Chapter 791
What Makes Them Our Enemies

Jason was standing next to Gary, chatting in an oddly calm fashion given their
presence in an underground necropolis. They both felt the surging disruption in the fabric
of reality and Jason gave him a smile.

“See you on the other side, brother,” Jason said.

“Is this going to hurt?” Gary asked.

‘I don’t know,” Jason told him. “You’re the first person | know to pick up a temp job as
a god. Are you prone to exploding under dimensional duress?”

“'m not a god, Jason, even a temporary one. That’s blasphemy.”

“That's—”

“Kind of your thing, | know. I'm a demigod, and even that through the will of a true
god.”

“So, you’re more like an intern?”

“What's an intern?”

Suddenly Gary was gone and the world fell apart. He could still feel his own body but
nothing else. The absence of even gravity’s familiar pull left him feeling untethered. Most
of Jason’s mundane senses were blanked, with nothing to see, smell or hear. His magical
perception suffered the opposite, bombarded with what once would have been an
incomprehensible deluge of sensory input.

Jason had been through a lot since the last transformation zone back on Earth. While
his essence abilities had barely shifted, his knowledge and power in other metrics had
advanced by orders of magnitude. Half-transcendents stood at the peak of diamond-rank,
be they essence-users, messengers or some other magical entity. The other half of
transcendence was something many spent millennia trying and failing to achieve, while
Jason was already striding down that path.

Between his gestalt body and his astral throne and gate, he was unharmed and
unbothered. He observed the forces at play with detachment, seeing patterns in the
seemingly random chaos. He only comprehended a fraction of what was going on around
him, but it was a valuable education in the nature of both reality and the astral realm
beyond it. He was glimpsing a realm that belonged to gods and those things that lay
beyond them.

It was not the first time Jason had felt the universe break around him. This was his

third transformation zone, and each time the experience was different. In the first, he had



broken into a zone already in place, with little power to manipulate the forces involved. The
zone itself had transformed him, taking one of his outworlder powers and forcibly evolving
it into the Spiritual Domain ability. This gave him the power to imprint himself on physical
reality, reshaping it to his own will. It had been an early and critical step on the path to
astral king.

For the second transformation zone, Jason possessed the power to reshape it from
the beginning. In doing so, he had brought a fundamental change to Earth. The base level
of magic had risen and magic no longer manifested in proto-astral spaces before spilling
into the world. Jason had brought Earth into a new age of magic where monsters and
essences appeared directly in the world.

The third time was set to be different again. Transformation zones on Earth were the
result of the World-Phoenix intervening in eons past, to prevent Earth from breaking under
the influence of magic. Pallimustus had no such need, not being as fragile. As a result, the
dimensional rupture that had now appeared required another hand to trigger the
transformation zone, and Jason was the only one available.

An unmoving stone in a whirlpool of cosmic power, Jason could feel the fundamental
design of the universe. Imprints taken from countless realities that had come before, the
original Builder had melded them into the blueprint for two linked universes. This cosmic
experiment in recycling was the very act that had gotten the first Builder sanctioned.

As he sought out every scrap of power and knowledge within himself, he found a
tenuous thread of power, something he was barely conscious of. Shade had called it
destiny magic, a power to sense the most powerful and fundamental aspects of the
CcOSmos.

Shade suggested that Jason had been using that power instinctively from his first
introduction to magic, but they had also seen it used more actively. Gordon was a young
familiar where Shade was ancient, but he had demonstrated a connection to that power,
something even great astral beings were wary of. Jason suspected his connection to that
power was the very reason the familiar had chosen him.

Jason called on that power, crudely and instinctively. He felt Gordon offering
guidance and support from within Jason’s soul realm, pushing him in the right direction.
Jason followed that thread, feeling some distant thing at the far end. It was a whisper in
the hurricane of power raging around him, but he put all that aside, reaching out with his

soul.



He could barely sense what was tethered at the end of that thread. Stretching his
senses to the limit he could feel that it was broken, yet was so much more vast than he
was. Even sundered, it rivalled the might of the great astral beings.

Jason could barely touch it, unnoticed, like kelp brushing past a whale. Even so, just
the echo of it helped Jason understand how to tame the power storming around him. The
distant power was a thing of boundaries and that was what he needed. He could not
control the power so much greater than himself, but he didn't need to. The right nudge, in
the right way, would cause the power to bind itself, setting in motion the forces that would
resolve into a transformation zone.

Jason drew on his soul realm. He tapped his astral throne and gate, along with his
power to create spiritual domains. He took a delicate hand, aware of his shallow
understanding of the forces at play, and the insignificance of his power before them. He
used his meagre power, along with every scrap of knowledge and intuition he had
painstakingly built up about cosmic forces and physical reality. He let the distant power
guide him, a weak and imperfect vessel, but he was determined it would be enough. Jason
had always done what he could with what he had. Now he had to be the butterfly, flapping
its wings and waiting for the hurricane.

Jason felt it when the storm of dimensional forces took the first step towards forming
a transformation zone. It was a tiny thing as the patterns within the chaos became slightly
more ordered. The crux of a transformation zone coming into being was the imprints of
older universes used by the old Builder. Broken shards of reality started collecting, taking
shape in accordance with those imprints, forming the territories that would make up the
zone.

The physical area containing the underground realm of the brighthearts stopped
existing by most metrics. The astral space inside it ruptured and the whole area was
encapsulated in a dimensional boundary. From there, the transformation zone began
forming in earnest.

The transformation zones that Jason was familiar with weren't the common type that
had appeared on Earth. Those were self-resolving, leaving a scar on the universe but
repairing the damage they were a reaction to without intervention. It was the ones that
formed over an astral space that were too unstable, requiring an extra hand to properly
resolve without explosively ripping holes in the universe. Special transformation zones
were comprised of territories that had to be unified before the transformation zone could

serve as a repair to reality.



Jason had plenty of experience claiming and unifying transformation zone territories,
and as he watched territories form in this new zone, he decided to get a jump on the
competition. Given his access to the already forming zone, he was confident that he could
not just pre-emptively claim a territory for himself but establish a solid foundation from
which to expand and unify the entire zone.

Experience let Jason know that, in the early stages, claiming territories was easy. The
more that were claimed, however, the more difficult it would become. The baseline was
also set by the most powerful people within a zone. That meant gold-rank or even
something more powerful given the presence of Gary and the avatar of Undeath. If the
zone reacted to their divine power things would become even more dangerous than
anticipated.

These thoughts galvanised Jason’s resolve to establish himself quickly and strongly.
He picked a single territory as it was forming, something that had a familiar feel so he
could better work with it. The territory was something close to Earth-like, which made it
easier for him to shape.

He exerted his will, shaping its formation and imprinting himself upon it. There were
limits and restrictions, elements he didn’t fully understand, but this was something he was
comfortable with, both in scale and scope. Claiming transformation zone territories was
something he’d done many times, and he was just getting in early. He couldn’t define the
specifics, but the territory would very much be a reflection of him as his will imprinted upon
it.

The wild forces calmed as the transformation zone developed. Territories formed and
linked together to establish the geography of the zone. The space was highly manipulated,
like others he had seen, with the dimensional barrier containing it smaller than the space
inside.

Everyone in the underground realm had been dragged in and would be scattered
around the territories at random. Jason suspected that only he and Gary, who was filled
with divine power, had managed to retain consciousness throughout the process. The
Undeath avatar was an open question, as it was a direct conduit of Undeath’s power and
the god was now cut off. Ideally, they would eventually find it standing around doing
nothing. The messengers were another question, with their gestalt bodies, but that alone
was unlikely enough to let them keep their senses.

Jason had sensed presences floating through the dimensional chaos but had not
dared reach out to them. Not only could he not identify them but he did not want to risk

affecting them adversely. Essence users were highly resistant to change but not everyone



was an essence user. What effect the zone would have on the elemental messengers, the
Builder cult converted and the brighthearts, Jason could only wait and see.

On Earth, many normal-rankers had been transformed into other races, in
accordance with the transformation zones in which they found themselves. He’d seen
people become leonids, celestines and other races native to neither Earth nor Pallimustus.
Some managed to resist the change, but most were affected, their souls accepting the
transformation. As best Jason understood, the process was a more gentle version of what
the Builder had attempted on him when trying to implant a star seed: Applying pressure
until the soul willingly accepted the change.

The various transformation zones settled into their final form and Jason pushed
himself into the territory he had shaped for himself. It had taken the form of his hometown,
the sleepy tourist destination of Casselton Beach, with one major change. There was a
mountain behind the town that did not exist on Earth and had been carved into the shape
of Jason’s head. He manifested inside the reality, high in the air. His cloak formed around

him, although it was his aura he used to hold himself aloft.




Jason read over the system box, although some of this information was already
imparted by his senses. He could feel his influence finalising his control over the territory
below. His efforts had created it without anomalies, thus making it his own. He could feel
the last vestiges of his influence still taking hold and he looked over the terrain while he
waited for the power to settle.

Below him was the town, the small mountain behind it not much more than a very
large hill. Even so, having a mountain fortress in the shape of his own head ticked one of
the big-ticket items off his bucket list. He looked at it proudly as his familiars manifested
around him. Shade emerged from his void cloak while Gordon just appeared. Blood spilled
from Jason’s hand, collecting into a blob that became a replica of Jason himself. The blood
clone conjured a starlight cloak to keep himself in the air.

“It would seem that you have much more control here,” blood clone Colin said in
Jason’s voice. “No need to unlock powers and it appears everyone will have your system
interface.”

Shade was looking at the mountain fortress.

“You couldn’t help yourself, could you, Mr Asano?”

“Hey, that just happened on its own,” Jason said. “l only got to shape this place
vaguely, not set all the details. It just turned out this way.”

“Of course it did, Mr Asano.”

Jason turned his gaze to the distance, far beyond the reach of his own territory.
Although the air was hazy, the shape of an impossibly large tree loomed over the horizon.

“I'm pretty sure the messenger tree, soul forge or whatever it is got sealed away in
that central territory,” Jason said. “Now it's winner take all.”

“We knew that going in,” Colin said. “Learning the specifics doesn’t change that.”

"You're right," Jason agreed, "and we've even got a head start. | think we should use
it to get a handle on things. Can you sense those people in the air, way above us?"

Shade and Colin looked up while Gordon flashed his orbs in the blue and orange
flickering patterns he used to communicate. He was the familiar most closely tied to
Jason’s aura and his perception was boosted accordingly, so he had also sensed them.

“They’re messengers,” Jason said. “Held in stasis, which apparently means just
hanging way up in the air. | think they were the elemental messengers, but with the tree

sealed away, they’re just regular messengers now. But without the imprinting of an astral



king, or even the corrupted imprint from the tree that left them all messed up, they're
incomplete.”

“The inhabitants that cannot effectively function,” Shade said. “The ones mentioned in
the system box. This means that when a territory is claimed, any messengers in it will be
claimed as well.”

“They could be trouble,” Colin said. “I should go up there and eat them before they
wake up.”

The others all turned to look at him.

“It was just a suggestion,” he said defensively.

“Not all the messengers were spawned by the tree,” Jason pointed out. “Some were
sent down by Jes Fin Kaal and already have an astral king. They’re probably free of the
tree’s influence now and will be competitors.”

“They were sent to create the soul forge from the natural array,” Shade said. “They
likely have the magical knowledge to unify the transformation zone properly.”

“Yeah,” Jason agreed grimly. “If they don’t know how already, they can probably
figure it out.”

“Still doesn’t change what we have to do,” Colin said. “We fight, we win, we eat
what’s left. Oh, don’t look at me like that; there aren’t any vegans here.”

“I think Shade and Gordon are technically vegan,” Jason said. “They only eat raw
magic. Mostly. | did keep catching Gordon disintegrating candy and trying to inhale the
fumes, but only while we were in America. | think he likes high-fructose corn syrup.”

Jason felt a shift as his influence finished permeating every corner of the territory.

Jason felt a connection to the space around him as if the land, air and sea were all
extensions of himself. It felt like his spirit domains back on Earth. He could feel two people
on the ground and hundreds of messengers in the air. His power, invested in the territory,
was already reaching out to influence the messengers.

After helping the messengers in his soul space shrug off the influence of their astral

king, Jason wasn’t about to create an angelic slave army. Using his experience, he altered



the influence of his power as it seeped into the messengers. He guided the power as they
awakened, leading them to not bear his brand but to each make one of their own, setting
them free. It was the work of a few moments and soon the messengers were descending
from on high.

‘I assume you've set them free,” Shade said.

“Of course,” Jason said.

“Our enemies won’t do the same,” Colin pointed out. “They’ll use them as weapons.”

“Which is what makes them our enemies,” Jason said. “Also, how is setting them free
worse than eating them? That is what you suggested, right?”

“It would make for better planning,” Colin said.

“How do you figure that?” Jason asked.

“I think better on a full stomach.”

Gordon’s orbs flashed a sequence that pointed out that Colin belonged to a species
that devoured every living thing on entire planets, suggesting he was incapable of having a
full stomach.

“That’s a good point,” Jason said as Colin glared at Gordon. “Do you even have a
stomach?”

“Do you not remember when | ate that world-taker worm queen?” Colin complained.
“It took me weeks to sleep that meal off.”

“Ooh, you’re right,” Jason conceded. “He’s got you there, Gordon.”

Gordon flashed more lights in response and Colin jabbed a finger in his direction.

“l do not look fat!”



Chapter 792
Share the Responsibility

Both in the underground realm of the brighthearts and previous transformation zones,
dimensional powers had been tricky. Still floating in the air with his familiars, Jason tried
opening a gate to his soul realm and was pleasantly surprised to find that it worked. A
circle of milky white stone appeared in the air and was filled with rainbow light as the portal
opened.

At least in the territory he had claimed, Jason had access to his soul realm and the
resources within. What he needed right now were the messengers he had stashed away.
Jali Corrik Fen and Marek Nior Vargas emerged from the portal.

Marek was a gold-ranker who had led his personal followers to Jason in hope of
escaping the oppression of the messenger astral kings. His obsession was joining the
Unorthodoxy, the messenger resistance movement. Before that could happen, he needed
to convince Jason to set them free.

Jali was only silver-rank. Despite a life of misgivings about messenger doctrine she
had carefully avoided becoming entangled with the Unorthodoxy out of fear. Used as a
pawn by her masters, she had been liberated by Jason.

Messengers were far from aerodynamically sound but the magic that allowed them to
fly was primarily seated in their wings. Marek and Jali both spread their wings to hold
themselves aloft, situating themselves in front of Jason and his familiars. They turned their
gazes upward, sensing the messengers that had been released from stasis, purged of the
corrupted messenger tree’s influence. They had stopped descending and were having
some kind of discussion.

“Where are we?” Marek asked. “Some kind of dimensional space? A spirit domain? |
can feel your power everywhere. Who are those messengers?”

“It's complicated,” Jason said. “For now, just stand behind me and don’t say anything
unless | tell you to.”

‘I am your prisoner, Jason Asano, not your servant.”

"Then go back through the portal; there's too much to explain right this second."

Marek looked at Jason, then the sky above them and then the still-open portal.

“This is not the moment to test me, Marek,” Jason warned.

“Those are my people up there.”

“You don’t know what they are. And | just realised that having you here was a
mistake. Go back in.”



Marek stared Jason down for a long moment before turning and vanishing through
the portal.

“He’ll want them for the Unorthodoxy,” Jason said. “I can'’t let that happen.”

“Why not?” Jali asked. “Are you concerned that the other astral kings will actively
pursue you if you start freeing messengers in large numbers?”

‘I am now,” he said, giving her a pointed look. “But my concern is about something
more important than that. These messengers are young. None are more than a year old,
and until moments ago, their minds had been corrupted for their entire lives.”

“I can sense their confusion,” Jali said. “Their uncertainty. They’re worried about
coming down to face us. Where did they come from?”

“They were elementally corrupted messengers.”

Jali had been one of the few messengers to see the underground realm and get out
alive and uncorrupted, so she knew what he referred to.

“The corruption was removed when they were brought into this space, but it left them
in a condition | suspect your kind are in directly after being created. They are, practically
speaking, newborns.”

“That would mean they needed to be imprinted.”

“Because I'm already imprinted on this territory, it tried to spread my imprint to them. |
intervened and had them form their own marks. Like you, but without the need to access
your soul.”

