight.

They were finally married.

Years of dedication and work had culminated in something more special than he had words to describe.

“I love you.”

“And I love you.”

Okay, maybe he had some words.

Matt’s heart clenched up. He’d come so far, and he couldn’t have done it without his family. He was just barely close enough to reach out and squeeze Liz’s hand, on impulse. She jumped slightly, but smiled with such unrestrained joy it was visible past even her mask. They’d come so far together, but their journey was only just beginning, and the Realm had best make way for their passage.

Matt watched as Justinian wept in the rain as he wondered how long it had been since he had seen the sky or rain. The fact that he knew the answer only made it worse.

No matter the odds, they’d overcome it together. Aster reached out and grabbed his other hand, and they basked for a few scant moments in the sense of family they provided to one another. Then, the moment passed, and they returned to their stoic, presentable selves. The moment was coming all too soon, but it stretched on to infinity as his instincts always did, in times of combat. Instinctively he wanted to draw his sword and charge, the same as in a fight, but this was no fight and doing so would accomplish nothing.

A massive centipede drew back to spit a deathly green, glowing liquid at a father and his daughter in a crumbling skyscraper, and Quill called upon the winds and earth, his sword cleaving through the monster in a single blow.

Matt wrestled his emotions back in place, a balance of terror and thrill coursing through his body as the Emperor finally reached a crescendo, emotions so thick in the air that Matt could practically taste it. The first words Matt could properly distinguish the entire speech washed over him as the mountain-sized doors swung open. “I summon Quill, Torch, and Scoop to the throne room!”

Air rushed forth in the wake of the titanic portal opening, enough to send a mortal staggering, but completely insufficient to even ruffle their hair. Light spilled forth from the throne room, unveiling the massive hall it was in.

Matt strode forward, flanked by Liz on his right and Aster on his left. Their every footfall was in unison, each step muffled by the grand purple carpet that stretched out to the throne far before them. Countless spectators turned to see them as they entered, and Matt fought back another wave of nervousness from the incredible weight of attention that millions of people pressed down upon him.

Even more than that, he knew this ceremony was being broadcast through the entire Empire and beyond. It was a monumental moment.

If not for the privacy enchantments on his robe now in full swing, he would have had no hope to hide his nerves. But with them active, he was able to sneak a glance at his [AI], wanting to catch a glimpse into the livestream set up inside Mara’s booth, monitoring his friends.

Chaos reigned in the booth. Half of them were embroiled in an argument, and the other half was desperately trying to pay attention to the ceremony in front of them, but fraught with either worry or distraction from the fight surrounding them. Emily seemed to be trying to rally their attention to figure out who was the highest-profile person they had in their contacts to message them about Matt, Liz, and Aster being missing. Cameron was muttering to herself about stupid foxes being perpetually late for anything but dessert, while Katherine was looking around with wide eyes at the chaos of it all.

But at the very front, in the middle of the first row, Melinda sat perfectly calmly, a faint smile playing over her face as she kept her eyes locked on the three figures walking down the carpet. Matt wasn’t surprised she’d figured it out. Of all of their friends, it was the Unbroken who had the fullest picture of their abilities, outright having access to his Tier 1 and 3 Talents, though his full profile was sixteen Tiers out of date. And given how many times she’d healed them during the tournament, Melinda had almost certainly noticed some oddities with their bodies and the wounds they’d taken.

Beside her, Mathew fidgeted nervously, gripping his wife’s hand tightly. His attention darted between looking at Melinda, studying Torch, Quill, and Scoop, and glancing at the near-brawl happening in the back of the booth.

The arguments died down somewhat as the triumphal music accompanying their approach swelled, and their friends realized they were missing the main event. For most of them, the utter need to see the new Ascenders for what was likely the only time in their lives won out, despite Emily’s protestations otherwise.

The Unbroken were the first to properly settle down, uneasily taking up positions all around Melinda. They, like Mathew, shot worried glances toward the door, but the rock-solid expression of their former team leader steadied them well enough. Katherine meekly followed Kyle, then stared at the Ascenders like she was worried a blink would cause them to vanish. Emily was calmed down by Tara, as the archer physically dragged her girlfriend to the front of the booth and shushed her until she stopped protesting. That pulled Annie and Conor over, who held hands tightly enough that their fingers went white.

Behind them, plenty of their remaining friends were still locked in an argument, but the energy died down quickly as their attentions were inexorably drawn toward the three masked figures, slowly striding down the aisle.

For the first time, silence fell over Mara’s private box. The gravitas of the situation overwhelmed their concerns but didn’t eliminate them, and Matt could feel the anticipation building even through his AI’s video feed.

Mathew’s eyes widened, as he looked between Melinda and the three hooded figures, “Nooo…” he whispered.

Matt, Liz, and Aster stepped foot at the exact midpoint of their march, perfectly in line with a triumphant note from the orchestra. Like shadows fleeing the morning sun, their Quill, Torch, and Scoop masks melted away, leaving only the three of them. Matt had to adjust his stride as his body shifted and grew, returning him to his proper height and size.

Mara’s private box broke into utter pandemonium, dozens of voices crying out in unison. If he had more attention to spare for the video, perhaps he could have teased them apart, but as it was he just hid his smile at the chaos that they had unleashed.

Annie had collapsed onto the couch, a slightly open mouth as the only sign of surprise on an otherwise blank face. Roody’s eyes had gone very wide, and was sheepishly rubbing the back of his neck. Katherine had Kyle’s hand in a death grip, who was in turn sitting slack-jawed, eyes fixed on Matt. Melinda had a beaming smile and was applauding enthusiastically, and Mathew let out a massive, cheering whistle.