“That’s normal for new messengers, but I've never heard of messengers being born
without an astral king to obey. Not surprising, given that they’d probably purge entire
collectives to cover something like that up. Where did they come from, though? There are
more messengers up there now than were corrupted when we went down there.”

“A corrupted birthing tree.”

Jason pointed and Jali followed his gaze to the massive tree on the horizon. Her jaw
dropped.

“That’s perverse,” Jali said. “A birthing tree outside of a birthing world? The
messengers it produces would be—’

“Twisted monstrosities?” Jason finished. “Yes. But this place seems to have rectified
the corruption.”

“It doesn’t matter. There’s no way they would ever be accepted. There’s a reason we
worked with the Purity church to summon our forces into this world. Our doctrines fall into
alignment in areas such as on excising the tainted.”

“Will you be able to accept them?”



“I don’t know. My whole life I've been forcing myself to follow the line, even inside my
mind. | need to re-examine everything | believed.”

“And Marek?”

“'m not sure. He rejects the astral kings so absolutely yet his thinking remains
extremely traditional. But if he thinks he can use them as a weapon, he will.”

“So much of what I've learned about your kind has profoundly disturbing implications.
The need to brand newborns? | won’t let Marek have these children.”

“They’re not children,” Jali said. “We come into being with ancestral knowledge.
Language; an understanding of the cosmos. The ways of conquest and war.”

“‘Knowledge is not wisdom. It’s not experience. You, of all people, understand the
harm that can be done from an insulated upbringing built around a single, extreme point of
view. | support the Unorthodoxy in principle, but Marek would turn them into child soldiers.
| won’t let him have them any more than | would an astral king.”

“And if they want to go with Marek?”

"Then they'll have a chance to make that choice — once they're ready to make an
informed one.”

“And who decides when that is? You?”

“Us. You and me.”

Her eyes went wide.

“'m not ready to take responsibility for that. I've barely broken away from my own
subjugation.”

Jason laughed out loud.

“You think being ready has anything to do with it? | would love the chance to be ready
for things. It really would have made the last half-dozen years a lot nicer. I'm sorry, Jali,
but if you want to be ready for things, you need to get very far away from me. And, if I'm
being honest, | think you’re too late for that to be an option.”

“Where would | go anyway? | don’t want anything to do with the astral kings or the
Unorthodoxy.”

“You don’t?”

“Marek Nior Vargas is passionate, but he’s also driven to the point of rigidity. Whether
serving or fighting the astral kings, he is entirely defined by his relationship to them. | want
to figure out what | am apart from all that. The people that enslaved me as well as the
ones fighting them. | don’t know what to do or where to go, even assuming you allow me to

go anywhere. | don’t even know where | am now.”



“I know that feeling. Lost, directionless. Suddenly aware of just how wrong you were
about everything. Don’t let it show. It's going to take some time to figure out, but until you
do, don’t let the world see it.”

“Is that what you did?”

“Yeah.”

“How did that work out?”

“Mixed results, if 'm being honest. But these messengers up there? Deciding if
they’re going to come down here and face us? They’re more lost than you or | will ever be.
We should at least give them the illusion that someone knows what they’re doing.”

“I don’t know what’s going on,” Jali said. “What you’ve brought me into. But it's
obviously complex and ongoing. It would have been more practical if you'd let your brand
imprint on these and change it once things have calmed down.”

“Even assuming the next crisis would be kind enough to wait for this one to pass,”
Jason said, “that’s not acceptable. Yes, it would be more practical, but the thing about
good and evil is that no one ever chooses evil. They choose selfishness or prejudice or
easy answers over hard truths. They choose the expedient path, even if it means getting
their hands a little dirty because they can make up for it later, right? Sometimes getting
your hands dirty is what it takes. The ends justify the means."

Jason looked down at his own hands.

“I've told myself those things. Sometimes I've been right, and sometimes it was just
an excuse. It would be easier to let those children become slaves. To pretend they’re
adults because they look like it, despite only having been truly conscious for a matter of
minutes. If they do what they’re told, at least for now, we wouldn’t have to deal with their
confusion. Instead of a liability they would be an asset, and a much-needed one for what
lies ahead. And | could always erase my brand when it's over. Of course, that would be
cutting them loose to face everything serving me pushed aside, plus the trauma they’d just
been through. And there will be another threat they would be so useful for. | can set them
free when there’s time to stop and help them properly. I'll just leave the brand for now.”

Jason’s face was filled with disgust.

"We like to think we're better than we are,"” Jason said. "I've had to confront the fact
that I'm not, but I've also seen that | can be. It takes discipline. Diligence. Determination.
Recognising that while sometimes you do have to compromise, other times you don't. The
temptation doesn’t come with a choice between right and wrong. It comes with a choice
between right and easy."

He ran his hands over his face and took a deep breath.



“I have a habit of going off on moralistic rants,” he explained. “It's one of the ways |
work through my insecurities about my own moral worth, and my friends tend to get caught
up in it. And my enemies, sometimes. My dad. | have a lot of family troubles, but | have
trouble imagining a life like yours where the concept of family is so alien. We think so
differently, yet | find myself searching for common ground. | never found it with Marek.”

Jason and Jali were floating in the air. Their head’s were at the same level which left
the much shorter Jason’s feet somewhere around her thighs. He looked into her eyes, his
nebulous eyes searching for something within her.

“Does anything I've said make sense to you?” he asked. “I've been trying to find
some empathy in Marek for a while now, but you were right: His first concern is taking the
fight to the astral kings. Even his companionship is more camaraderie than friendship.
That’s not inherently bad, but it is a somewhat mercenary sensibility. | have higher hopes
for you.”

“Why does any of this matter?”

“The way we treat people always matters. If you want something grander, then I'm
still deciding how to interact with your people. | suspect that, in the millennia to come, how
| deal with the messengers will affect a lot of people.”

“And what? You’re going to decide that based on me?”

“Not just that, of course, and not just now. But you have the chance to make me see
something | don’t in Marek or Tera Jun Casta. What you and | learn from each other could
end up being very important.”

“That’s too much responsibility.”

Jason grinned.

“I know, right? You get used to it. With a good support system and enough therapy.”

“You’re joking, but this isn’t a small thing you’re putting on me.”

“Yeah. Joking helps, trust me. | tried being super-serious and | turned into an angry
prick.”

Jali turned her back to Jason, rotating in the air.

“This is too much to put on me.”

“Yes,” he agreed. “But you're the person on the spot, and you're stronger than you
think. | saw you stand up to your astral king. The reality is, | don’t know how many free
messengers are out there, but I’'m guessing not a lot. That makes you important, and being
important sucks. I’'m hoping you can help me find a way forward with the messengers
beyond the options | already have. The astral kings and their Nazi angel army obviously

can’t be worked with. Marek’s Unorthodoxy has some real ‘victory or death’ energy, which



is less bad but definitely not good. I'm starting to get a Project Mayhem vibe that | don’t
like.”

She turned back to face him.

“How much of what you say do people understand?”

"You're a smart woman, Jali. Are you telling me that you're not getting the gist from
context clues?”

"No. But why would you talk to people like this?"

Jason held out his hand and squeezed with his fingers. Jali's magical senses felt the
fabric of reality around her bend alarmingly. Then the sensation was gone as if it had
never been.

"l have to remember who | am, Jali. | change, but if | ever let go of who | am without
all this power, the power becomes who | am. That's not good for anyone. Except the god
of dominion, maybe."

“You’re sharing a lot with me.”

“I'm hoping it will help you. You're not on the path | walked, but | think you'll see a lot
of the same landmarks."

“Should you be thinking about things like this when you have more immediate issues
to deal with?”

“Yes, | should. I've always had this idea in my head that | didn’t choose the
responsibilities that now rest on me, but that hasn’t been true for a long time. | did choose,
many times, and now | have to live up to that. You've sensed the brighthearts in my soul
realm. I've kept them underground, away from the rest of you, but you'’ve felt their
presence.”

“Yes.”

“They represent what'’s left of an entire civilisation. An entire species. I'm responsible
for them now because | chose to be. Just like you and | are about to be responsible for
these messengers above us. And a lot more before we’re done. This is just one territory of
many.”

He drifted closer and put his hands on her shoulders.

“If you don’t want to be part of that, | get it. My asking you isn't fair, | know that. Not
when there is so much | haven't told you and when you're still coming to terms with the
massive changes you’ve gone through. The portal is right there. If you go through it, |
won’t ask you to do anything like this again. But I'm certain that you and | together can do
better for these people than | can alone. | hope you'll choose to share the responsibility

with me.”



“l... you're asking a lot that | wasn'’t ready for.”

“Yes. And you don’t have a lot of time to choose.”

They both looked up at the messengers gathered in the air. While Jason and Jali had
been talking, so had they.

“I think they’re picking someone to come and talk to us,” Jason said. Proving him
right, two of the messengers broke off and started floating downwards.

“Alright team,” Jason said. “Let’s not spook the hopefully nice baby angels.”

Shade disappeared into the void of Jason's cloak, Colin dissolved into a blood mist
that Jason absorbed and Gordon just vanished, Jason's aura pulsing as he did. Jason
looked at Jali.

“I'll stay,” she told him.

“Good. Now just try and look like you know what you’re doing.”

‘I don’t know what I'm doing.”

“Which is when looking like you do is most important.”

Jali floated to Jason’s right and they hovered side by side to meet the pair of
descending messengers. Jason pushed his hood back to show his face.

The messengers hovered in front of them, wings extended like Jali’s. Jason’s cloak
floated out to his sides like the celestial wings of a star phoenix. The messenger pair
showed no trace of elemental taint and wore diaphanous robes apparently conjured up by
the transformation zone. One was female, with long dark hair, while the other was a
sandy-haired male. Both had the statuesque proportions and exquisite features common
to messengers. They glanced at Jali before locking their gazes on Jason.

“You are the ruler of this place,” the female messenger said.

‘Il am,” Jason said. “My name is Jason Asano.”

“l... I should have a name,” the female messenger said, her expression breaking into
confusion and fear. “I can feel that | should have a name, but something is wrong.”

“There is much you don’t know,” Jason said. “Yes, something has gone wrong and |
know you have many questions. We have the answers you need.”

The two messengers looked at him with a mixture of wariness and hope.

“You are right that you should have a name,” Jali said.

“Then why don’t we?” the male messenger asked.

“We’ll go through everything,” Jason told them. “Some of it will be hard to hear, but

we can answer your questions, and we will. But | think we should tell all of you together.”



He glanced up then back at the main messenger group, far above them, then back to
the two in front of him. They shrank back, their nervousness almost startling coming from
messengers.

“If you were hostile,” the female messenger said, “is there any place we could run
from you?”

“Perhaps,” Jason said. “There are many territories in this realm and, for now, | only
possess this one.”

“We were going to belong to it,” she said. “To you. We could feel your influence being
imprinted upon us, but then it stopped.”

“| apologise for that experience,” Jason said. “It is an unfortunate interaction between
the nature of this place, the nature of your kind and the circumstances that brought all this
about. | will explain it all. For now, just know that I intervened because | do not own
people. | made sure that | have no intrinsic hold on you.”

“He has helped me in a similar way,” Jali said. “| was slave to another and he freed
me, as he has freed you.”

“Yet you serve him?” the man asked.

“l... stand by him,” Jali said, prompting a sideways glance from Jason. “That is my
choice.”

The woman continued staring at Jason.

“You are not of our kind,” she told him. “Yet, | feel something from you. When we
awoke, there was an instinct to kneel. To acknowledge ourselves as less than you. But
what you did, what you changed, it altered that instinct as well. | sense your power, but I'm
no longer driven to obey it.”

“Good,” Jason said. “As | already told you, | don’t own people. It's a personal policy
that’'s caused me more problems than it really should.”

He gestured to Jali.

“This is Jali Corrik Fen. | hope you will collect your people and wait with her while | go
deal with some of the others who share this space with us. Then we can have a nice long
talk.”



Chapter 793

Contrition Born at the Point of a Sword

Rick Geller was not happy. He had no compunction about putting his life on the line
to protect people; he was an adventurer and that was the job. He’d known that when he
signed up and he’d lived that life ever since. But every time he was in the same city as
Jason Asano, that job got extravagantly out of hand.

He knew Jason wasn’t causing these things, or even involved all of the time. Jason
hadn’t participated in the disastrous expedition out of Greenstone or the fortress city
battles in the Storm Kingdom. But there was no escaping that when Rick and his team
were nowhere near Jason, they lived a regular adventuring life. Leisurely roaming from
place to place, protecting normal people from ordinary monsters.

The moment they were anywhere near Jason, a monster surge felt relaxing by
comparison. Suddenly it was kings and princesses, diamond-rankers, secret cultist armies
and interdimensional invasions. The only time they got a break was when he got himself
killed, sent to another universe or both.

Rick found it increasingly hard to not resent Jason, despite it being mostly
undeserved. It seemed like every time the Adventure Society had Jason trouble they
pulled in Rick to be the reluctant ambassador to their most troublesome silver-rank
member. As often as not, he arrived to discover the problem had resolved itself already,
leaving Rick and his team idle. And since they weren’t doing anything else, why not bring
them along on the latest insanity?

In this case, it was an underground expedition culminating in an unexpected undead
army and being yanked into some bizarre unreality that, of course, only Jason understood.
Now Rick was separated from his team in unfamiliar surroundings that were soaked in
Jason’s aura like a biscuit dipped in tea. If that wasn’t enough, there was a mountain
looming over the town, carved into the shape of Jason’s head.

He had read through the long message that Jason’s interface had shown him, but he
partially understood what it had to say at best. Something about fighting something and
claiming territory. It fit Jason’s earlier warnings of how things would work but Rick didn’t
care. None of it helped him find his team, and getting them out alive was all that mattered.
The rest was Jason business, and he could be the one to deal with it.

Step one was getting his bearings and finding anyone else nearby. He was in a town,
on a street sealed with some manner of seamless black stone. That wasn’t the only
material he didn’t recognise in the buildings pressed together, many with glass front walls.



He suspected it was a shopping district but couldn’t read the language on the signs. There
was writing everywhere as if they weren’t concerned that most people couldn’t read.

His aura senses were tamped down, either a natural effect of the transformation zone
or from Jason’s aura interfering, he wasn’t sure. That meant he was startlingly close to the
other person when he sensed them. It was the aura of an essence user, not a Builder
cultist, brightheart or messenger. He didn’t recognise the aura, which meant it wasn’t a
member of the expedition. That meant one of the Undeath priests, which suited Rick just
fine. He was really in the mood to kill something.

Whoever it was clearly sensed him as well. They started moving in the other direction
at speed, and a silver-ranker’s speed was very fast. Rick conjured a spear and used a leap
power, hurtling through the air in the next best thing to flight. He landed on another black
street and leapt again immediately, rapidly closing the gap. A third leap put him in sight of
the person, who had stopped and was standing in front of a portal.

Rick landed on the street, some way behind the person he’d been chasing. He was
backing away from the portal, his body language afraid. Rick looked closer at the portal to
realise that it wasn’t a portal at all but Jason, wrapped in a void cloak that looked like a
hole in the universe.

It truly appeared less like an article of clothing than a window into some deep, distant
void where stars sparkled and colourful nebulas shone over impossible distances. That
Jason didn’t register to Rick’s senses, despite his aura pervading everything else, added
to the uncanny sense that Jason was not a person but a dimensional phenomenon.

As he walked forward at a measured pace, spear still in hand, Rick watched Jason
and the other man. The stranger was a silver-ranker in grey scholar’s robes, bulkier than
the sleek combat robes used by some adventurers. Jason showed off such robes, the
colour of dried blood, when he pushed back the cloak wrapped around him. It also
revealed the sword at his hip, which he drew unhurriedly. The stranger fell to his knees
and started begging.

“You don’t have to do this.”

“You belong to Undeath,” Jason said, his tone cold as the rime on a frozen corpse.

‘I never wanted any of this,” the man pleaded. “| had no choice! My family all worship
the dark gods.”

“You think that helps your case?” Jason asked.

“‘My name Is Jeffrey Colling-Setton. My family have served the dark churches for

generations. If | ever went against them, ever tried to run, they’d have killed me. And you



know that wouldn’t be the end of my torment, not with what they do. You can help me! And
| can help you! You can save me from them and | can tell you their plans! We can...”

The man trailed off as Jason raised the tip of his sword to the man’s face.

“I try to be merciful when | can,” Jason said, his voice still cold but also faintly
apologetic. “But these are not circumstances where | have the luxury of giving you a
chance. There is too little time and too much risk. Contrition born at the point of a sword is
not to be trusted.”