People were yelling, people were crying, people were shouting into their [AI]s, no doubt sending him messages that were simply piling up in his muted [AI]. The speed at which the number of unread messages were increasing was certainly indicative of that, at least.

In many ways, the news anchors covering the broadcast were just as amusing. Most were utterly speechless in stark contrast to those who went over the top with their reactions, a couple of whom had outright fallen out of their chairs. Most of the remainder were stammering with surprise. Two newscasters managed to keep a completely straight face, delivering their impressions with the same temperament and cadence that they had beforehand, and Matt made a note to himself to look up more about their respective shows later.

Nobody actually expected him and Liz, young noble scions who publicly had sat around at parties and resorts for the last century, to secretly be the next Ascenders. He was sure there were plenty of bets placed on them simply because they were born in the right century and were public figures, but those were typically playful bets made in jest, not something that people actually thought was accurate. He’d always rewarded the people who bet on him, from beginning to end.

While he loved the responses he was getting from the official crowd, Matt allowed his already-split attention to wander slightly over to Leon’s box, where Liz’s family was at.

The group took up almost all of Leon’s box themselves, most of which was thanks to Erin’s harem. While he hadn’t met most of the third-youngest Moore’s lovers personally, they’d all come out to watch the reveal, and to support them. Travis and Keith cheered with Alice and Leah each trying to outdo the others while Daniel tried to climb on the railing but kept slipping off. The only members of the family not present were Sam and his wife. As active duty military officers, they were unable to step away from their duties for even this event with the war going on, but Matt still got their messages of congratulation thanks to someone opening a small micro portal all the way to their duty station so they could livestream the event.

Most of the news stations hadn’t regained their senses by the time the three of them reached the end of the throne room, but they had their own job to do, and Matt so dismissed all the distractions from his mind.

With a flourish, three scrolls materialized, floating by the Emperor the moment they reached their mark, and he started walking down the dais and met them at the bottom of the stairs. Through careful choreographing, they reached their places together.

Matt, Liz, and Aster went to one knee with their right arms crossing their left knees even as the Emperor started speaking. “With my authority as the leader of the Empire, I validate that these three 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.”

While the initial legal status of Aster was in debate for a while, it was ultimately decided that she was worthy of the title. It was something of an open question, as no Empire Ascender had ever gotten a Bond while on the Path before. But as Aster had been alongside Matt since he himself had been Tier 1, she had been deemed fully worthy of the title.

Matt smiled as his [AI] blipped with its corresponding check with The Emperor’s [AI] and the seven other Great Power envoys’ [AI]. The Sects’ envoy looked like he had taken a bite out of an apple to find half a wiggling worm, but even his expression was mundane when compared to the Federation envoy, who looked ready to spit fire. The Conglomerate of Guilds’ envoy smiled and enthusiastically clapped while the other representatives were more subdued in their reactions, looking at the three of them like they were more curiously examining a new item than anything more important like three new Ascenders.

Lila Worldwalker, Duke Waters, Light, and Shadow stood behind the Emperor to his right. Lila was in human form, a draconic grin unveiling inhumanly sharp teeth. Aiden bore an expression of pride and congratulations, Shadow looked incredibly smug, and Light’s gaze bore straight into Matt’s eyes— but he could still see a flicker of respect buried within the stoic man’s bearing, despite it being eerily similar to his statue’s expression.

The Emperor split into three, each clone holding a sword over their right shoulders, even as they spoke in perfect unison. “I, Emmanuel Sophron, third of my line, announce to the Empire and the Realm that the Ascenders Quill, Torch, and Scoop have been found worthy. To reward their accomplishment and my trust in them, I decree that the three of you shall be raised as Dukes of the land to receive titles as befit your new status.” The blade’s transferred from their right shoulders to the left before he withdrew it. “Rise.”

Matt stood with Liz and Aster to take the writs of nobility the Emperor presented to the three of them. Matt felt like he held the power of a Tier 50 in his hand. It was heavy, solid, real in a way few things were. It represented power and Authority: that they spoke not only with their own considerable combat prowess but with the full backing of the Empire as a whole.

“Ascenders, to attention.” The Emperor's words rocked them and the entire room full of nobles like a physical blow thanks to the might he had put behind those words. “Please welcome the Empire's three newest Ascenders and Dukes.”

Matt turned with the others as they met the cheering of the crowd, Eric and Dena first among them and clapping harder than anyone.

They had done it.

They had completed the Path of Ascension.
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Emmanuel smiled as he watched Matt, Liz, and Aster stand tall in their moment of glory.

They had earned it.

He was even a little proud, himself.

His father and grandmother deserved more of the praise for changing the course of the Empire, but he hadn’t been riding their accomplishments the whole time, and two new Ascender groups were the proof.

Emmanuel was almost as happy as the two idiots behind him vibrating with excitement. They hadn’t stopped congratulating themselves in the last decade, and all the royals were tired of them.

The follow-up speeches had never seemed longer, but soon enough the ceremony came to an end and he could be at ease. None of the ambassadors had any new declarations of war, which was a relief, but there was still plenty of time for them to change their mind.

Mara and Leon thankfully managed to contain themselves until they and the rest of the ceremony’s participants were out of the public eye, but started hogging their kids the instant they were all backstage. They’d even managed to beat Duke Waters, despite not leaving the stage until several seconds after the Ascender.

Carissa flagged his attention from the side, and Emmanuel happily joined her. Talking to the kids was hardly required at this point, and any attempts to do so would be futile besides.

And he simply got such little time with his wife these days. Despite his best efforts, there was always something else to do which demanded his attention. He’d even looked into setting up a base in a Tier 47 rift and utilizing Allison’s Talent to take advantage of its innate time dilation, but that wasn’t quite viable during the war for a multitude of reasons.

Maybe after.

If they won, it could be a gift to him, and if they lost, it was a consolation prize.

Ascenders knew he could use the break, and so could Carissa. She was understanding of his schedule and knew what being his spouse would be like going into this, but he still knew that he was neglecting her and their relationship. Stolen minutes between meetings wasn’t enough forever and it was only their commitment to each other that made things work. He already intended to pamper her for a few millennia when they ascended and he was free of his responsibilities but that didn’t make up for the lost moments in the here and now.

He tried not to linger on the thought, but it was times like this when he couldn’t help but wish he didn’t care so much. If he was just able to push things off like past rulers, he would be able to spend a few centuries lounging around with his wife if he wanted. That only led to ruin, as central authority got spread out and delegated, and he knew it. It was part of the reason his grandmother was able to take over the throne— an inattentive ruler.

He refused to allow such a thing to even be possible on his watch.

Peering into the future was still a laborious effort, but Matthew’s Talents made it far more manageable without expending outside resources. Under the right conditions, he could increase the man’s forty million mana each second by more than tenfold, courtesy of various Tier 25 Talents in his arsenal, and he fed half a billion mana each second into his father’s Tier 50 Talent.

Golden threads wove themselves around everyone, and Emmanuel started pulling on them and checking people's futures.

Once he was sure nothing bad was going to happen with the core regions of the Empire, he pulled his perception outward and started looking at the Empire as a whole. With his limited mana generation, it was like shining a flashlight in a dark room, but that was fine. It took some care, but he was able to illuminate the things he needed to.

It felt greedy to consider pushing Matt to Tier 35 as soon as possible to get access to a higher mana generation, because it was. It was also a bad decision. He had checked, and Matt would be needed in the war at Tier 25.

So would Aster and Elizabeth, but he didn’t have a personal stake in their advancement.

He was starting to scan some of his lesser nobles' pasts and futures when Carissa tapped his chin. “Okay, enough work. Spend some time in the present.”

Thoroughly caught, he just grinned. “You're right, of course.” Proffering a hand, he asked, “Will you accompany me for a walk where we have to make the same small talk a hundred times over, my dear?”

Carissa took his hand with a light snort. “You're lucky I like you, because the rest of your proposal was dismal. Why don’t you peer into the future and see just how long we need to stay before leaving? I’m sure we can steal a few minutes to actually have dinner together tonight. I insist. Aunt Helen even offered to cook for us after the kids.”

He was lucky.

That was true in more ways than one.

And he had already checked.

He knew his wife. He also knew she wouldn’t like the answer.
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Mara smiled as she hugged her youngest kids.

They made her so proud, and she was happy for them. She still couldn’t believe that her youngest was almost two hundred years old, but she was happy to see Liz happy.

The poor girl had not handled the pressure of being the daughter of two royals well, and that hurt Mara, since it showed that she had failed at providing Liz a comfortable, normal life.

But seeing Liz so happy was like the best medicine for her.

Her youngest had proven to her naysayers that she was able to stand on her own and was publicly rubbing that fact into everyone's face.

She just hoped all three of the kids would survive the upcoming war.

Children needed to be able to live their own lives, but she still wished that they wouldn’t have to throw themselves into the fray. One of Mara’s happiest moments in the last few thousand years was when Sam was promoted to Colonel and out of the frontline battles, but now her youngest would be venturing into the line of fire.

Leon squeezed her hand, knowing her feelings through their bond. She squeezed his hand back and sent a push of heartfelt feelings to him.

Things would be fine.

Liz was strong in her own right, and with Matt and Aster to back her up, Mara was sure nothing bad would happen to her baby.

Pushing away those thoughts, she focused on the people coming to congratulate her and Leon as if they had done anything of note.

Foolishness.

They had simply given their children the room to grow. They weren’t any prouder of Liz for completing the Path as they were for any of their children.

A seemingly unthinkable thought to some of the nobles here, but neither she nor Leon wanted the kids to prove themselves. They just wanted them to be happy and successful in pursuing their passions.

If they had any real desires for their kids it would be grandchildren, but despite her subtle hints, they would wait until after the war for Matt and Liz to have any kids. That was a shame, as she was sure they would make the cutest grandbabies. Aster had sounded non-committal on the subject, but she had just become the most eligible bachelorette in the Empire. Maybe some subtle nudging would sway her.

A planet full of other foxes might do the trick?

Was there already one of those? No, it didn’t seem like it. Shame.

As Mara was thinking about the logistics of filling a planet full of foxes then delivering that to Aster, she felt a tug through her own bond pulling her attention to the Maniake coming to talk to Liz. Mara, like Leon, wondered if there was going to be a scene.

Maybe a fight would break out?

That would spice up the party.

She readied some fireworks and prepared to set the carpet on fire as a distraction to steal some statues.
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Frederic smiled and clapped along with everyone, filling his minor role in the ceremony. But internally, he was mentally exhausted.

Mana storage. He just had to get a Talent for mana storage.