The man scrambled into a run, sprinting away from Jason to find Rick in his path.
Rick didn’t waste time, dashing forward with a charge special attack to impale the man.
Another power then shot barbs out of the spear, further digging into the man from the
inside. Jason followed up and they made short work of him; he wasn’t much of a fighter.

Jason flung off his cloak, the blood spattered on it falling to the ground as it vanished.
He took out a vial of crystal wash and handed it silently to Rick. Rick’s barbed spear
powers were messy, leaving him covered in gore so he tipped the vial over his head. The
liquid flowed over him, spreading to coat his entire body and wash off all the filth.

“Jason, I'm going to be honest and tell you that | don’t care what nonsense you've got
going on this time. | just want to make sure my team comes through it alive.”

Jason nodded.

“I can respect that. There’s a good chance that most of the people in this
transformation zone are still unconscious, scattered around the territories,” he explained.
“You and this guy probably came through awake because | modified this territory as we
entered it. It's more stable than the unclaimed ones. | need to expand it methodically,
claiming one territory at a time. You’re more free to leave this territory and search than |
am. You can go looking for more of our allies, your team included.”

“m all for that, but there are gold-rank threats out there. If | go alone, with no plan
and no precautions, I'll get myself killed before | find anyone.”

“Agreed,” Jason said. “| might have a solution for that, but you're not going to like it.”

“Not to sound unkind, Jason, but I've gotten used to not liking what's happening when
I’m around you.”

Rick looked down at the remains of Jeffrey.

“I think he was telling the truth about his family,” he said. “Maybe not about wanting to
leave, but I've heard of the Colling-Setton line. They crop up in every forbidden power
group you can think of. Dark temples, necromancer covens, the Red Table, experiment
programs into restricted list essences. In a lot of ways they’re an evil counterpart to my

family, and we’ve been clashing for centuries.”



“Should we have kept him alive for questioning?”

“No, we couldn’t trust anything he said. So, what'’s this plan I'm not going to like?”

“Well, you know those messengers | have prisoner?”

“The ones the Adventure Society wants you to hand over? The ones they want me to
convince you to hand over?”

Jason’s expression grew awkward.

“Those are the ones, yeah. They have some gold-rankers amongst them. | want to
put them under your command, to roam the territories, collect anyone on our side and
bring them back.”

“You’re right; | don’t like it. You want to send me off with some messengers —
including gold-rank messengers — under the assumption that they won’t turn on me the
moment they’re clear of whatever hold you have on them?”

‘I do assume that, yes. They don’t care enough to kill you because we’re not their
enemies. The astral kings they used to serve are. Also, they know I’'m a good ally and a
bad enemy, especially here. I've got an avatar in my soul space explaining things to them
already, so they understand that making an enemy of me before they’re free of the
transformation zone is suicide.”

“Jason, your word is all well and good, but what if you're wrong? Or only partly right?
They may not kill me, but they could easily stop listening to me. Drag me around, doing
whatever they like, or leave me behind entirely.”

“If you don’t want to do it, | won’t force you, but at least let me talk you through it. The
leader of the messengers we’re talking about is named Marek Nior Vargas. For all his
faults, he does care about his people, much like you care about yours. That’s going to be
important.”

“That doesn’t sound like a messenger.”

“Not the messengers you know. Just sit down with me and him. We can talk it out and
then you can make a decision.”

“Alright,” Rick said. “It's not like I’'m looking to go out there alone.”

-

Jason’s head-shaped mountain fortress was no less villainous on the inside than the
exterior. Imposing stone walkways looked out over massive chambers where lava flowed
in channels along the floor for unclear purposes. More lava flowed through tubes that
poked out from the dark stone of the walls and ceiling, providing the facility with ominous

illumination.



In a massive conference room, Jason gathered with Rick and a panoply of
messengers. He sat at the head of the table with a window wall behind him through which
a lava waterfall could be seen spilling past. Rick sat in the first seat to his right and Jali to
his left. Tera Jun Casta sat next to Jali while Marek Nior Vargas sat next to Rick, leaving
the adventurer uncomfortable.

What came next was a lot of talking. Explanations of what was happening and why.
Much of the time was spent giving the newborn messengers insight into their own kind and
the unconventional circumstances of how they came into being. They introduced them to
the messenger factions and the motivations of Marek Nior Vargas and his people.

The discussion process was extremely long, running into a third, fourth and fifth hour,
but proved far more civil than Jason had anticipated. Rick took a mouth-closed, ears-open
approach that Jason could never quite master. Or even get close to, if he was honest with
himself.

Marek behaved himself after a warning from Jason about not attempting to recruit the
new messengers to the Unorthodoxy. Jason’s verbal rebuke was mild but the pinpoint
spike of aura he sent Marek’s way was a much sharper message.

Jason’s largest concern had been Tera Jun Casta, who continued to hate him with a
passion. She was the only member present who still venerated traditional messenger
authority, even if that authority would have killed her on sight. Like Rick she sat and
listened, contributing neither questions nor answers to the discussion. Jason quietly hoped
that everything she heard would help open her narrow mind, even if by just a crack.

What all the discussion ultimately led to was the next step for each person at the
table. Tera Jun Casta would be returned to Jason’s soul realm and left there. She had no
interest in contributing and couldn’t be trusted if she did. Most of Marek’s people would go
with her. Marek agreed to aid Rick with his gold-rankers and some of his silver rankers.
Rick reluctantly went along because most of Marek’s group would be left with Jason who
wished Rick hadn’t used the word ‘hostages’ but took the win.

The new messengers would, for the moment, reside in Jason’s mountain fortress.
They were the most adrift and he had no doubt they would spend yet more hours talking
amongst themselves about everything they had heard. He made Jali his liaison to them
and could do little more than hope they didn’t decide to found a new messenger empire or
something equally unfortunate.

When the discussion was finally done, the various participants departed. Rick left with
Marek and his people while the still-nameless messengers stayed in the conference room

to talk amongst themselves. Tera and the rest of Marek’s people returned to his soul



realm. Jason moved outside, sitting atop his massive stone head and soon found Jali
joining him.

“At some point, they’re going to want names,” she said and sat down next to him. Her
wings vanished as she shrank down to human size.

“Any idea on how that will go?” he asked.

“No. Normally they come into being with a name. | think the lack of a proper and
situated birthing tree stopped that.”

“Then they’ll have to name themselves?”

“Perhaps. Or perhaps their names will come after you decide what to do with that.”

She pointed to the vast tree looming over the horizon.

“Even if this does all go right, | don’t know that I'll get to choose. It may be that
whatever happens is going to happen and | don’t get a say.”

“Either way, we can decide then.”

“What about until then? Are they just going to refer to each other by numbers?”

“Messengers communicate through auras as much as other people do body
language. They will differentiate themselves through that.”

“That doesn’t help me, so | might have to number them. | could make them all shirts.”

“You'll be fine. You already communicate with your aura as we do. It's one of the
many reasons you unsettle us.”

“Wait, | do?”

“You didn’t notice? Haven’t you seen the extreme way people tend to react to you?
That’s your aura at work.”

Jason tilted his head in thought.

‘I guess | do,” he said. “I must have been doing it unconsciously. For years, maybe. |
think it started when | started learning aura tricks to affect others more subtly, from a
vampire | know. Huh.”

“It certainly helped you control that meeting we just had,” she told him. “I've never
seen messengers interact like that before.”

“It seemed pretty normal to me,” Jason said. “What made it strange to you?”

“That we spoke as equals. For the most part. Your rebuke of Marek was the only
interaction | saw that felt familiar. Messengers only enter discussion because a leader
wants options or is playing her subordinates against one another. There’s always a
hierarchy.”

“I don’t like hierarchies.”

“Which is odd coming from the one person who stood above all others in that room.”



Jason went to deny it but stopped, admitting to himself that it would have been a lie.

“'m mentally exhausted after that,” he said instead. “| came up here to clear my head
but | don’t have time. | need to set things in motion. Start expanding. As soon as | do,
anomalies will start pouring in from the territory I'm invading and we’ll have to deal with
them.”

“I've watched messengers push the people they enslave to their limits and beyond.
Most of my kind care more about wielding power than doing so efficiently. If you rush
because you think you should — or someone else thinks you should — then not only will
you work slowly but you'll work badly. If you rest, you'll work better and make fewer
mistakes.”

“Yeah,” he said, giving her a smiling side glance. “l know, yet | always seem to need
someone to remind me in the moment.”

—_—

At the edge of the territory, Rick stood in front of a shadowy wall that marked the
border between Jason’s domain and the unclaimed one beyond. Before he stepped
through, he turned and looked back, his silver-rank vision picking out Jason on top of his
fortress. He was sitting next to the messenger girl he’d been running around with, Jali.
Without her wings and shrunken down, she was indistinguishable from a fair-skinned,
brown-haired human.

“‘Even with messengers?” he muttered.

“What was that?” Marek asked.

“Nothing,” Rick said. “Let’s go.”



Chapter 794

Overestimating the Length

The main entrance to Jason’s mountain fortress was the mouth of Jason’s giant stone
head. Inside was the central transport hub where three elevating platform shafts were set
out in a triangle, giving access to the upper and lower reaches of the complex. Archways
were set into the walls all around, one of which held an active portal. Filled with blue, silver
and gold light, it led to Jason’s soul realm and had been left open continuously.

Jason emerged from the portal with a sandwich and a yawn. He frowned as he
expanded his senses over his claimed territory. He shoved the sandwich into his inventory
and moved towards the open entrance, quickly building up to a sprint. Reaching the
entrance, he leapt out with silver-rank strength that propelled him through the air. He used
his aura to make adjustments in his trajectory but carefully, so as to not steal his
momentum. He finally landed on the street in the replica of his hometown.

Jali had sensed his movement and followed, soaring on eagle-like wings of brown
and white. When she landed beside Jason she found him leaning over the corpse of the
priest of Undeath, peering curiously.

“What is this still doing here?” she asked.

“I was just wondering the same thing,” he said. “It should have turned to rainbow
smoke long ago, but it’s just withered. It looks like it's been dead for more than just a few
hours.”

“This man was a priest of the undeath god, yes? Perhaps he’s going to reanimate.”

“Which makes me wonder why he hasn’t yet. Maybe it’s just an enchantment to
prevent his body from decaying so his friends can reanimate it when they find him?
Necromancers are big into organics recycling.”

“Either way, we should destroy the body.”

“‘Agreed.”

“What about other undead?” Jali asked. “You said there were tens of thousands of
them left and they would be scattered amongst the territories. Why was this guy here but
none of his undead?”

“That’s another good question. Probably because my aura is anathema to undead
and this territory is infused with it. Any undead being placed here may have been ejected
or destroyed outright. This guy would have gotten a pass due to being alive.”

Jason poked the body with his shoe. He skittered back as the corpse spasmed on the

ground.



“You may have been on the money with reanimating,” Jason said. “Are you feeling a
draining sensation from it?”

“No, should | be? Do we need to get away from it?”

“I think we’re good. It's not after life force or mana. It feels like it’s trying to drain
something that isn’t there to drain. | think that’'s why it’s not getting up.”

The body continued to thrash on the ground as if it were having a seizure. After a
short time, it began to dissolve into rainbow smoke, slowly at first but accelerating until all
that remained was an empty set of robes.

“That didn’t seem dangerous,” Jali said.

“No,” Jason said. “I could take some guesses as to what just happened, but that’s all
they’d be. | hope we find Clive soon.”

-

The battle with the Undeath priests was extremely short. On one side was a trio of
silver-rank priests commanding around a thousand assorted undead. On the other side
were three gold-rank adventurers in Emir, Constance and the Healer high priestess, Hana
Shavar. There were also two gold-rank non-adventurers in the commander of the Builder
cult, Beaufort, and the brightheart commander, Marla. They commanded a large group of
silver-rankers, including Kalif from team Storm Shredder, along with brighthearts and
Builder cultists. Clive was also present, but attempts to command him weren’t working out.
He had been constantly researching their new environment and he got snippy when
people bothered him during his work.

The environment caused significant trouble for the brighthearts who had never seen
the sky before. They reacted on a spectrum ranging from excitement and awe to
existential crisis. The space around them was filled with thick towering trees into which a
large town comprised of tree houses and rope bridges had been built. There were discrete
buildings constructed around and into the trunks, as well as sprawling complexes held aloft
by multiple massive trees.

The group were all on the ground below where they had dealt with the undead and
the priests. The forest floor had been devastated by the battle and a few toppled trees had
left the township above damaged as well, pulling down bridges and buildings.

The forest calm that followed the battle with the undead gave the group the chance to
rest and for the brighthearts to acclimatise to such an alien environment. The pause did
not last, however, as anomalies spawned by the transformation zone moved to the attack.

Humanoids with chihuahua-like heads started streaming from the undergrowth and

dropping from the heights above. They registered as gold-rank to aura senses but their



physical prowess was more like high-end silver-rankers and they had no special powers.
They posed a challenge for the silver-rankers and the gold-rankers weren’t moving to
defend. Beaufort and Marla had been about to, but the adventurers stopped them, giving
the lower-rankers the chance for growth.

Clive did not participate in the battle. He could sense the unusual nature of the
attackers and understood that they were the anomalies Jason had warned them about.
He’d made a point of their value in ranking up, early in the transformation zone but there
would be plenty more to come. Other opportunities took precedence.

One of the dead Undeath priests lay where he fell, amongst shin-high grass on the
forest floor. The other two were less viable for examination. One was scattered liberally
over a kilometre of forest while the other had gone into spasms when touched and then
dissolved into rainbow smoke.

Clive had a suspicion as to the cause of the seizure and subsequent disintegration of
the corpse. This came courtesy of the Healer priestess, Hana Shavar. She had reported
an odd sense from the twitching undead before it dissolved, as if it were trying to draw in
something when there was nothing to drain.

Hana stood back, observing as Clive pulled out a variety of objects, carefully setting
them up around the corpse without touching it. She occasionally tossed a casual bolt of
healing energy at the silver-rankers fighting the anomalies, most of her attention on Clive’s
work. Most of his devices were magical analysis tools, running the gamut from crystal
lenses to more elaborate devices with elements that span or floated separately, slowly
shifting colours.

A scream drew her attention to the fight and she saw a heavily injured adventurer.
Clive glanced over before turning back to his work.

“His name’s Kalif,” Clive said. “He’s one of the key damage dealers in one of those
specialised Rimaros teams. He doesn’t know how to watch his own back without a
dedicated team to protect him. Go save him, and maybe tell him to stand at the back.”

“'m a gold-ranker and you’re a silver-ranker. I'm meant to be the one giving orders.”

“That’s normally how it works, yes.”

“If I tell you to do something, will you?”

“Probably not. I'm busy with this.”

“Is your entire team like this?”

“No, we have one guy who does what he’s told. By his mother.”

Hana let out a grumbling sigh.

“I'm going to go heal that man.”
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“What's this?” Hana asked, looking at the quivering rod Clive had pulled out
immediately on her return.

“Grab it please,” he said. “| can’t leave it just flopping around in the grass.”

“Then perhaps you shouldn’t have taken it out.”

‘I need it to be ready when | go to use it. So, would you please just grab it for me?”

She frowned but put her fingers around Clive’s throbbing shaft.

‘I don’t like this sensation,” she said.

“You'll get used to it,” Clive assured her. “I've found that most people come to enjoy
how it feels. | think it's the girth that puts them off at first.”

‘I can handle the girth. I'm just not comfortable with it throbbing in my hand like this.”

“Even so, you should just use your hand until you know what you’re doing. Use both
hands if you prefer.”

‘I think you may be overestimating the length. What even is it?”

“It's a threshold resonator. | can’t have it too close to the other devices until I'm ready
or it'll ruin their calibration.”

The last thing Clive took out of his inventory was not another magical measuring
device but a small lidded pot. It was made of a lacquered ceramic, with the symbol of the
church of Purity emblazoned upon it.

“Is that a god’s grace relic?” Hana asked.

“Yes,” Clive said as he dropped it casually into some soft grass, showing none of the
care he had for his other equipment. He started making minor adjustments to the
positioning of his devices and tossed a recording crystal into the air.

“How did you get that?” Hana asked.

“It's a recording crystal. | bought it at a shop.”

“No, the relic.”