Frederic had spent decades preparing for when Matthew would be able to supply his mana to the Empire, rearranging companies, buying mana storage companies out, commissioning new banks of mana crystal, drafting endless plans for how to properly shuttle people and goods around to maximize the use of this new and growing mana font.

And in an instant, all those plans were made irrelevant.

Objectively it was a good thing, certainly. Personally, he had expected his first few decades as a royal to have been spent more productively.

It was like the Realm was set out to spite him, sometimes.
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Rusty felt his blood and stamina burn with eagerness as Matt, Liz, and Aster walked down the hall and took their rightful place.

He really wanted to fight them.

Rusty had been lucky enough to hear about their new Talents, along with their Intents, and he couldn’t be more excited. They all had abilities that sounded like a fist blast to fight against.

Zack had been a stick in the mud about sparring him, and trying to punch Allie was more frustrating than anything. She absolutely refused to teleport in a predictable fashion. It was cheating.

But Matt. He was all about standing still and taking hits. Someone who could last just as long as him and throw up walls that he could punch through. There was no one more perfect to spar.

Aster’s Talent sounded cool too, for sure. He hadn’t fought someone with a spirit space for a while, but they were always so much fun. He was still a little annoyed that the last time he’d fought a guy with one, he’d had the audacity to die to the shockwave Rusty had made as he punched his way out. Aster would be better, he already knew. The other guy had just been a wimp.

Liz had a bloody good Talent, but he was conflicted on how cool it was. It sounded like if he punched her hard enough, she’d explode into blood. But that should be how he finished a fight. Not how he started it, which made everything feel wrong.

He glanced over at Mara and Leon and wondered if he could steal the kids out from under their noses. A small cough from Emmanuel told Rusty that he needed to get through that obstacle first.

Oh well he could slip into the rift they were housed in for a spar he was sure. Bribing Allie was easy enough if one had a scone on hand.

His eyes drifted over to Melinda as he thought about the dangerous things they could do with her on standby.

Oh yes.

This idea was looking better by the moment.
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Kyle felt like he was walking around in a daze since he saw Matt, Liz, and Aster reveal themselves as the Empire’s newest Ascenders.

His friends had always been strong, but he hadn’t realized just how strong they really were. He knew he was strong, but there was something different about one's own strength and being compared to three of the strongest people in the Empire.

More than that, he went over the last few weeks of interactions and started picking out all the little innuendos that Matt, Liz, and Aster had dropped in seemingly casual conversations. The assholes had been teasing them the entire time.

He didn’t know how, but he would have his vengeance.

Looking to Vinnie, he noticed the same curious expression in his friend's eyes.

Tara looked spell-shocked, but Sam looked worse, and he reached out to steady her as she looked like she had forgotten to breathe and that she didn’t need to.

Emily, Annie, and Conor looked equally shocked, but were holding it together better. Still, that didn’t help Kyle. He still remembered Matt being an awkward kid who had run into Mathew because the big lug couldn’t watch where he was going at the PlayPen. They had been Matt’s first real friends, which made the fact Matt was now standing in the single most prestigious position in the Empire feel even more shocking.

Matt was still just a friend who loved delving.

Then, Kyle's mind went to Aster. He remembered the fox being born and now she was a monster who could slap him around like a child.

He felt more than saw Katherine start to sway, and reached out to steady her.

He wasn’t sure why he was so taken with the bond, but he had been smitten from the first moment he heard her quiet laugh. Aster had taken him aside to explain her painful history, so he was taking things slow, but he genuinely liked her, which made the gesture second nature.

Her quiet thanks seemed a little unsteady, but he understood why.

They had turned from the friends of the children of two royals to friends of the Empire's newest Ascenders. The first had earned them some flattering comments and a few nods, but the latter would turn them into an irresistible buffet for anyone looking to earn favors with Matt, Liz, and Aster.

He still wasn’t sure how to process everything that was going on with his friends and the repercussions, but an elbow from Melinda woke him up. She was ever the mother of the group, and even if she was a lower Tier than him now, he knew better than to question her.

And it was a good call, as the moment the ceremony ended, they were flocked by social climbers who knew they didn’t rate getting close to the real stars of the show.

Putting on a smile, Kyle made a note to record every moment of this to show Matt and Liz just how bad this sucking up was. He wouldn’t bother with Aster, as she wouldn’t even pretend to feel bad for him.

They might be ready for the endless stream of faces, but he sure wasn’t, and the least his friends could do was pretend to care.

Seeing Melinda step forward and intercept the first of the guests, he moved up and took his place alongside them.

It was gratifying to see everyone in the box do the same. Even Katherine, despite looking like she was nauseous.

They couldn't fight in the wars alongside Matt, but they could make things a little easier on their friends by taking some of the attention off them.
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Dominus Maniake sharpened his gaze as the masks fell away from the Empire’s newest Ascenders.

Elizabeth Moore.

Things had suddenly become more complicated, and many things began to make sense. Small wonder, that the woman had spent the last century taking her initial forays into noble society so slowly. It must have been a body double, and while impersonators were able to be truly flawless doppelgangers, it was ill-advised for them to perform any political actions.

He needed to reassess the woman, clearly. He held no illusions that even he could withstand the force of an Ascender. Should the throne come to blows between the two of them, he would fail. It would surely rankle for the Maniakes to lose their throne for two generations in a row, to another dynasty no less. But at least the Empire itself would never be stronger.

Of course, that was something of a worst-case scenario. In all likelihood, his rise to the throne had become infinitely simpler. There was a reason it was not the Worldwalker resting upon the Beast Throne, and it was certainly not due to any lack of strength. Ascenders as a rule abstained from political maneuvering and shunned anything which would delay their growth. Thirty thousand years of no Tier growth was utter anathema to them, and with this being so near the start of Emperor Sophron’s reign, it would in truth be closer to sixty thousand years.

And yet, Elizabeth had not acted the part of an Ascender for whom a throne would merely be an uncomfortable chair to rest upon. He would need to meditate once he had the time, recalling the manners in which she acted during their meetings, but he would assume she was at minimum present for her own Majority. If she had been absent, that was in itself a sign that he had nothing to fear from the woman thanks to political suicide.

Now, at her Majority she had played a quite deferential role, restraining herself admirably not only in defense of herself, but in defense of Matthew— err, Quill. That wasn’t the behavior of a woman dismissive of her duty. But it also wasn’t the behavior of an aspirational beast queen.

But was it the behavior of a woman wishing to demonstrate her strength of character and suitability of rule, or the behavior of a perfectly proper princess, preventing any hint of her true nature as Torch from seeping out?

That was another consideration. Was she even truly extinguished? Talents which utterly severed one’s connection to their bloodline element were rare, but far from unheard of. But was that simply an elaborate ruse unto itself? It must have been at least in part, as she had never used a non-blood skill since her Awakening, to his knowledge.

Bah, that level of subterfuge wasn’t something he particularly cared for. He could do it, but it was an inferior experience to simply laying his claws into the problem and tearing it apart. Those born with the blood of beasts coursing through their veins understood that schemes were a waste of everyone’s time if one had enough power.

In time, the ceremony concluded, the Empire’s newest Ascenders being spirited off to their next stations. From his understanding, that included a short reception, just a couple of days wherein they would have the opportunity to meet various important figures, but also any friends and allies who were nearby.

Perhaps he should attempt to gain entry.

Not by force, naturally. That would simply be foolish. Instead, he simply sent a message to Elizabeth, congratulating her and requesting the opportunity to pass along his regards in person. Almost to his surprise, she accepted within a few moments.

The reception took place at what he colloquially knew as the Hall of Legends. He had been there twice before, once as a young dragonling and the second time shortly before Light and Shadow had completed the Path themselves. There were two more statues this time, the empty pedestal just as tempting as the first time he’d seen it, but he knew he had chosen correctly.

Strength was strength. He was no Ascender, but had chosen the path most conducive to his own development, and he didn’t regret it. No self-important slab of stone would change that.

Elizabeth, Matthew, and Aster were currently beset by a group of nobodies. No doubt friends from the Path of Ascension. Some held bloodlines, so perhaps they were instead some of Aster’s friends from her time at the Nest.

Dominus managed to make his way toward the trio, and the conversation naturally died down as his presence washed over them. Likely not former Pathers, then. Those types always tended to grow defiant instead of meek.

“My congratulations to the three of you. Elizabeth Torch. Matthew Quill. Aster Scoop. Are those truly to be your Ascender titles? They do not strike fear within the hearts of the weak, nor do they seem particularly indicative of your true capabilities.”

“Maniake,” Elizabeth greeted, “thank you for your consideration. And no, we’re currently intending to change our titles to something more apt, but branding hasn’t been a priority of late.”

“Understandable. So it is true, you do not take Torch to be emblematic of your true capabilities?”

Elizabeth fixed him with a piercing stare, and Dominus’ heart raced. It was only his certainty that she wouldn’t strike him that allowed him to maintain his steady facade. She wouldn’t, not here, not down so many Tiers, not in front of every royal in the Empire.

“I recall a certain dragon being all too keen on calling me an extinguished phoenix. But if I were to, say, rip your bloodline out of you, what might our peers call you?”

Dominus narrowed his eyes. “You have claws, I will not deny, but what you speak of is impossible.”

Piercing yellow eyes met his gaze, a cauldron just barely reaching a simmer behind them. “Are you certain, Little Maniake?”

Considering she likely didn’t wish him dead, and ripping his bloodline out of him would involve tearing his spirit in two, he was. That she preferred a blood-based threat indicated her blood magic wasn’t a front, but there was still more to learn. “I am not so foolish as to tell an Ascender something is impossible. So I suppose you would be Ascender Extinguisher, and your colleagues would be?”

Elizabeth knew what he was doing, but as she opened her mouth to speak, Aster cut her off. “We considered Life, Death, and Eternity. But Death didn’t quite suit me well enough. And The Extinguisher sounds like a bad movie, why would we ever go with that?”

Given Matthew’s known endurance-based abilities, he would likely have been Eternity in that trio. That left Elizabeth as Life, and while Life could refer to a phoenix easily enough, he deemed it more likely they would have gone for a more overt fire and ice pair, were they to center around a pyromancer and cryomancer in their names.

“I daresay The Extinguisher is more distinguished than Scoop.”

“Are you an Ascender? Yeah, that’s what I thought. So I think we’d be the experts on our names.”

Dominus chuckled, flaring the embers within his body to ripple the light he gave off alongside his rumbling body. “An astute observation. I shall not keep you from your celebrations. Best of luck to the three of you in all your endeavors.”

“All our endeavors?” Aster pushed, “Bold words.”

He turned back to the fox, pushing past the presence of her Intent with not inconsiderable effort. “Whatever you accomplish benefits us all, so yes, all of your endeavors. Unless you plan to humiliate the Empire in some form, of course.”