“While we thought Jason was dead — | don’t know how familiar you are with Jason
but he dies a lot. There were a few years where we thought he was dead but he was just
in his home universe. | spent a lot of that time mapping a dimensional travel network the
Church of Purity and the Builder cult were using. This was after the Ecumenical Council
declared Purity a fallen god. Me and a couple of friends spent a lot of time chasing that up
until we finally got our full team together for a big operation. Oh, but Jason was still dead
so we had a duck guy instead.”

“A duck guy?”

“Yeah, you know. Quack, ponds, being quite comfortable in the rain. Ducks.”



“I know what ducks are.”

“Then it's odd you asked for clarification. Anyway, this operation led to us stumbling
right into one of their big summoning plans and accidentally setting it off early. This was
one of the messenger mass-summons that ended up happening all over.”

“Are you talking about the first one? The one near Cyrion?”

“Yes.”

“That was you?”

“Yes. Anyway, through that time chasing after the Purity loyalists, | picked up some
holy relics here and there. It was a good chance to have a poke around and see how they
work.”

“The relics?”

“Kind of. The gods, more accurately.”

“That’s blasphemy.”

“Is it? | was never clear on the difference between blasphemy and heresy. The
people who yell stuff like that at me always wind up being terrible, so it never seemed
worth finding out. And that’s saying something because | love finding things out.”

“And if the gods take issue and send their servants after you?”

“You say that like I've never killed a priest before. The first priest | ever killed was the
archbishop of the local Purity church in my hometown. That was before the Ecumenical
Council declared Purity a fallen god, but he had it coming. Plus, we’d just dropped a
building on him, so it was going to be a fight either way.”

“You dropped a building on him?”

“Yes, but he had a solid shield power. Hard to kill, especially being silver rank to our
bronze. We took a proper beating, but Humphrey’s hard to kill as well. Jason not so much,
but the trick with him is in getting the death to stick. It was a year or so after that when |
started collecting relics, seeing if | can’t figure out how divine power works.”

“I still say it's blasphemy.”

“Go ahead. After being on my team | could run a lecture series on the praxis of
blasphemy. Or heresy, whichever one it is. I'd have to look that up before the first lecture.”

“Your team cannot be entirely heretical. Your healer is a priest in my church.”

“He doesn’t blaspheme,” Clive admitted, then tilted his head in thought. “Which is
odd, now that I think about it. Neil seems the type. Also, Jason hangs out with gods and
I’'m pretty sure he convinced Death to use a miracle. I'm not sure he’s a heretic so much
as a rude acquaintance.”

Clive picked up the small pot he’d dropped earlier.



“These are fun,” he said. “| never made much headway on the rules of divine
influence on magic, but these little pots store a tiny bit of holy power. More an echo of it,
really, but even third hand, divine power’s not to be dismissed.”

“Yet you dismiss the danger of angering the gods.”

“My friend Rufus backhanded a priest of Knowledge right across the face once. Now,
the way these little pots work is—"

“I know how god’s grace relics work, Mr Standish. Even if Purity is fallen, | do not like
the way you are treating such objects.”

“Are you going to do something about it?”

“Not right now.”

“Then | don’t care. Now, the great thing about Purity’s holy power is that it does all
manner of interesting things when you taint it. | had no idea why that worked rather than
dispelling the purity power, until it turned out that Purity was the god of disguise this whole
time. That way, it makes more sense that the holy power adapts when altered rather than
dispersing—"

“Is there a point you're trying to make, Mr Standish?”

“No. | was trying to work while the priestess watching me kept asking questions in an
increasingly judgemental tone.”

“What are you using the holy relic for?”

“| suspect that the Undeath priests have had enchantments placed into them.
Possibly engraved onto their bones.”

“That’s used for punishing criminals by... hold on.”

She extended her arm and chanted a spell.

“Knit the flesh and salve the wound.”

A surge of healing magic washed out of her and off towards the ongoing combat. The
other gold-rankers were still letting the silver-rankers take care of it and injuries were
accumulating.

“As | was saying,” Hana continued. “Engraving skeleton enchantments is for
permanently suppressing the powers of criminals.”

“There’s a lot more potential to the practice than that,” Clive said. “It’s just incredibly
wrong to use it. The process is excruciating and very risky. Did you know that one in four
criminals sentenced to it doesn’t survive? | don’t even think it should be used on criminals.
If you’re going to kill someone, do it clean and quick. Unless your whole power set is
slowly rotting people’s flesh off. But do you expect the Church of Undeath to share my

misgivings?”



“No,” Hana said. “l do not.”

“Exactly. | think the Undeath priests have been enchanted to rise as some form of
undead if they get killed. Maybe just garden variety zombies for the weaker ones, but
probably revenants for silvers and golds running around in this place.”

“But they didn'’t rise as undead. That one corpse we disturbed...”

They wrinkled their noses as patches of rainbow smoke rose from all around.

“...did that,” Hana finished.

“Someone must have stepped on a finger or something of that third priest,” Clive
said. “I'm surprised it took this long. And yes, the Undeath priest corpses are breaking
down when disturbed, but what you said sparked an idea.”

“What | said?”

“That they were trying to drain some power that only you could sense. | think what
they need is divine power. The god of undeath’s energy is required to animate them, which
normally isn’t a problem. But if it is, and that power isn’t available, they break down
instead. These territories are dimensionally locked; we can physically pass through the
boundaries but magic can’t. Not even that of the gods.”

“None of that explains what you’re doing with that relic.”

“I'm seeing if | can get this corpse to react to divine power. As | said, it’s just an echo
of the real thing, but that’'s good. | don’t want to go animating this priest by accident.”

“That relic is from Purity. You’ve got the wrong god to try animating the dead.”

“Yes, but I'll tweak it a bit.”

“Tweak it?”

“l told you | didn’t make much headway on how divine magic works. | never told you |
didn’t make any.”

“That's—”

“Yes, blasphemy, | know. I’'m starting to see where Jason is coming from.”

Clive finished placing his devices around the corpse laying in the grass and picked up
the pot. He held a hand out to Hana.

“Threshold resonator, please.”

She handed him the rod. He then held the pot over the corpse and waved the rod
around it twice before letting the pot go. It floated in the air over the corpse by itself. Clive
reached out and removed the lid. White light shone from within the small pot and the
corpse sat up, identical white light shining from its eyes. Then its head caught on fire and it

rapidly dissolved into rainbow smoke.



“Yeah, I'm fairly certain they need the power of their god to reanimate. Otherwise,
they’ll lay dormant until something disturbs them and they forcibly attempt to animate.
That's when they break down.”

“We need to make sure we destroy the bodies when we kill the Undeath priests,”
Hana said. “If a live priest finds them, they could be animated into something powerful.”

“No,” Clive said. “We don’t destroy the bodies. We don’t even kill them. We need to

start taking them alive.”



Chapter 795
Good Friends

Jason slowly meandered along an empty street with shops to his left and the beach
to his right. The ghost town wasn’t a true replica of his hometown but a nostalgic version of
it from his youth. There was an Aussie rules football memorabilia store, several of which
had cropped up, failed and closed as he grew up. He stopped in front of Mrs Kim’s
Takeaway, a favourite before she sold up and moved to Coffs Harbour.

He stared at the glass storefront, plastered in the usual stickers advertising ice
creams and soft drinks. He went inside, the bell on the door jingling. There were no
people, but the bain-marie was filled with artery-clogging delights, steam teasing at the
bottom of the glass case. Jason opened the flip-top counter and moved behind it, then slid
open its glass door. The smell of deep-fried oil wafted out, the scent of his childhood
summers. He smiled sadly.

“I wish the territory hadn’t taken this form,” he said.

“Why is that?” Shade asked, emerging from Jason’s shadow.

“Because it’s time to expand my territory. As soon as that boundary thins, living
anomalies will come swarming in. Even if they don’t trash everything, I'm going to paint
this town with their bodies. | don’t want to see that. There aren’t many memories of Earth |
have left that aren’t tainted in some way.”

Jason grabbed a metal scoop and a paper bag, half-filling it with hot chips. He gave it
a liberal sprinkle of chicken salt from a shaker before filling the bag and doing it again. He
let the bag drop lightly to the bench a couple of times to shake down the salt.

“You look like you've done that before,” Shade observed.

“I worked here for the summer when | was sixteen. The last summer before Mrs Kim
sold the place. The new owner wasn’t as good, but he didn’t have to be. If you sell chips
so close to the beach in this town, you can make enough money in the summer to coast
through the rest of the year.”

Jason plucked a chip from the bag and bit off half its length.

“Just as good as | remember,” he said. “Which is probably better than they actually
were. Memory is funny like that. For me, anyway. | imagine yours is a lot better than mine,
you being immortal and all.”

“Yes, Mr Asano, but that doesn’t always mean better. | will never get to experience
the kind of nostalgia you are feeling right now. Becoming a familiar allows astral entities

like myself to slowly accumulate authority, but that was never my motivation. | want to



experience the cosmos in ways that |, as a shadow creature of the astral, otherwise could
not.”

Jason looked at Shade with a speculative expression.

“You know, Shade, | use your senses all the time. See and hear what you see.”

“Yes, Mr Asano.”

“Do you think we could do it the other way?”

“We cannot, Mr Asano.”

“Something to work on when | summon your next vessel, then.”

Jason let out a cleansing sigh and put the other half of the chip in his mouth. He
wandered outside and used his aura to float up into the air, Shade rising beside him. He
looked over the town while snacking on his chips.

“Enough putting it off,” he said.

He closed his eyes, spreading his senses out through his territory. Each of the
transformation zones Jason had experienced was a little different from the others. A quirk
of this one was that expansion wasn't a matter of spreading out in every direction but
choosing a neighbouring territory and expanding into that one specifically. He had no
information on the neighbouring territories, so he chose one on the opposite side of the
mountain from the town. He would spare it for as long as he could.

Jason conjured his cloak and flew around the mountain. He soared over green
bushland that ran up to the shadowy veil that marked the territorial boundary. When he
expanded his power to try and claim the territory, the veil would thin and living anomalies
would start spilling through. The bushland was good terrain for him, hard for large numbers
to group up and filled with shadows.

Jason closed his eyes, letting his senses blend into the space around him. He felt the
earth, the trees and the air; the people inside the fortress and even the dim sims in Mrs
Kim's bain-marie. He pushed out, the territorial boundary resisting for a moment before

starting to shimmer.

He sensed the living anomalies spilling in through the veil and let himself drop from

the sky. He fell through the canopy below, letting the bush swallow him.

*kk



The territory Rick was in looked like a city where architect and alchemist was the
same job, one carried out with extreme enthusiasm. It was a cross between a dirty
industrial centre and a giant's alchemy set, with glass vats sticking out of walls and
massive pipes running under steel catwalks that ran between buildings.

Rick jabbed his spear into the cobbled street vertically, like tapping a ceremonial
staff. Dozen of spears pierced back up in a wide area around him, each one impaling a
gelatinous creature. The spears then immediately sprouted barbs that riddled their bodies,
visible through their semi-translucent flesh.

The creatures were vaguely humanoid, in a ‘getting craned out of your house on the
news’ kind way. Their bodies looked like someone had put something they shouldn’tin a
jelly mould when the mould itself was already dubious. They were naked and fully,
although not generously, anatomically equipped. They didn’t have a mouth or nose, but
they did have large eyeballs floating in their jelly heads.

More unpleasant than the appearance of the creatures was their smell. This was
made significantly worse when they tore themselves off Rick’s barbed spears, shredding
their bodies in the process. This left them a splattered mess on the ground, crawling slowly
in his direction. Marek descended from the sky to land next to Rick and immediately
winced at the stench.

"l do not care for your approach to combat against these particular foes," Marek told
him. "From a tactical perspective, it is a sound path to victory. From an olfactory one, it
feels like defeat.”

“We’re not here to win,” Rick told him. “We’re here to scout the territory, find any allies
and move on.”

“Then move on we shall,” Marek said, his voice choked off as he tried to not use his
nose. “l envy your ability to shut off your sense of smell.”

“I thought envying the ‘lesser races’ was against your religion.”

“It's indoctrination, not religion, as much as Jason Asano is disinclined to recognise
the difference. But if it were, my companions and | would be in apostasy. As has been
explained to you at length.”

“A couple of months ago you were cutting down adventurers for the people you claim
to hate now.”

“Our actions could not have been different. | will not lie and claim to feel great
remorse for what | have done as a slave of the astral kings, but know that the alternative
for us was death.”

“Some things are worth dying for. Like not killing a city’s worth of innocent people.”



“I do not expect you to understand, Rick Geller. | hope you never do. Having your
very soul enslaved is not something | would wish on another. But we took our chance to
escape that fate. We did not turn against our old masters at the point of Jason Asano’s
sword; we sought him out. To go against him at this point would obviate the purpose of
everything we have done while soiling a relationship | expect to benefit us for centuries.
Furthermore, attempting to escape him now would be suicide. As would trying to escape
later once he unites the transformation zone. All of which means that you put us in an
awkward position. | can only hope that you can see how our interests are aligned.”

The sloppy, stinking blob creatures were crawling closer and the pair left, Rick
leaping to the rooftop of a three-storey building and Marek flying after him.

“My people found only undead and these living anomalies in this territory,” Marek
said. “No allies or intelligent enemies, so we should head for the next.”

“Agreed,” Rick said.

Marek sent out aura pulses that serves as simple commands for his scattered allies.
They had access to Jason's interface, but only as it pertained to the territories. They
couldn't use functions like group chat. He and Rick stood waiting for them to regroup
before setting out.

“What did you mean by me putting you in an awkward position?” Rick asked.

“If anything happens to you, whether | could have prevented it or not, Jason Asano
will hold me responsible. That makes your life more valuable than mine, or that of any of
my people individually. Asano did not put that dynamic in place by accident. You are more
valuable to him than any of us.”

“That doesn’t change the fact that you and your band of murder angels could kill me
any time you feel like. Telling me that you promise not to when we were fighting each other
not that long ago doesn’t fill me with confidence.”

“Trust is built over time and this is the beginning of that time. We have mutual
interests.”

“Oh, mutual interests, great. I'm starting to understand Jason’s approach of making
friends rather than allies.”

“| suspect that we would not make good friends, Rickard Geller.”

—

The living anomalies that swarmed into Jason’s territory took the form of bone

feasters. His early days in Rimaros included a supply delivery to a fortress town besieged

by this type of monster, although the living anomaly version was not quite the same.



The appearance was a match, being emaciated purple humanoids with giant mouths
for faces. They had the power to grow and reshape bone, creating blades, projectiles and
armour they wielded with surprising skill for frenzied monsters. That and their impressive
agility served to compensate for a lack of raw power. They were monsters that could easily
punish unskilled adventurers.

The normal version was silver-rank and relatively weak, manifesting in massive
numbers. During the monster surge, Jason had fought what amounted to an army of them
to lift the siege on the town. He swiftly found that these living anomaly replicas were
different, courtesy of their higher rank.

While the anomaly feasters were ostensibly gold-rank, their power level was not. By
the later stages of the transformation zone, when the last territories were being claimed,
the anomalies would be a match for most monsters of their rank. In this early stage, they
were relatively pitiful. This meant that Jason could handle them, although not easily. They
still had gold-rank damage reduction and resistances against lower ranks, but many elite
adventurers could ignore the rank disparity, Jason included. Capable silver-rank
adventurers could handle anomalies at this stage, to the point that they made good
training.

While the anomaly feasters were even weaker for their rank than the real thing, weak
for gold-rank was still a large power spike over weak for silver. Their strength and speed
were closer to that of a high-end silver-rank monster, and their bone powers were also
enhanced. They couldn't do anything new with them, but the resilience and growth of their
bones were much higher.

The anomaly feasters also grew the bones with more refined shaping than the real
monsters could manage. This made for weapons that were sharper yet stronger, and
armour that was less restrictive. This meant superior coverage with less impedance to
their agility.

The difference between these bone feasters and the ones Jason knew meant that he
needed to make the most of his advantages. His most prominent asset was the
environment they were fighting in. His battle with the real feasters had been in a wide-open
gulch with countless enemies and nowhere to hide. Fighting the anomaly feasters in the
same environment would force him to quickly flee at best, and quickly die at worst.

In this replica of the Australian bush, it was a different story. It wasn’t the thick
rainforest of the far north but the feasters were still forced to break up to navigate the
terrain. Jason, on the other hand, could move undetected and untouched, a wraith in the

darkness. He was weakest at the start of fights when he had yet to harvest the life force of



the defeated. Even two or three of the bone feasters were dangerous in the beginning,
being faster and stronger than he was. Their agility also allowed them to fight relatively
well despite the uneven ground, mixed surfaces and obstacle-filled environment.