“And here I thought you wanted to be beast king. You’d really wish me good luck in beating you? Yes, I’d say those are bold words.”

The idea of an Ascender desiring the throne of the Beast Kingdom was utterly laughable. Especially this early into an emperor’s reign, no less. But he calmed himself.

For all her power and strength at arms, Aster was ultimately still an Ascender, and in many ways a child. Like many of the Empire’s first-generation nobility, she undoubtedly thought of rulership as a passing fancy, a pretty hat to wear and the ability to boss people around.

She didn’t understand the weight of the mantle. How could she? Queen Mara herself certainly didn’t act as though it were a heavy burden. She utilized her higher Tier as a crutch, outright relying on the improved speed and magic it brought to offset the sheer lackadaisical attitude she embodied. Without that, the Beast Kingdom would be in a sorry state indeed. And like mother-in-law, like daughter-in-law. Aster didn’t see the sacrifices needed to ensure a kingdom stayed functional, didn’t have the focus needed to pass harsh judgments or prioritize the greater good of all.

And she most certainly hadn’t thought of the commitment. She was scarcely a century and a half old and already Tier 25. Her entire life had been spent advancing and growing stronger. She’d advanced Tiers so quickly, she’d needed to. There had never been a moment in her life where she wasn’t advancing in some form or another, and she would never be satisfied stagnating and simply waiting, with no meaningful personal improvements to be made.

And that was what rulership was.

She would need to be at Tier 47 or 48 for thirty thousand years, and she simply was not up to the task. And even if she was, would she be willing to break her bond, or force him to delay his own Ascension for so long?

Besides, what would she even gain?

As an Ascender, she would already have the Emperor’s personal attention dedicated to obtaining the very best resources for her capabilities. As royalty, there was the potential to get more, but it was hardly untold amounts of riches in the way it would be for a normal duke. If her only desire was because she wished to be addressed as ‘Queen Aster’ he could only hope that Emperor Emmanuel’s heir would be reasonable and make up a title that would serve to pamper her vanity. Or have the strength of arm to smack her down.

Perhaps this would be to his benefit. The presence of an Ascender signifying they desired the Beast Throne would certainly scare off many contenders for the throne, and when the time came and Aster decided she was unfit for the throne, he would be the only one poised to take it.

Yes, that could work.

“I will repeat,” he finally settled upon, “I wish you the best in all of your endeavors. Ascenders know we need all the help we can get.”

With his piece said, he turned tail and strode away, allowing the three of them to continue their excited chatter with their friends. His eyes paused on their group statue, seeing the harsh gazes of the trio staring back at him.

He was fortunate they were all on the same side.
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Helen smiled from her recessed alcove as she watched Matt, Liz, and Aster finish The Path. They were good kids and deserved the limelight.

She would prepare a nice little meal for them for them later, before they went into the brutality of the battlefields. But for now, she just basked in their reflected light.

It felt good.

Her family grew a little stronger as she helped the people close to her become their best selves. It also healed a little part of her shattered Concept.

It had taken her thousands of years to understand why helping others fixed her Concept, but it came down to righting the wrong that she had allowed to happen so many years ago. Not her son dying. That was almost unpreventable. She could always second-guess the trainers she had hired for him growing up, but she knew she and her husband had done their best. People died in rifts, even some of the best, and it was no one’s fault.

No, what she regretted was the way she had pulled into herself and neglected her husband's own grief, and missed the signs that he was starting to fall apart. She had failed as a partner to her husband, and in some twisted way, helping others rise through their challenges, she was able to make up for her loss.

It was most certainly not a healthy way to cope, and she had had a dozen counselors and therapists tell her that over the many, many years, but it was her path.

Much like Matt, Liz, and Aster had their Path, she had her own.

She was a mother to the lost children of the Empire. She was there to raise them up, there to kiss their scrapes when they fell down. She was there after they grew up and went off to war to protect the things they cared about. She was there to make sure they had a shoulder to cry on when they needed one.

Helen wasn’t a fighter, but she didn’t need or want to be. She was proud to be a homemaker and make sure everything was running smoothly when those who did the fighting came home.

That was her path.

And she was so close to finishing it. Millions of years of work had almost come to fruition. Just a few centuries, a couple of ascensions surrounded by family, and she’d be there. Perhaps for her next ascension, she should disguise herself and find some poor orphans to comfort? It had been a while since she had done that, but there was always someone who fell through the cracks. She couldn’t save all of them, but she could save one more.

Contrary to her own expectations, she was growing impatient. She had spent millions of years on this path, and she had expected that when the end came, she would greet it solemnly. But if she could transform and fly to the finish line, she would in a heartbeat, decorum be damned.

Turning to her guards, she nodded, and they exited the ballroom and entered the halls of the palace.

A dozen turns later, she arrived at the kitchens Agatha had installed just for her.

No one else was allowed to use the kitchen or attached gardens, and while she appreciated the gesture, she really didn’t mind cooking with the general staff. That said, she still used the kitchen as was intended; it was faster to have an entire place to herself. The gardens were still in perfect condition, as Tur’stal herself had cast the spell that ensured all her crops stayed at exactly the stage she wanted them at, and kept weeds from growing where they weren’t desired.

The kids deserved something special for their big day, and she had just the meals in mind.
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Susanne clenched her fist as she watched the report of Matt, Liz, and Aster finishing The Path.

She was happy for them. Genuinely. They were her closest friends, but it stung to see them doing what she didn’t think she could do.

A few years ago, she had just barely made it to Tier 23 while on The Path, and now at one hundred and seventy five years old, she was facing the prospect of not being able to make it any further.

Maybe if she were in a group, she could have managed it. Having a group was more than just splitting the load, it was splitting focus. She needed to be her own scout, her own support, her own tank, and each additional task she took on was less time she could devote to her sword. Decades ago, it seemed like a pointless distinction when Carol had explained what it would take to be a solo Ascender, the kind of warning that had always applied to other people rather than her. But now, it loomed as a cliff all too high.

Team Ascenders thrived as a group, a set of utterly unstoppable fighters each reaching the uppermost bounds of their respective capabilities, being utterly certain that their teammates could cover the areas they were ill-equipped for. Solo Ascenders had to do everything, and while some abilities lent themselves to that quite well - both Matt and Liz had the kinds of kits well-suited to fill any role - she was already pushing herself and her Talent to their limits just to get where she was now.

If she had a team, with a shield to watch her back, a staff to shape the rush of enemies as they approached, and a dagger to sneak past gaps in heavy armor, she could maybe have made it. They wouldn’t even need to be as good as her, their simple presence would let her devote more time to her sword, and be the best damn sword in the Empire. Not that there was anyone who could have made it this far alongside her, so it was a moot point.

On the other hand, maybe it wouldn’t have worked. It was something she had argued with both herself and Carol endlessly, but having someone else on her team that she could rely on might have hampered her Concept growth, enough to cancel out any benefits on the last legs of The Path. Being forced to rely on her own wits and skills for nearly two centuries had forged her will into unbending steel, and sped up her Intent formation to nearly record levels.

Never mind the odds of finding someone early on who would eventually be able to form an Intent before two hundred years old. It was entirely possible that she had never even met someone else capable of the feat, immortals included, aside from the people currently on that stage.

As it was, she was being seriously injured every other rift. Those injuries had added up, slowing her down even as she pushed through and delved with missing limbs or deep wounds. Two delves with missing eyes were more than enough for a lifetime, far worse than Eternal Darkness had been.

Her most recent delve had taken her left leg, the second time she had lost it this month. At least the nurse who reattached it an hour ago was handsome.

It’s best not to get overly attached to limbs, they have a bad habit of going missing when they are needed most. One of Luna’s pieces of wisdom that had stuck with her.

There was just no one else to split the attention of the monsters with, which led to inevitable injuries.

Worse still was the burnout. Using her Intent to the point she simply had to was utterly exhausting, and she was constantly riding the line to where she’d completely bottom out on her Willpower. If she did that, it could take years before she’d be able to reliably use her Intent again, and with nothing but her Domain to rely on, that was just as sure of a death knell for her aspirations as anything else. Even now, she edged ever closer to the absolute bottom of what she could provide, and that was seeping into the rest of her life.

Most notably it heavily exacerbated her loneliness, which had started to become a large looming threat hanging over her like a shadow. She’d taken a full day off of training when Liz had mentioned in one letter that at various points they had been held back from advancing, that they had the time for honeymoons and Majority parties and other things that weren’t training, delving, or missions. Granted, saying they were taking time off was somewhat hyperbolic. They were more akin to abnormal missions, which always doubled as times where they could let their spirits settle from taking in so much new essence. Besides, she doubted that Luna would allow them to genuinely be stagnant, even if they weren’t delving, but still. Her down-time was hard-spent modifying skills, honing her Domain, practicing her form. Not prancing around noble parties, giving speeches, and competing with Chimeras and Inheritors.

Aster going to the Bond Academy was one thing, that was at least mandatory, and she had been delving lightly while there. That they had even more spare time on top of that was what forced her deep into a funk.

Comparison is the thief of joy, echoed in her head. In any other place, in any other century, getting within spitting distance of the end of The Path would be monumental news, heard halfway across the Realm. A generation ago, maybe one person every five thousand years managed it in the Empire. That there were two new Ascender groups within a handful of decades in no way diminished her accomplishments, and by all rights, she had simply been unlucky on the timing, forced to compare herself against people she had met as peers in her first tournament.

It was cold comfort.

Looking at her messages, she looked at the one that sat there like a siren's call.

An offer from the Emperor.

He had talked to her when she completed her Intent at Tier 20, and explained everything she would be going through as a solo Ascender and the higher standard she would be held to. He had also offered her another way forward. If she couldn't or didn’t want to finish the Path, she could step off and be given the same treatment as any other peak elite, and given a place in the war and on a team with Light, Shadow, and Matt, Liz, and Aster.

She had dismissed the offer at the time, but without having a real conversation with anyone in almost a year, she was considering it.

She wanted to say it was just her patriotic duty, but she was too aware of her own feelings for that lie to work even for herself.

Susanne was afraid. Afraid that failing the Path by not meeting the deadline would be a crushing blow she couldn’t handle. She wanted to say she was made of sterner stuff, but even she was starting to wonder. That would be an unequivocal failure, but if she stepped off on her own, she could tell herself that if she really wanted to, she could have still completed The Path. That, and she was starting to grow desperate for human contact and interaction beyond the small moments she had to chat with the hospital staff between delves.

She’d done the calculations. Even if she managed to double her current advancement pace, she’d reach Tier 24 at the age of 185, two years after the cutoff. And she wasn’t about to double her pace any time soon. Her only hope was an Inspiration, but that would take a miracle.

It was impossible, and soon she would fail.

My Sword Never Falters had been the last portion of her Intent, and it thrummed through her even now.