That was not enough to compensate for Jason’s hit-and-run tactics as he flickered
through shadows like a staccato ghost, landing hits and vanishing. They made the most of
his moments of exposure, however, landing hits with arm blades or bone darts. It put his
regenerative powers through a workout.

The armour of the bone feasters made it hard for Jason to score early kills. Their
armour not only had superior coverage than regular bone feasters but also blocked many
forms of magic attack. Jason's afflictions were largely ineffective and Colin's leeches
couldn't find gaps to dig through before being scraped off or squished between armour
segments.

Jason had a solution to this in another advantage he’d lacked when fighting the real
feasters. His sword, Hegemon’s Will, could not only absorb the power of Jason’s conjured
dagger but added a corrosion affliction when it did so. This proved effective not just at
melting holes in the armour but preventing it from growing back.

This offered Jason weak points to target and land afflictions, although the whole
process was laborious. He tried using Gordon’s butterflies to spread afflictions faster but it
proved futile. The projectile attacks and incredible reflexes of the feasters meant that the
butterflies were taken out before they could spread. The scant few that did slip through
proved incapable of sinking through the bone armour to be absorbed and were quickly
scraped off. Jason discarded that strategy and resolved to finish things the hard way,
which he ultimately did not mind. Fights like this would push his sluggish essence abilities
towards faster advancement.

As the long and gruelling fight dragged on, Jason finally began making headway.
Bone feasters were starting to fall to his afflictions and he was diligent in draining their
remnant life force. This boosted his speed until it overtook that of his enemies, allowing
him to fight more safely, even as he fought more boldly. Even so, there was still a long
fight ahead of him. He knew that painstakingly whittling the feasters down would be a
lengthy process unless something changed.

That change came with two silver-rank auras that shot out of the territorial boundary
at speeds that would satisfy gold-rankers. Immediately after they arrived, a column of lava
smashed down like a satellite weapon, incinerating bushland and bone feaster alike. The

column swept back and forth, carving a fiery swath of destruction.



Jason rose through the canopy to where he could see Farrah, in obsidian armour and
held aloft by fiery wings. She was blasting down with her lava cannon power, setting fire to
the bushland. Sophie, floating next to her, moved next to Jason in a blur of motion he
could barely track.

“We thought we’d help,” Sophie told him. “From what I'm sensing down there, it looks
like you’re kind of slow. Well, not kind of slow as much as just slow. Really, really slow.”

“You think you would be faster?”

“Than you? Yes. Than Farrah? Well, she’s going to run out of mana pretty quick like
that.”

“She’s starting a huge bushfire in my territory.”

“She uses fire to replenish her mana.”

“And | use my territory to not be burned to the ground!”

Sophie turned slowly in the air, taking a look at Jason’s territory.

“Why does that mountain look like the back of your head?”



Chapter 796
Lackeys

Farrah wore obsidian armour, covering everything but her head. She flew down to
join Jason and Sophie just over the bush canopy, rubbing her temples. All around them,
the bush was aflame.

“There’s still plenty of them left,” Farrah said. “I'll go again once | get some mana
back. The lava cannon is fun, but not especially precise, and these monsters seem quite
springy. | don’t remember bone feasters being this quick on their feet while armoured up.”

“They're not really monsters,” Jason explained. “They're fakes. Also, maybe we could
try an approach other than a massive lava cannon that most of them just dodge. One that
doesn't involve burning my territory to the ground.”

“What's the big deal?” Farrah asked. “I bet that mountain has whatever passes for a
central base in it. No fire’s getting in there. Did you carve it into the shape of your own
head?”

“The big deal,” Jason said, “is that on the other side of this mountain is a replica of
Casselton Beach, which a bushfire will rip through. Including the ice cream shop.”

“What?” Farrah yelped. “Okay, hold on. There's a fire and we need to stop it. This is
fine, it's all going to be fine. Right, | can absorb fire to get mana back. | just have to absorb
all the fire and everything will be okay. You two can deal with the monsters.”

She shot off towards the nearest batch of flames.

Jason shook his head and turned to Sophie.

“Shall we?” he asked, pointing down into the bushland and the anomalies within.

“Let’s,” she said and let herself fall.

Korinne Pescos frantically scrambled between massive rocks in the bottom of the
vast desert canyon. She stopped, pressing her back against the stone left scorching hot by
the unyielding sun. She glanced up at the massive crystal jutting from the rock she was
hiding behind. The powerful alien aura it pulsed out was masking her presence from her
gold-rank pursuer.

The crystal was one of many, blanketing the canyon that was kilometres across and
dozens of kilometres long. The clashing auras they produced left her with a splitting
headache but she was grateful for them nonetheless. The Undeath priest hunting her
could not sense her any more than she could him, and there were plenty of rocks, gullies

and overhangs to hide her.



She’d been so happy in the beginning. Of all the places she could have been
dropped in the transformation zone, she ran into two of her team members almost
immediately. Then they had met the priest, and now the animated bodies of Jetta and
Polix were chasing her through the canyon. They were trying to flush her out like hunting
hounds while she had to flee, even as she mourned them.

The priest was in no rush, loudly and gleefully taunting her. He had the power and
was making a game of it. He could track her down and make short work of her if he tried
but, instead, teased her like a cat with a mouse. Korinne knew it was only a matter of time
until he got bored or she made a lethal mistake. She could feel the despair clawing at her
like an animal, stalking around in the shattered remains of her hope.

Suddenly she felt a surge of power that somehow cut through the pervasive aura of
the crystals. AlImost the moment she felt it there was a massive crash that thundered in her
ears and shook the ground. Dust flooded the canyon like a tidal wave, washing past her
and cutting off her vision.

She came out from her hiding place, navigating carefully with her hands held out in
front of her. All she could see was dust and an occasional golden flash in the distance. A
ringing sound of hammering metal rang out like a blacksmith working a piece of iron.

Korinne flinched back when she almost stumbled into Jetta. Her friend, now a slack-
jawed corpse, showed no reaction to Korinne and stood still as a mannequin. She
continued towards the sound, barely caring if the commotion was made by enemy or ally.
Finally, she encountered two figures walking through the dust cloud, their blurry shapes
resolving into people she recognised.

One was the leonid, Gareth Xandier, but larger than she remembered by some two
feet. His eyes blazed with golden light and she could sense his aura when she
concentrated on it, even through the interference of the crystals. He was gold-rank despite
having been silver when she had seen him just hours previous. The man walking
alongside him was Rufus Remore, looking unchanged. Korinne quickly approached them,
looking up at the leonid.

“The priest?” she asked. Dust crawled into her mouth, leaving it dry and chalky.

“Dealt with,” Gary told her.

“What happened to you?”

“Cup of Heroes.”

“Oh. I'm sorry. How long do you have?”

“In this place? As long as we’re here. Perhaps another three hours after we leave.”

“You get to keep the power that long?” she asked.



“The gods cannot reach us here. There is nowhere for the power to return to, so it
does not try.”

Rufus, who had remained silent, walked past her to look at Jetta’s unmoving body.
The dust was beginning to settle, increasing visibility distance. Rufus’ expression turned
dark as he asked Korinne a question.

“Isn’t this—"

“‘My team member, yes,” Korinne told him. “There’s another one out there
somewhere. | suppose the dust will have to clear before we find him.”

“Would you like me to put them to rest?” Rufus asked.

“No,” Korinne said. “I couldn’t save them, but at least | can do this.”

Tears cut through the dust caking her face as she marched grimly towards Jetta.
Rufus glanced at Gary but said nothing.

-

The messengers were in a state of confusion. Their last clear memories were of
initiating the ritual that would convert the natural array into a soul forge. After that was an
incoherent mess of images and sensations that could only be called memories by the most
generous definition.

Now that the external influence of the corrupted messenger tree had been purged,
they were trying to put together the pieces of what had happened. They needed to know
where they were, what their circumstances were and what to do about it. They had some
information from the system message, Jason's power having imprinted elements of his
system interface on the entire zone. The messengers, however, lacked critical elements of
context.

There were two gold-ranked and what they believed were five silver-ranked
messengers. Belinda wasn’t sure how many of the messengers had been overtaken by the
elemental tree, rather than spawned from it, but she guessed this was a good percentage
of those that survived. The gold-rankers seemed well-versed in magical theory which
made sense. These were the ones sent to transform the natural array into a soul forge.
Given that they had failed spectacularly, their competence in employing that theory was up
in the air.

The messengers were gathered atop the ruins of a stone ziggurat, one of many ruins
poking out from the canopy of a sprawling jungle. Belinda wasn’t sure about the size of
most territories, but this one was enormous. There were plateaued mountains in one
direction, some hundred kilometres away. In the opposite direction, that land was mostly

flat to the horizon, blanketed in lush green jungle. The air was hot and wet, the sun



scathing in a clear sky. Insects buzzed around but were not fool enough to approach such
powerful auras.

They had all been dumped in the transformation zone separately, wiping out undead
and living anomalies until they found one another. The anomalies took the form of jungle
beasts, from lizards and cats to clouds of insects and lurking bog monsters. Belinda had
been doubly lucky, first in finding an isolated silver-rank messenger. The others were too
distant to sense Belinda killing her and sinking her to the bottom of a swamp. A
concealment and preservation ritual would prevent the corpse from turning to rainbow
smoke too quickly, and make her hard to find. It would take a gold-ranker making a
concerted search at relatively close range to find it.

Belinda’s other lucky break was that the messengers were isolated from their astral
king. This meant that they could not rely on that connection to identify an outsider in their
midst. She hadn't been certain of that point until she’d already infiltrated the group, but
their conversation quickly confirmed it.

Infiltrating the messenger group had been a gamble, but several key things had gone
her way. Being isolated from their astral king was one, and their confusion another. She
had no idea of the personality of the messenger she had replaced but generic arrogant
prick seemed a safe bet. With all of the messengers out of sorts from their ordeal, being at
least somewhat out of character would fit right in.

The gold-rankers had managed to scavenge enough materials for a basic ritual to
assess their environment. Messenger bodies were highly magical and their feathers could
stand in for various materials. Their blood likewise made good material to draw out the
lines and sigils. Naturally, one of the silver-rankers was ‘volunteered’ to supply them, the
gold-rankers unwilling to pluck their own feathers.

Belinda got lucky that they didn’t pick her, as her shape-shifting power would not
imbue her body with the intrinsic magic of the messengers. Just maintaining a messenger-
like aura was tricky enough; the strength and nature her aura seemed to have would easily
crack under scrutiny.

Along with messenger body parts, they spread out to gather material from the jungle
around them. Plants and rocks with high concentrations of magic weren’t too hard to find
and they gathered the required material in a few hours. Belinda’s knowledge would have
allowed her to go faster, but she had quickly realised that the silver-rankers were not
meant to have a lot of magical knowledge. That was for the gold-rankers while the rest of

them were merely lackeys.



Belinda hadn’t figured out the name of her identity yet. Unless someone else used it,
she might have to take a risk to get it. If someone used it and she didn’t answer, not
realising they were speaking to her, that could be the end. It was a dangerous
contradiction that could help or ruin her, depending on how it went. Her best bet was to try
and get someone to use it, but that held risks in itself.

The gold-rank messengers proved that they were quite good at not just using magic
but interpreting the results, despite their failure with the natural array. As an enthusiast of
improvised magic herself, Belinda learned a lot from the process of the messengers
cobbling together their ritual. She hoped that studying the messengers and their magic
would give her a critical chance down the line.

The ritual itself was not much to look at, just the gold rankers floating in the air above
the ritual circle. Afterwards, they discussed what the ritual had shown them, along with
their physical exploration of the zone and the scattered memories from their time under the
messenger tree’s control.

Messenger arrogance helped Belinda out as they did not bother with the silver-
rankers at all during this process. The gold-rankers decided that only their insights and
recollections were valuable, saving Belinda from the need to invent some.

The messengers demonstrated some impressive deductive reasoning, grasping the
main points of their circumstances. They didn’t have everything, but put together more
than she expected, relative to what she and the other expedition members had been told
by Jason.

Galis Jay Vahal was one of the gold-rankers, the other being named Kol Kelis Vel.

“In short,” Galis said, “we need to claim and unify these territories before anyone else
in here. If that means eliminating any opposition we encounter then all the better. We do
not know everything yet, so we can extract answers from them before we let them die.”

“Should we?” one of the silver-rankers asked. “Haven’t we been tainted by what
happened to us? Removed from the pure messenger ideal? Perhaps we should destroy
ourselves, rather than return to Vesta Carmis Zell corrupted.”

“Don’t be an idiot,” Belinda snapped, hoping this was her moment. “If the gold-
rankers thought that, they would have destroyed us already. We need to listen to their
words and obey their commands. Thinking for yourself will get you nowhere. Obviously.”

Galis looked to Belinda with approval, then at the other messenger.

“Relia Vin Vala is correct,” he said. “Do not presume that your understanding of
anything is greater than ours, Cas Vin Baral. You should thank Relia Vin Vala as her

wisdom has saved you from a more violent education at my hands.”



The look Cas Vin Baral gave Belinda was not one of gratitude. She had made an
enemy, but getting her name and ingratiating herself with the gold-rankers had been worth
it. It was a good beginning.

-

Neil's early days as an adventurer had been a mixed bag. Assigned as a lackey to
Thadwick Mercer through family obligation, dealing with a fool whose arrogance and
incompetence only escalated over time had been a miserable experience. Outside of
Thadwick himself, however, things had been good.

The Mercer family seemed to understand exactly what they had piled onto Neil and
went out of their way to compensate. From the day his training began, years before
absorbing his essences, the Mercer family had given him training, facilities and resources
that only the Gellers could match.

Whether all that was from guilt or a desire to give Thadwick the best companions,
Neil still didn’t know. If it came down to Thadwick’s mother, he would put faith in her good
intentions. But the Mercer family was large and Thadwick was raised primarily by his
father. In his good intentions, Neil had no faith at all.

Other aspects of Neil's early years made life with Thadwick bearable. He was another
face in the crowd when it came to being an admirer of Thadwick's sister, Cassandra, but
had more proximity than most. His early hostility to Jason had not come from any loyalty to
Thadwick but outrage that Cassandra had chosen Jason, of all people. He would
eventually — and grudgingly — come to recognise that Jason wasn’t without virtue, but
remained convinced that Jason had unscrupulously seduced her through otherworldly
culinary delights.

More than any of that, what had gotten Neil through working with Thadwick was the
third member of their team, Dustin Kettering. Dustin was in the same position as Neil,
forced to train and work with Thadwick through the obligation of his family to the Mercers.
Neil and Dustin, two people in the same circumstance, with the same problems,
unsurprisingly built up a camaraderie.

Dustin had joined Rick’s team, not long after Neil had joined Jason and Humphrey.
Like Neil and Dustin, Rick’s group were struggling with the repercussions of the disastrous
expedition out of Greenstone. Thadwick and Rick’s party member, Jonas, had both been
captured by the Builder cult and implanted with star seeds, leading to unpleasant ends for
both. Dustin might not have cared for Thadwick, but there was an understanding that

allowed him to find a place with Rick and his teammates.



Both Neil and Dustin had been lost after Thadwick had gone completely off the rails.
Neil had been lured into Jason's team, mostly by the assurances of Humphrey's mother.
He still might have refused because of Jason himself if Jason hadn't paid Neil a visit.
Jason's approach of honesty had made Neil realise that Jason would be an annoyance,
but one he could live with. Respect had taken quite a bit longer and a large number of
sandwiches, reaffirming Neil's suspicions about Jason and Cassandra.

When Neil and Dustin found themselves dropped in the same territory, it made for a
welcome reunion. It also gave them a frontline and healer combination. They discussed
this as they walked beside a canal in a city with looming gothic architecture.

“We need some damage dealers,” Dustin said.

“Sure, but that can be anyone,” Neil said dismissively. “Damage dealers get all the
glory, but it's people like you and me that determine victory and defeat. We just need to
recruit the first idiot we encounter who can lob a firebolt or shoot an arrow. I'd even be

willing to accept an affliction specialist, so long as he brings snacks.”



Chapter 797

Yellow Bell

The three-headed dog hadn’t been hard to take down with the gold-rankers Clive’s
group had on hand. The creature dissolved into rainbow smoke almost immediately,
leaving behind a basketball-sized crystal orb. Inside, motes of blue and orange light

swirled through inky darkness. Clive was the one who examined it.

“What are we looking at?” Constance asked.

“It says you can establish a spirit domain,” Clive said. “Like the sanctified ground
within a temple. There’s some requirement | don’t meet, but | can still use this thing to
claim the territory. Are you sure it shouldn’t be a gold-ranker doing this?”

“Jason is on your team,” Emir said. “Since the territories will all need to be handed
over to him eventually, it's best if we let the person most loyal to him claim them. | don’t
think there would be a problem, but we should still do our best to avoid one.”

“I guess I'll just use it, then?” Clive said, his voice not hiding his uncertainty.

“If you’re not going to use it then give it to me,” said Beaufort.

“Uh, no,” Clive said to the Builder cult leader. “I'll use it.”

—

The two gold-rank messengers had finished preparing the ritual that would let them
not just claim a territory but establish the basis for a spirit domain. The orb they had taken
from the final anomaly sat in the middle of a ritual circle drawn in messenger blood. Rather
than spread out the duty of supplying blood and feathers, they used Cas Vin Baral for all of
it due to his ‘complaining in a fashion unbecoming of the most advanced species in the
cosmos.’

The reason they had yet to conduct the ritual was the question of who would be the
one to use the orb. The two gold-rankers had to decide between them and the discussion

did not go well.



“I am the senior,” Galis Jay Vahal said.

“Age is an irrelevant factor,” Kol Kelis Vel shot back. “| was the expedition leader’s
direct subordinate, so | should be leader in her absence.”

Belinda stood with the silver-rank messengers, still disguised as one of them. They
watched in silence, all knowing better than to interject. She certainly wasn'’t going to bring
up any of the things she’d off-handedly mentioned to the individual gold-rankers in private.
As it turned out, prodding the ambitions of high-ranking messengers was startlingly easy.

Jason, Farrah and Sophie were eating ice creams as they watched messengers fly
around in the air over the mountain fortress.

“I think you’re trusting her too easily,” Farrah said, not for the first time.

“I've literally walked through her soul,” Jason said. “It's nowhere near as sketchy as
mine.”

“She’s a messenger,” Farrah pointed out. “Whether you've traipsed through her soul
or not, it’s a risk.”

“Sometimes you just take a risk on someone,” Sophie said, glancing at Jason. “Even
if they don’t make it easy on you. You never know what helping someone just because
they need it might lead to.”

“But sometimes you don’t have time for that,” Farrah said. “You’re making this harder
on yourself than you have to, Jason.”

“Yep,” Jason agreed. “I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but making things harder than |
have to is kind of my thing. Sophie’s right. Helping people isn’t about getting benefits, but it
does seem to have a lot of them. | had no idea that | would need Jali’s help keeping a
bunch of confused messengers calm after setting them free, yet here we are.”

Jason finished his ice cream, happily crunching through the waffle cone. He then
pulled the glowing orb from his inventory.

“Every transformation zone is a little different,” he said. “Time to see what
consolidating territory looks like this time.”

“When are you going to start?” Emir asked.

“I've already done it,” Clive said, nodding at the orb in his hands. “Look.”

The orb dissolved, slowly at first but sped up quickly. The dark energy, speckled with
blue and orange, seeped into Clive’s body. The others looked around for any change but
saw nothing different.

“That’s it?” asked Marla, the gold-rank brightheart commander.



The gold-rankers looked to the sky.

“Those messengers just became a lot easier to sense,” Emir said. “They came out of
stasis. What’s going on?”

“We need to catch them,” Clive said. “They’re all comatose.”

“Comatose?” Emir asked. “We could let them hit the ground, and then make sure
they’re dead.”

“You're the one who said | should claim this place,” Clive told him. “| say we keep
them alive.”

“I'm with Bahadir,” Marla said. “The only messenger | would come close to trusting is
the one I'm certain is dead.”

“Jason already has a messenger collection,” Emir said. “He doesn’t need anymore.”

“l don’t think that’'s how he’d see it,” Clive said.

“Why do we care about what someone who isn’t here thinks?” Marla asked.

“Because,” Clive said, “all of these territories ultimately have to be handed over to
him, at which point he’ll do some rewriting of reality. Jason can be rather extreme when he
feels like something has gone the way it shouldn’t, and this process is going to be
unreliable as is. | think it's best if we don’t prompt him to do something even more
outlandish than necessary.”

“'m not sure this sounds like someone we want rewriting reality,” Martha said.

“Then you shouldn’t have let me claim this territory,” Clive said. “I trust him over every
person here.”

“Clive is right to trust Jason,” Emir said. “He has experience with what’s going on here
that none of us share. | shouldn’t have suggested killing the messengers. The fall is
unlikely to kill silver-rankers, but we should make sure.”

“No need,” Clive said curtly. “I'll deal with it, but please refrain from interfering.”



Clive pointed upwards and started drawing with his finger. A few meters above him,
golden lines started appearing where he pointed as he drew a massive ritual circle. When
he had finished drawing out the lines and sigils of the ritual circle he opened his storage
space, a small circle of runes ringing a portal.

He pulled objects from the portal one by one, tossing them into the air. Instead of
falling back down, they floated up to different areas in the ritual diagram. There were
several fistfuls of spirit coins, feathers of different colours and a blob of pale blue slime in a
glass jar. Once they reached their designated position, they hovered in place.

Clive had worked swiftly and with confidence, the entire process taking less than half
a minute. Even so, the messengers had almost reached the end of their monumental fall
from well over a dozen kilometres in the air.

As the unconscious messengers reached the final half kilometre, they slowed slightly
as their trajectories curved towards the ritual circle. The first messenger was still
plummeting when it reached just a few metres from them the ritual circle and struck a
sheet of magic that became visible on impact.

The sheet reacted to the impact like a trampoline made of fly paper. The magical
sheet flexed down as the messenger hammered into it before springing back, but the
messenger wasn’t bounced off. She adhered to the sheet like glue as it shook back and
forth several times. The second messenger hit the sheet and the first was suddenly loose,
drifting slowly down. She passed through the ritual diagram without impacting it and came
to rest in the long grass.

More messengers fell like rain, although none crashed into one another on the
magical sheet. While that was happening, Clive pulled out a notebook and started
scrawling in it with a pencil.

“You didn’t pull out any notes before drawing out the magic diagram,” Emir observed.

“No,” Clive confirmed.

“It's a rather niche ritual to have memorised.”

“l didn’t have it memorised,” Clive told him. “I just made it up.”

“You just invented a complex ritual off the top of your head?”

Clive snorted a laugh.

“Sure, complex.”

“Clive, I'd try and poach you for my treasure-hunting operation again, but I’'m not sure

| can afford to pay you what you’re worth.”

*kk



The shadowy veil between Jason’s territory and the one he had expanded his
influence into was barely visible after dealing with the living anomalies. After the bone
feasters had been dealt with, a massive monstrosity had come lumbering through. It had
some physiological similarities to the bone feasters, being bone exoskeleton over leathery
flesh, but that was the extent of it. Where they were human-sized, the final anomaly was
the size of a cottage and looked like a cross between a beetle and a mantis, walking on six
legs but with two arms sporting serrated bone blades.

The boss anomaly had been relatively easy to deal with, too big to share the agility of
the bone feasters. Jason had loaded it with afflictions and let it stomp around the
blackened remains of the bushland until it dropped. He knew it would be the easiest fight
he experienced in the transformation zone.

Through what was now the nearly translucent veil to the next zone, what they could
see was a massive gorge running through a mountain range. Mist shrouded the space
below, giving them no sense of how high up it was, although it would have been deep
underground in Jason’s territory. The border between the territories was both extreme and
abrupt.

Natural stone spires jutted up all along the gorge, intermingled with islands that
floated in the air through some magical effect. The mountains framing the gorge were a
mixture of sheer stone cliffs and terraced areas large enough for trees and grass to grow.
They even sported the occasional wooden building in what Jason found reminiscent of a
traditional Japanese style. The floating islands and a couple of the spires with flattened
tops had the same greenery.

They could see multiple waterfalls, mostly from the mountains to the side. One spilled
out from the top of a natural spire while another spilled from the edge of a floating island,
despite no apparent source.

There was a path running a meandering passage through the gorge. It was
comprised of rope bridges between the spires, the islands and the mountainsides,
switching back and forth more than it moved forward. Some parts of the path passed by
the greenery and the buildings. Other sections went up or down stairs hewn into the
mountains or around the circumference of the spires. Natural trails were mingled with
carved ones, all of them precarious.

Jason, Farrah and Sophie looked out, through the veil. Jason’s eyes panned up and
down, the upper and lower reaches of the territory reaching much further than his own.

“That is picturesque,” Jason said.

“This is what adventuring is meant to be like,” Farrah said.



“It does look like we’re going to fall off ledges a lot though,” Jason said.

“We can all fly,” Sophie pointed out.

“Oh yeah,” Jason said. “Why couldn’t | see those mountains before? They’re
definitely taller than the veil, and | can see the magic tree that’'s much further away.”

“We started on the other side and couldn’t see your giant head mountain,” Sophie
said. “The veil must block all vision other than the big tree in the middle.”

“At least until you push your influence through the veil and take out all the anomalies
that come out to object,” Jason said.

He held the orb out in front of him.

>

“This all feels too easy,” Jason said. “The genesis core is already stable, and it looks
like we just need the one per territory, from the boss drop. Well-defined territories mean
expansion is only on one front. We know where the anomalies will come from instead of
having them stream in from every direction.”

“Are you complaining because things are good?” Sophie asked. “Are you an idiot?”

“I'm hoping all this is because | was able to shape this transformation zone as it
formed,” Jason explained. “Since my last transformation zone, I've picked up an astral
throne and an astral gate. I've picked up a lot of experience dealing with quasi-real
dimensional spaces. Plus, I've also built up a tolerance for dimensional forces.”

“There you go, then,” Farrah said. “You’ve just countered your own concern.”

“But what if I'm wrong? What if it all goes to—"

“What if you’re wrong?” Farrah cut him off. “Then we do what we always do and
figure it out. You’ll come up with some lunatic idea and save the damn day. It'll probably
annoy Neil and be so ridiculous that Rufus tries to talk you out of it. Maybe you’ll convince
Clive to turn Gary into a giant hairy arrow or something, | don’t know. Then you'll get a
weird power and make a king or someone angry in the process. You know how this goes
and yet, after all we’ve been through, not only are you whinging about it, but you're doing
so because it's too easy?”

She ran her fingers through her hair in frustration before continuing her rant.

“I've been putting up with this staring into the middle-distance sad boy routine for a

long while now because yeah, some crappy stuff happened. But now it’s time to put on



your big girl pants, fight the bad guy and save the day. There’s even a princess out there
to rescue, so get off your butt, make some reference we don’t understand and get
moving.”

“‘Um...?”" Jason voiced hesitantly.

“What?” Farrah snarled.

“'m not on my butt?”

Farrah’s eyes went maniac wide and Jason flinched.

“Right, uh, obscure pop culture reference. Did you ever see Ferris Bueller's Day Off?”

“l did,” Farrah said impatiently. “And Ferris Bueller was a little prick. You can’t do
better than that?”

“Uh... everybody Wang Chung tonight?”

‘Il do,” Farrah said. “Now, shut up and go fight some evil.”



Chapter 798
Rock Climbing

Farrah glowered as she reached for another handhold on the icy cliff face. The steam
produced by the ice carried on the powerful winds blasting her was immediately carried off
by those same winds.

“Oh yeah, let’s all just jump off this cliff,” she said bitterly in voice chat. “We can all

fly.
“‘How was | meant to know?” Sophie asked from the top of the cliff. Her flight power

involved wind manipulation, and while not working as normal, had at least allowed her to

return to the clifftop instead of being smashed into it like Jason and Farrah.

>
>

The flight powers of Jason’s shadowy void cloak and Farrah’s fiery wings had both
been entirely negated, turning their attempt to fly into a swift plummet. They were both
smashed into the cliff face by the wind, tumbling down until they managed to grab
handholds on the rock. After Sophie returned to the top, Jason shadow-jumped to a Shade
body hidden in her shadow, leaving Farrah to climb alone. Rock climbing, even in extreme
conditions, wasn’t a challenge for anyone with silver-rank strength and coordination. That
fact did not improve Farrah’s mood.

“I blame you,” Sophie told Jason as they waited side by side. The cliff edge was a
narrow ledge just beyond the veil beyond which lay Jason’s territory.

“How is this my fault?” Jason asked.

“You’re the one who wanted to explore the new territory before unifying it with the one
you’ve already got. If you'd used the magic ball first, you could probably control those
winds.”

“I should,” Jason said. “But don’t you have the spirit of adventure? Don’t you want to
cross rickety rope bridges over bottomless chasms? Traverse windswept mountain trails
as the vast panorama spans out before you?”

“That does appeal,” Sophie said. “It's nice when adventuring means something other
than going places just to kill things. | don’t know how open to it Farrah will be.”

They both looked to the edge as an arm came up like a zombie bursting from the
grave. Farrah clambered up, not bothering to stand. She rolled onto the ledge and just lay

there.



“You're not wrong,” she told them. “We promised you fun adventures back in the day,
and this is the kind of thing we were talking about. We didn’t think it would be in some
fragmented reality fissure, but that’s just how it goes sometimes. Or most of the time when
you’re around, Jason.”

“So you’re up for following this trail through the gorge?” Jason asked.

‘I would be,” Farrah said, “but we’ve wasted enough time already, and you know that.
We can’t spend days making our highly inefficient way through an entire mountain range
while the Undeath priests are out there claiming territories.”

Jason’s shoulders slumped.

“Yeah,” he begrudgingly acknowledged. “I'll go get Jali so she can first-contact the
messengers when they come out of stasis.”

The leader of the priests of Undeath was Garth. The drape of the robes over his
skeletal body showed that it did not have the shape of a human, while masking exactly
what form it did take. Most of those who knew had been slain and turned into Garth’s
undead puppets or new elements of the body whose secrets they had died for.

Having claimed the territory, a strange land of glass buildings and steel automatons,
the messengers now free of stasis were descending from the sky. They looked nearly
identical to one another with corpse-white skin, grey hair and glowing purple eyes. In
perfect unison they alighted on the ground and dropped to one knee in supplication, heads
bowed.

“This,” Garth said, “will do very nicely.”

—

Neil and Dustin found that claiming their first territory had been easy enough, their
defender-healer combination being very hard to eliminate. The only problem was that it
had taken too long to clear out the undead and living anomalies without specialised
damage dealers. The final boss monster had been an especially exhausting slog. In the
aftermath of taking it down, the pair were engaged in an argument as to its nature.

“'m telling you, it’s a radish,” Dustin said.

“Turnip,” Neil said. “Look at the pink and white skin. Radishes don’t have that.”

“And turnips aren’t ten metres across with six legs and a mouth full of teeth the length
of my hand.”

“You're suggesting that radishes are?” Neil asked.

“They might be,” Dustin said unconvincingly. “Radishes can be quite varied.”

“That would be quite the exotic varietal,” Neil said.



He used his loot power on the boss, so along with the genesis orb that would have
come out anyway there was a pile of spirit coins and a large basket full of vegetables.

“Hey, check that,” Neil said. They ignored the magic sphere to look over the basket.

“There are radishes and turnips in here,” Dustin complained. “That doesn’t resolve
anything.”

Neil eventually absorbed the orb, claiming the territory. Once he did, his senses
expanded over the whole space and he looked up.

“‘Uh oh.”

“What is it?” Dustin asked.

Y VV V
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“Silver-rankers can survive a fall from just about any height, right?” Neil asked.
“Yeah,” Dustin said warily. “Why do you ask?”
—

Neil pulled the last comatose messenger from the divot it had made on landing and
carried it to where he and Dustin had put the others. They were set out in rows along the
gentle slope of a hill with short grass and just enough tree coverage to let sunlight dapple
through a loose canopy. Neil's new territory was a pastoral region and Dustin had picked
out the pleasant spot. The pair looked at their work with satisfaction.

“Of all the places you could wake up confused and oblivious as to who you are and
what’s going on,” Dustin said, “this is probably where I'd pick.”

“Assuming they don’t wake up in murder mode,” Neil said. “We don’t know what state
they’ll be in. These are the messengers that were created by the tree. They’ve spent their
entire lives in a state of violent madness. Who knows what they’ll be like with that influence
removed.”

“Maybe they’ll be nice,” Dustin suggested.