Susanne Velar was very, very slightly more likely to falter than her sword.

But she refused to give up.

Her knuckles turned white as she grasped her sword, and she stood up to walk out of the hospital, turning her back to the recording of Matt, Liz, and Aster celebrating their accomplishment.

She worked her jaw and grit her teeth.

It had been impossible for her to join the Path, with a calligraphy Talent.

It had been impossible for her to utilize her Concept as her primary weapon at Tier 5.

It had been impossible for her to reach Tier 10 on the Path.

It had been impossible for her to finish Minkalla at Tier 11.

It had been impossible for her to form her Intent at Tier 20.

It had been impossible for her to reach Tier 23 on the Path.

It would be impossible for her to reach Tier 24 on the Path.

“If I were to give up,” she whispered to the air, to the Realm, to herself, “simply because something was impossible, I would have done so a long time ago.”

She turned back to face the recording, where Matt, Liz, and Aster stood in their Ascender robes.

“But I didn’t stop then. And I won’t stop now.”

Her eyes fixed on the smiling faces of her friends.

“And if I fail, I’ll fail knowing that I never gave up.”

The Path of Ascension continues in Book Ten!
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[image: ]


ALSO IN SERIES:


The Path of Ascension
Book One
Book Two
Book Three
Book Four
Book Five
Book Six
Book Seven
Book Eight
Book Nine
Book Ten


[image: ]


Want to discuss our books with other readers and even the authors?

JOIN THE AETHON DISCORD!

You can also join our non-spam mailing list by visiting www.subscribepage.com/AethonReadersGroup and never miss out on future releases. You'll also receive three full books completely Free as our thanks to you.

Don’t forget to follow us on socials to never miss a new release!

Facebook | Instagram | Twitter | Website

Looking for more great books?

[image: ]


Want to discuss our books with other readers and even the authors?

JOIN THE AETHON DISCORD!

You can also join our non-spam mailing list by visiting LitRPG Books: https://aethonbooks.com/litrpg-newsletter/ and never miss out on future releases. You'll also receive up to five full books completely free as our thanks to you.

Don’t forget to follow us on socials to never miss a new release!

Facebook | Instagram | Twitter | Website

[image: ]


Looking for more great LitRPG and Progression Fantasy?

[image: ]
Survive a hellish forest. Master a rare class. Conquer the System. When Mira’s home is destroyed by gods, she makes two requests to the System that sends her to another world: to be sent to an isolated forest where she can avoid the violent path to godhood, and to gain magic that helps her live and thrive in the forest. She is granted both, though in the harshest way possible. The System strands her in a dangerous forest where half the plants are poisonous, the rivers teem with souls, and even the smallest beasts lay waste to experienced adventurers. To survive such perilous conditions, she uses her modern knowledge of botany and chemistry to create clever traps and weapons, all while learning powerful magic and combat skills alongside her fiercely loyal cat. Nobody believes she stands a chance. But in a world where the system rewards those who overcome dangerous challenges, the forest is a gold mine. And while most people would give up, Mira realizes something that surprises her... She enjoys it. Experience the start of this unique spin on Apocalyptic LitRPG Adventures. Botanists who choose to get teleported into dangerous jungles are very rare and if Mira can survive, she may just become indispensible to the System itself.


GET WRAITHWOOD BOTANIST NOW!
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Adapt or Die. When ninety-percent of the Universe's population suddenly turned into monsters, Leo has no time to grieve. He must push forward and find what is left of his family. If that means sacrificing what remains of his humanity and embracing his new reality where a mysterious System is his only true ally, then so be it. After all, in a world where almost everything wants to kill him, he has to make a choice. Kill or be killed. A Universe of Bloody Evolution offers a long journey of progression, LitRPG, and exploration of a dying Multiverse. Read as Leo slowly sheds his human skin to wear one of a beast straight out of the depth of the Void. Embrace the path of Evolution.


GET A UNIVERSE OF BLOODY EVOLUTION NOW!
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Learn the skills of monsters. Use them to survive. Win. Craig's goal is a simple one: complete the World-level quest given to him by Daimon, the mysterious immortal with the power to halt the progress of time. While his world remains in limbo, an instant away from total annihilation, Craig must tackle the challenges set forth by the quest. With nearly two centuries of experience under his belt, it should be easy. If only he were competing against himself. Marsh, his most bitter rival, has been sent to this world as well and given the same quest. In the end, only one can win. Craig's path forward will be as it always has, through cunning, strength, and the mastery of every aspect of battle and survival. With Toby, his world Guide at his side, Craig sets out to do what no one in the history of Odayn has accomplished: learn the skills of monsters and use them to his advantage. Craig is transported to a new world in this high-octane LitRPG filled with stats, levels, monsters, and unfamiliar terrain. From bestseller Aaron Oster, this new progression fantasy adventure is perfect for fans of The Primal Hunter, Monster Hunters International, and Defiance of the Fall.


GET MASTER OF MONSTER ARTS NOW!

[image: ]


For all our LitRPG books, visit our website.

[image: ]



GROUPS


Don’t forget to join LitRPG Addicts and come hang out with me!

I’m also very active and thankful for Redditserials, LitRPG Books, GameLit Society, Western Cultivation Stories (Xianxia and Wuxia, etc), Cultivation novels, LitRPG & GameLit Readers, and LitRPG Books Group!
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To learn more about LitRPG, talk to authors including myself, and just have an awesome time, please join the LitRPG Group.
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