“That would be great, but I'll be happy if they stay unconscious and we never find

”

out.
—

Neil pushed his influence into a neighbouring territory, anticipating a flood of living
anomalies. Instead, there was more of a light drizzle. After dispatching them, he and
Dustin moved to the veil between territories, looking through. The veil was almost
completely translucent, compared to the shadowy boundary to other neighbouring

territories.
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The new territory had a dark sky, not from it being night but from the black clouds
choking the sky. Rain was pouring down hard and the darkness was lit up every few
seconds by a flash of lightning. Most of them were quite distant, yet a few struck close
every minute, throwing up dirt and mud.

The landscape was black earth and dust that pounding rain had turned to a mud
slurry. The wet heavy air smelled of ozone and charcoal. The terrain was dotted with
mesas, cracked and blackened by lightning. The flashes shone blindingly from black stone
rendered glossy and slick by the rain washing over it. There was no visible plant life, not
even charred remains in the inhospitable landscape.

In place of trees, a forest of rough iron poles jutted from the ground, rocks and even
the tops of the mesas. Anywhere from five to ten metres tall, the poles grounded any
lightning strike that came close, crackling with energy as they grounded the electricity.

Both men had pulled rain-deflecting items from their dimensional bags before
stepping through the veil. The devices were brooches that shrouded them in magical fields
that caused water to slide right off. They were usually more convenient than the floating
umbrella Jason had left back on Earth, but not when the rain ignored the magic. The water
passed right through, soaking their clothes immediately and they turned to look at each
other.

“Iron rank rain deflector?” Neil asked, yelling over the sound of rain. Dustin nodded

with a laugh.



The lightning rods didn’t stop the lightning bolts from flaring magic, not just blinding
but bombarding their magic and aura senses. Like a constant chain of flash-bang
grenades, the thunder and lightning assaulted their spiritual senses as savagely as their
sight and hearing. Trudging through the rain, soaked to the bone in seconds, Neil and
Dustin soon had pounding headaches.

The pair moved forward by dashing from pole to pole between lightning strikes. They
went close enough to be shielded from the strikes but not so close the energy channelled
by a struck rod arced into them. Fortunately, while the poles didn’t stop the sensory
bombardment, they did make it less overwhelming. It was enough that Neil and Dustin
could talk between peals of thunder, although they didn’t chat as they made their way
through the zone.

Silver-rank speed allowed them to cover a lot of ground, yet as an hour led into two,
the territory was feeling both endless and empty. Finding a rocky overhang for a break, the
pair discussed their situation.

“That system message said multiple people were claiming this territory,” Dustin said.
“Where are they?”

Neil looked at the space around them. The overhang rested over a slight slope and
the ground under them was wet dirt instead of ankle-deep mud. They were both dripping
onto it as they leaned against the stone wall.

“Best guess?” Neil said. “Huddling under rocky overhangs.”

“Are we wasting time here?” Dustin asked. “We’ve already sunk a couple of hours
into this and found nothing. It feels like that could continue indefinitely. We might have
passed right by someone and not even noticed.”

“You're suggesting an alternative?” Neil asked.

“We could go back and try another territory. There were more bordering yours, right?
We picked this one at random”

“It's an option,” Neil said. “I can sense the direction of my territory, so I'm not worried
about finding it. I'd like to keep going, though, at least for now. With multiple people looking
to claim this territory, odds are high that one of them is an ally.”

“Like the Builder cult,” Dustin grumbled.

“That wouldn’t be an ideal pick, but we lack some damage options if we’re going to
progress at any real pace. Not to mention that we need to find a gold-ranker from our side
before we find one from the other. They’re likely almost as blind as we are here, so it offers
us a better chance of escape if we get unlucky.”

“Alright,” Dustin agreed. “But how long do we keep at it?”



“It's been about two hours,” Neil said. “If the next two are the same we’ll cut our
losses.”

—

Jason was watching Jali fly off with the new batch of messengers towards the
fortress.

“Sandwich?” he offered.

“That'd be nice,” Farrah said.

Jason opened his inventory and frowned at the window.

“What is it? Farrah asked.

“I just noticed that something the Healer gave me isn’t in my inventory anymore. How
did it get taken out of my soul?”

“Could the Healer have taken it back?”

“'m pretty sure he couldn’t. Where did it go?”

—

More than an hour after their rest stop, Neil and Dustin finally stumbled upon signs of
other people. Flashes of magic, not just white lightning but the smouldering red of fiery
elemental magic lit up in the distance. They stopped, huddled near a lightning rod.

“It must be quite the battle,” Dustin yelled over the sound of rain. “That’s a lot of
flashing.”

Neil pointed at the top of a tall mesa, closer to the battle than they were. Dustin
followed his gaze, seeing a lightning bolt strike the top. It hit across not just one lightning
rod but a ring of them, dancing around before being dissipated.

“We might actually see something from up there,” Neil yelled.

“Looks like there might be something special up there,” Dustin shouted back. “Worth
checking out?”

Neil nodded and they moved in that direction, finding the mesa to be made up of
smooth wet stone. Despite the realm only having existed for hours, it felt like the rain had
been polishing the rock for centuries. Despite this, the climb was without mishap. Both Neil
and Dustin were strong, even for their rank, and could push their fingers into the rock like
pitons.

Reaching the top, they found the first signs of civilisation outside of the lightning rods.
The rods themselves were much taller than normal, some twenty metres high. The
lightning that struck them was not grounded, instead playing around the circle of rods,

diminishing with each leap.



Underneath the rods, around three metres high, was a series of glass panels like
slanted rooftops, sloping into funnels for the water to flow into. The rain was being
collected in pipes that ran into the stone top of the mesa which itself was artificially
flattened. That dry stone was red rather than charred black like everything else in the
territory. The final feature was an elevating platform in the middle of the mesa top.

Under the cover of the glass roof, the constant hammering of thunder was muffled to
almost nothing. Even with nothing but rain in the way, the lightning flashes were less
blinding, as if seen through smoked glass. Both men let out sighs of relief.

“Is there a tiny man with a chisel in your head too?” Dustin asked with a wince. He
grinned at not needing to shout.

“Yeah,” Neil croaked, grinning back. “I never thought flat stone would look so
luxurious. And | once spent six months in an astral space that was a broken city overgrown
with jungle.”

“What do you think this is?” Dustin asked, waving an arm at the elevating platform.
“Do you think it works? If not, we could probably pry it up. This place must be at least
partially hollowed out, right?”

“So it would seem,” Neil said. “We should probably check out the battle before we
check it out. | get the feeling it won’t be a quick look when we do.”

“Yeah,” Dustin said. “But just throwing an idea out there, how about we have a nice
nap first? Pull out some bedrolls and sleep for... not that long. Two or three days, tops.”

Neil chuckled and started peeling off the drenched clothing plastered to his body.

“That might be a bit much,” Neil said, “but | will take a change of clothes first. Remind
me to buy a better water shield when we get out of here. That's what | get for buying a rain
deflector in the desert, | guess. I've had this one since Greenstone.”

“Same,” Dustin said. “This weather’s heavier than anything the delta threw at us.”

They stripped down, shared a vial of crystal wash and put on dry clothes. Only then
did they move closer to the edge and look out at the battle. Despite the improved view,
they couldn’t see much more than flashes of magic through the dark and the rain.

“Well, that’s not very helpful,” Neil said.

“What did you expect, looking that far through the driving rain,” a voice said from
behind them. They both spun around to see an unusual and non-threatening figure.

“What, you’ve never seen a four-foot humanoid rabbit in a top hat and tuxedo before?
[Bleep]ing rubes. Wait, what the [bleep] was that? [Bleep]. [Bleep]. What the [bleep]? This
is some grade-A bull[bleep].”

“You don’t have four feet,” Dustin pointed out. “You’ve got hands.”



“It's a unit of measurement,” Neil said. “I've heard Jason using it but he gets angry at
himself when he does. He always blames dungeons for some reason. And also dragons
somehow.”

“What do dragons have to do with units of measurement?” Dustin asked.

‘I don’t know who your friend is,” the rabbit said, “but it's not an actual dragon you
chuckleheads. It’s a [bleepling game. Ah [bleep] this [bleep] for a bag of [bleep]s. What

[bleepling [bleep]hole installed a [bleep]ing bleeper in me?”



Chapter 799

Grunts and Sizzling Noises

Neil and Dustin shared a look as the anthropomorphised rabbit paced back and forth
over the elevating platform, its low muttering punctuated by regular bleeping sounds.

“This is strange, right?” Dustin asked. “| know that we’re adventurers roaming through
a strange unreality after battling an undead army deep underground to win a tree by
breaking the universe, but...”

Dustin trailed off and Neil gave him a curious look.

“But what?” Neil asked

“It's fine,” Dustin told him. “When | say it all out loud, suddenly the rabbit man who
makes weird noises when he swears and the giant carnivorous radish aren’t that
outlandish.”

“It was a turnip.”

“Look, | love you man, but | need to get back to my own team. Things around you get
weird. And it was definitely a radish.”

“I's not me, it’s bloody Jason!” Neil complained loudly.

“Oh, so you can [bleepling well say [bleep],” the rabbit shouted in their direction.
“That’s not even a proper swear word. [Bleep] you, Neil!”

“How does it know your name?” Dustin asked.

“'m a he, not an it, Kettering you [bleep]. | identify as the guy that will beat the [bleep]
out of you if you don’t show me some [bleepling respect. Which will make you the guy who
got beaten to death by an adorable mother[bleep]ing rabbit”

“Have you ever considered not swearing?” Dustin asked. “It seems to be making you
quite angry.”

“[Bleep] you.”

“Do you know who we are?” Dustin asked him. “Also, what’s your name?”

“How would | know who you are?” the rabbit asked. “I've only existed for about a day
and the first people | had the misfortune to meet were you two chumps. And no, | don’t
have a name.”

“He’s very hostile,” Neil said. “I think | know this rabbit.”

“He just said he’d never met anyone before.”

“But he knows us. | think I've seen this rabbit fishing inside Jason’s soul.”

“You do realise that you just said those words with a completely straight face, right?”

‘It wasn'’t a joke. | really saw—"



“That’s my entire point. I'm starting to understand why Rick always wants to go
home.”

“Can we get back on topic?”

“You mean the question of whether the angry rabbit man popped into being with a
bunch of knowledge or if he just has rabbit amnesia?”

“Is rabbit amnesia different from regular amnesia?”

“I don’t know, Neil. This is my first talking rabbit.”

“I don’t know what'’s going on,” Neil said. “It's probably memory loss from the
transition from whatever he was to whatever he is now. | think he was some kind of spirit
construct that couldn’t leave Jason’s soul realm, which is clearly not the case anymore.”

Dustin glanced over at the humanoid bunny. It had stopped pacing and was looking
out from the edge of the mesa while absently munching on a sandwich it didn’t have
earlier.

“But you believe it's the same rabbit?” he asked.

“I think so,” Neil said. “There is a way to test it, though. Hey, rabbit. Airwolf is terrible.”

“Yeah, no [bleep],” the rabbit said without turning around. “If you put Jan Michael
Vincent in a magic room that could only be escaped with a display of nuanced
thespianism, he’d starve to death in there.”

“Yeah, that's Jason’s rabbit,” Neil said. “Rabbit, why do you remember things like our
names when you’re less than a day old?”

Expecting another tirade, they instead saw the rabbit turn around. There was a look
of unease in his expression, oddly easy to recognise despite his rabbit facial features. He
took off his top hat, running the rim through his fingers as he looked at the ground.

‘I don’t know,” he said, his voice subdued from its previous aggressive bluster. “|
don’t know where | come from, or who this Jason you're talking about is. | know things |
have no reason to know. Your name, Dustin, or that Neil has trouble getting to sleep
without his taxidermied piglet. | don’t remember things from before | was here, but it’s like |
have the memory of having memories, if that makes any sense.”

“We’ll help you,” Dustin said. “We think we know where you come from.”

“Yeah, | got that much,” the rabbit said, looking up to glare at them. “I've got giant
[bleepling ears remember?”

The rabbit’s expression turned sullen with self-recrimination and his head dipped, not
meeting their eyes.

“Sorry,” he said, his voice soft again. “And thank you. I've kind of been at a loss up

here. All alone, no idea where l am or...”



He cleared his throat in exaggerated, masculine fashion as he jammed the hat back
on his head.

“What are you two [bleep]s doing up here, anyway?” he asked, his voice back to
normal. “You're trying to get a look at that battle over there?”

“We are,” Neil confirmed.

“You’d best come with me then.”

The rabbit marched over to the elevating platform. It was an ordinary example of the
type, a three-metre circle of metal set into the floor. Like most magic items, it was operated
by simply reaching out with mana, control being instinctive. The rabbit sent it descending
into the mesa through a shaft of smooth red stone.

Dustin turned to look at Neil as the platform carried them down.

“I'd like to hear more about the taxidermy piglet,” he said.

“No, you wouldn’t,” Neil said.

“I'd say you’re no fun, but I've heard about your taxidermy piglet.”

“There is no taxidermy piglet.”

“Are you accusing this sweet, innocent creature of being a liar?” Dustin asked.

“Given that he’s neither sweet nor innocent, and knowing where he comes from, then
yes. I’'m saying he’s a liar.”

The rabbit held his hat in front of him, trembling as he looked up at Neil from his four-
foot height with big rabbit eyes.

“Looking adorable doesn’t get you a pass, rabbit,” Neil said, although he turned his
gaze to the wall instead of meeting the rabbit’s.

The platform arrived in a wider room and stopped on reaching the floor.

“There are more rooms below,” the rabbit said, “but this is the one you want.”

The room was circular and large, although noticeably smaller than the mesa itself.
This left a lot of supporting stone to prevent the upper reaches from collapsing in, and
several support pillars around the room were engraved with magical reinforcement sigils.
Around the edges of the room were several stations consisting of a seat in front of a metal
box set into the wall and floor. Each box was solid and desk high, with numerous glowing
runes on the top and drawers on the side. Set into the wall behind each station was a dark
crystal panel.

“They look like the control panels for mirage chambers,” Dustin said.

“Yeah,” Neil agreed, looking them over. There looked to be several different panel

layouts, each one repeated at least once. There were eleven stations in total, one of which



stood out from the others. This panel was wider yet had fewer control runes. The screen
set into the wall was also bigger than the others, being the size of a large window.

The larger panel was the only one active, showing live images of the battle that Neil
and Dustin had come looking for a vantage on. The screen showed a much closer
perspective than looking off the side of the mesa, offering a clear view of what was going
on. There was no sound to go with it, though, the moving image playing out in silence.

“This is what you were looking for, right?” the rabbit asked.

“Yes, thank you,” Neil said as he and Dustin moved closer to the screen.

“I can turn the sound on if you like,” the rabbit offered. “I wouldn’t bother, though. It's
mostly grunts and sizzling noises, like a porn movie set in a steakhouse.”

“What’'s a—"

“Don’t,” Neil said, cutting Dustin off. He stood in front of the station, panning his eyes
over the battle taking place.

“Where is the image coming from?” he asked. “Some kind of scrying device on the
mesa?”

“No, it's a series of little drones,” the rabbit said. “Basically just overblown recording
crystals.”

“My team uses ones like that,” Dustin said. “They’re expensive. Stealth magic,
precision control, extended range. I'm guessing these ones are even more impressive,
given the fancy control panels. And the lightning. Even small, they’d get hit by it sooner or
later.”

“They’re actually powered by the lightning,” the rabbit said. “It's an impressive setup.”

“How do you know about all this?” Neil asked.

“I don’t know,” the rabbit said with a shrug. “I just woke up downstairs knowing how
most of it works. I've just been playing with it all day.”

As they talked, they watched the battle playing out on the screen in front of them. The
battlefield was the same lightning-blasted landscape they had spent hours traversing
themselves. The scale of the conflict meant there was no careful use of the rods to shield
the combatants and lightning bolts regularly struck down into them.

The rough iron poles were scattered across the battlefield, just like everywhere else,
but in the thick of the fighting, people got too close. More than once, the trio of observers
watched lightning strike a rod only to arc off the pole and hit someone nearby. Unlike non-
magical lightning, it seemed more interested in hitting people than obeying the laws of
physics.



The lightning wasn'’t lethal if it hit a healthy silver-ranker, but was debilitating enough
to make little difference. Between the severe damage and paralysis it inflicted, anyone
struck was soon killed by vindictive enemies or trampled by allies either oblivious or
uncaring.

Most of the combatants were messengers, as many as a thousand of them split
across three factions. There were also hundreds of undead amongst them. They clashed
on the ground, feet churning up the mud. Any that took flight soon found the lightning more
interested in them than the iron poles.

The messengers of the three factions were each visually distinctive. The ones that
looked closest to normal messengers seemed to have been bleached, their skin pallid and
hair a washed-out grey. Their glowing purple eyes were the only pop of colour, even their
bland clothing grey and blank. This faction was led by a trio of Undeath priests who were
also controlling the undead.

Another faction was comprised of elemental messengers, much like those the
expedition had fought through to reach the underground realm. They had less of a
maniacal frenzy to them and were commanded by brighthearts. The final and smallest
group were led by Builder cultists and their messengers had been bizarrely modified with
metal additions to their bodies.

“Are those pasty ones undead or just very unhealthy?” Neil asked.

“Let’s check,” the rabbit said. He moved to one of the other stations, hopping into a
chair so he could access the control panel with his short height. He ran his adorable paw
hands over the controls and the wall panel for that station lit up. It showed an example of
each of the three messengers with lines of text underneath that neither Neil nor Dustin
could read. The two men moved to look.

‘I don’t know that language,” Neil said.

“Neither do I,” Dustin added.

The rabbit shook his head with disapproval, hopped off the chair and moved around
the metal siding of the control panel. He opened a drawer, took out a rod with a crystal on
the end and pointed it at the two men. Light shone from the crystal, washing over the two
men for less than a second.

“What is that?” Neil asked suspiciously. The rabbit ignored him, hopping back on the
chair and inserting the rod into a hole on the control panel. The text on the screen blurred
and reformed, this time in the trade language common to merchants and adventurers the
world over. In port cities like Greenstone and Rimaros, it was just as common with the

populace as the local tongues.



The text gave details on each of the three messenger types, the details written out in

the same style as Jason’s interface windows. Neil glanced over the first.

YV VYV

The elemental messengers had a similar entry.

Y VYV

The final example was different. While the first two messenger types could pass for
normal messengers in very good cosplay, the final type could not. Their bodies had been
segmented and were linked together by metal struts and joints, creating macabre figures
that moved unnaturally and towered over the other messengers.

YV V

“This is why my messengers all stayed comatose,” Neil said. “I don’t have anything
that can imprint on them like the Builder cult or the Undeath priests. Not while I'm cut off
from the Healer.”

“You should have taken a divine awaken stone or two,” Dustin told him.

“l didn’t need them. My family has more money than most, so those are best left to
those who can’t afford regular awakening stones.”

“| didn’t realise the gods had a limited supply,” Dustin said.

“It's more like a quota they get to use. Like everything with the gods, the limit isn’t
about how much power they have but how much they can leverage. Using too much
disrupts the balance between them and things get dangerous. I'm happy to leave the holy
wars in the ancient past.”

“An undead army led by priests of Undeath doesn’t count as a holy war?” Dustin

asked.



“Not compared to the fallen age,” Neil said. “The historical records from that period
are so scant because whole civilisations were wiped out. The world never saw that scale
of global conflict again. Not until the Builder and messenger invasions, anyway.”

“That would never happen,” the rabbit said. “Religion is super harmless. It never
leads to anything bad as contemporary values clashing with those of the archaic belief
systems people cling to without truly examining them.”

“Definitely Jason’s rabbit,” Neil muttered.

“If we're going to fight a religious war,” Dustin said, “we should lump the Builder cult
right in with the undead.”

He pointed to the body-horror image of the magic cyborg messenger on screen. |
hate that we allied with those monsters.”

“I think everyone involved agrees,” Neil said. “Even the cultists. But sometimes every
choice is bad. The brighthearts had to ally with them or they wouldn’t have survived as
long as they did.”

“I know,” Dustin said with a sigh. “We can’t kill them to make ourselves feel better if it
means holes in the universe or some kind of undead cataclysm. I'm not sure anyone told
this lot, though. They can’t get enough of killing each other.”

They moved back to the large screen where the battle raged on, remaining a three-
way conflict. The ostensible alliance between the brighthearts and the Builder cult was not
being demonstrated, their messenger slaves fighting each other as much as those of the
Undeath priesthood.

It wasn’t just messengers on the field, although they were the vast majority. Each
faction had Builder cultists, Undeath priests or brighthearts leading them, issuing
commands and participating in the battle.

“That’s a lot of messengers,” Dustin said. “How many do you think?”

The rabbit hopped onto a chair and touched a couple of runes on the control panel.
They went from dark to glowing green. On the large panel, each of the figures was
outlined, mostly in silver. Some of the undead were marked in bronze, their weakness
making it clear that the outlines were an indication of rank.

“That’s useful,” Dustin said. “How accurate is this?”

“‘Don’t know,” the rabbit said.

“No gold-rankers on any side,” Neil pointed out. “We didn’t get lucky or unlucky.”

“We ended up here instead of in the middle of that fight,” Dustin said. “I think we got
plenty lucky.”

Along with the outlines, text had appeared at the bottom of the screen.



VV VY

The undead had the numbers, and while they only had three priests, each one was a
powerful essence user. Their individual impact on the battle outstripped any of their
brightheart or cultist counterparts, and while their messengers were proving the least
powerful of the three types, they were also the most numerous.

The undead were the weakest combatants on the field, especially the bronze-rankers
who were often mowed down incidentally. They were far from useless, however, even if
only as shields or distractions. More important was their relation to the three priests whose
abilities were tied to the undead. They boosted the weak undead to be more powerful,
turned them into ambulatory bombs or sacrificed them for power.

Despite both being on the losing end of the battle, the brighthearts and Builder
cultists fought each other as much as the undead.

“What are they thinking?” Dustin muttered. “I get that they hate each other, but even if
they weren't allies, they clearly need to be.”

“They aren’t thinking,” Neil said. “Not clearly. You and | were trained in everything
from personal combat to command strategy from when we were children. The brighthearts
lived in peace and isolation for generations before the Builder cult arrived. They never had
the training in large-scale conflict. They weren’t introduced to carefully chosen battles like
we were, objectivity in combat drilled into us. These are people who have seen most of
their population slain and turned into fertiliser or undead mockeries. They also don’t seem
to have any of their key leaders with them. It's not hard to imagine them stumbling into a
fight like this, where the sky is dark and trying to kill them as much as their enemies. Who
wouldn’t lash out in blind rage?”

“We can’t leave it like this, though,” Dustin said. “If the undead win, not only do we
then have to deal with them ourselves but we lose a lot of potential allies.”

They looked at the numbers on the screen, declining as combatants fell.

“l just don’t see how,” Dustin continued. “We’re just a pair of silver-rankers. As good
or better than anyone down there, sure, but the two of us can’t turn the tide in a battle of a
thousand people.”

“We have to convince the cultists and the brighthearts to stop fighting one another,”

Neil said.



“In the middle of a pitched battle where they have been and continue to slaughter
each other?” Dustin asked.

“It won’t be easy,” Neil acknowledged. “If you have a better idea, I'm open to it.”

“Maybe there’s something in this place we can use,” Dustin said. They turned to look
at the rabbit.

“Is there?” Neil asked.

“Sure,” the rabbit said. “Did | not mention we can control the lightning from here?”



Chapter 800
The Man Who Commands the Lightning

Rain hammered from a dark sky, the light choked off by black clouds that turned day
into night. The erratic flashes of illumination were unwelcome, coming as they did from the
deadly strikes of lightning. Each stroke of lightning passed, leaving fresh victims and
thunder rumbling in the dark. The flashes meant that no one adapted to the lighting
conditions.

In this battle, the powers possessed by the combatants were not those usually
valued. In a pitched battle, the power to soar over the battlefield and drop large-area
attacks was the ideal. In this case, humble perception powers were key. Anyone able to
understand what was going on through the darkness, mud and chaos was a precious
treasure.

Fearful of the lightning, no one took to the sky. The muddy ground had been turned to
slurry by thousands of feet slamming down with the strength to smash rocks. Enemies
were hard to tell from allies, especially when alliances were reluctant. The grace and
power of silver-rankers had devolved into a slogging muddy brawl. Sodden clothes were
plastered to bodies caked in mud. The icy chill of the rain crawled under armour and into
every wound and body crevice.

The largest of the battle’s three sides belonged to a trio of Undeath priests. The
priests were elite essence users, making them the strongest individuals on the field. Their
pallid messengers and the undead they commanded were weaker than the opposing
forces but compensated with sheer numbers. Two out of every three combatants belonged
to their side.

The second-largest faction belonged to the brighthearts. They had more than twenty
brighthearts before casualties, but only two had claimed territories and imprinted on
messengers. One of these was Lorus, a fire-aspect brightheart whose messengers were
likewise possessed of flame powers. Each was shrouded in steam as they evaporated the
rain around them and flung out streams, bolts and exploding balls of fire.

Shielding the fire messengers were earth-affinity messengers. They had inherited the
toughness of the massive brightheart Durrum, who led them from the front. Lorus was
pushing aggressively, in spite of casualties, while Durrum was more conservative. He

could feel the enemy numbers through the ground and knew that victory meant every life



on their own side had to be traded for three or more of the enemy. He had no interest in
being the last man standing in a field of death.

Both Lorus and Durrum had arrived in the territory after claiming another and looking
to expand. While their standoff never came to blows, it lasted so long that the choice was
taken from them. The Undeath priests and the Builder cult showed up almost
simultaneously, each staking a claim.

The brighthearts naturally joined up to fight the interlopers, but Lorus had surprised
Durrum by also attacking the Builder cult. Durrum hated the Builder cult as much as every
other brightheart, yet had been willing to abide by their alliance. The Undeath faction’s
numerical advantage showed exactly why it was needed.

The Builder cultists had apparently thought the same and were surprised by the
attack of the fire messengers. This swiftly devolved into a three-way battle, all to the
benefit of the undead whose enemies fought amongst each other.

Durrum attempted to reconcile the Builder cult and the brighthearts, to little success.
The cult was wary after the sneak attack and Lorus had no intention of stopping his attack,
even without the earth-element messengers. Durrum ordered his forces, brightheart
followers and messengers, to do nothing but defend themselves and disengage from the
cultists. Unfortunately for his efforts, the concept of orders was optimistic in the face of
pounding rain, crashing thunder and brutal, chaotic battle.

Durrum was determined to unify the cultists and the brighthearts. He knew the
attempt was almost certainly doomed, but almost certain was not absolutely certain. If
things stayed as they were, he had no doubt they would all die, so he decided to make one
last attempt to get Lorus to stop attacking the cult. If it failed, he would withdraw his forces
in the hope that abandoning the field would prompt Lorus and the cult to do the same.
They would lose the battle but at least some would survive. Not all would become meat for
the necromancy of the priests.

Durrum fought his way close to Lorus. His earth powers left him unobstructed by mud
and strong enough to hurl any obstacle aside. This meant enemy messengers or undead
who he tossed into the backline or straight up with his massive strength. More than once,
lightning came down to strike the victims out of the air.

He came close to where Lorus was surrounded by his followers. The brighthearts
other than Durrum and Lorus had split themselves into three groups, following one, the
other or neither of the territory holders. Lorus was surrounded by his followers while
Durrum had only one beside him, the rest still manning the frontline.

“‘LORUS!” Durrum roared. “Are you betraying us?”



“I'm not the one trying to make nice with Builder cult filth!” Lorus shouted back. “You
think | don’t see you backing off from every fight?”

“They’re our allies! We need them and they need us, or the undead kill everyone.
Even with them, it's going to be a hard battle. Without them, we all die!”

“Help me kill the cultists then and we can focus on the undead.”

“That won’t work, Lorus. Every second we spend arguing or fighting the cultists takes
us closer to defeat. You're killing us.”

“I will burn out the cultists and I'll burn out the undead.”

“Can you not count? We don’t have the numbers. Even if we unify right now, we
might get overrun anyway.”

“We don’t need numbers when we have the power!”

“What power? | don’t know what you’re talking about, but we don’t have that!”

“Of course you don’t think so, you earthen clot. Those of us who carry the fire know
better.”

“You’re just talking about fire powers?” Durrum asked incredulously. “Then see how
your fire messengers do without my earth messengers shielding them. I'm withdrawing
and saving everyone | can. | suggest you do the same.”

“Traitor!”

“Traitor? You attacked our allies! I’'m not a traitor, Lorus. | just have my eyes open to
see the completely gods-damned obvious.”

“Durrum,” the earth brightheart’s companion said, grabbing the big man by the
shoulder. “Something’s happening.”

Someone was saying the same to Lorus and they all turned to look at the frontline of
the battle, as much as there was one in the chaos. The lightning that had plagued the
battlefield was no longer coming down on everyone but only the Undeath faction. Not only
was the lightning suddenly target selecting but it was also behaving abnormally.

After striking one target the bolts arced to another, jumping from one target to the
next like links in a chain. Each arc was weaker than the one that came before, diminishing
until the power was expended. Even the lesser damage was still impressive and the bolts
came down thick and fast. Some arcs even met, exploding in a discharge that was fairly
weak but covered a wide area. Every arc brought a fresh peal of thunder, assaulting the air
with a constant, violent crash.

“What is going on?” Durrum muttered, inaudible over the staccato rumbling.

Lorus proved more focused and opportunistic. While Durrum was distracted, he

ordered his messengers to rise into the air and make a sweeping strike on the Builder cult.



Realising what was happening at the last moment, Durrum dropped to his knees and
plunged his hands through the elbow-deep mud and unto the earth below. The fire
messengers, having risen into the air, unleashed a barrage of fire powers, from bolts and
spears of flame to explosive fireballs and burning wheels, spinning through the air like
fireworks.

Durrum dumped almost every scrap of mana he had, retaining just enough to stay
conscious. A wall of stone erupted from the ground in front of the Builder cult’s gathered
forces, disappearing in a cloud of dust as the fire attacks landed on it. Blasting and sizzling
sounds emerged from the dust, orange, yellow and white light flaring within.

Durrum knew that even expending all of his power was not enough to stop a barrage
like that alone. Even so, he knew the cultists were not easy to kill and hoped they would
withdraw. If they were alive, he at least had a chance to mend fences later.

The observers didn’t wait long to see the results, the rain setting the dust within
seconds. It was followed by a cloud of steam that lingered a little longer before also
clearing.

The stone wall was all but gone, only a few shattered remnants left behind. Some
sections had been detonated by the attack magic while others had melted through, leaving
pools of lava throwing up more steam as the rain cooled it. The source of the larger steam
cloud was a second wall behind the first, this one made of ice.

The ice wall was in better shape than the stone one, but not by much. Most of it had
melted away, the resulting water disappearing in the rain and mud. Large chunks of ice
were scattered around but some slender sections of wall remained standing. They were
chipped and cracked, often with shards of stone embedded in them.

Not many paid attention as an exhausted Dustin poked his head out from behind one.
Most eyes were on the startled Builder cultists that had been shielded by the twin walls.
Even with that protection, no small number of them looked frazzled by fire magic, but
nothing life-threatening. The cultist messengers, body parts held together by metal joints
and beams, were the most powerful of the messenger slaves. The cultists themselves
were looking wary, watching for attacks from all sides. They were the only ones paying
real attention to Dustin who was just as spent as Durrum.

“THAT’'S ENOUGH!” a voice bellowed from above. It carried past the rain and even
cut through the thunder, clearly through the aid of magical enhancement. Neil descended
through the air in a personal flight device in the shape of a cage with a curved iron top and

bottom, connected by vertical bars. Electricity arced around it, over the cap, down the bars



to the base and back up again. The fire messengers moved to surround him and Neil
looked to Lorus.

“Have your forces descend,” Neil ordered him. He spoke softly yet his voice carried.

“You're in no position to make demands, outsider,” Lorus shouted.

Lightning struck Neil's cage, shrouding it in a storm of electricity before it subdued to
the previous level.

‘I won’t ask again,” Neil said, his voice filled with calm promise. The air calmed with
him, the lightning abating. The last peals of thunder finished rumbling, leaving only the
sound of the rain. Even the battle had stopped as all eyes were on Nelil.

“Don’t be even more the fool, Lorus,” Durrum said. “He’s looking for someone to
make a demonstration on. Don’t give him a reason to make it you.”

Lorus glared up at Neil but made an angry downward gesture and the messengers
floated to the ground. Neil turned from Lorus to address the distant priests of Undeath, his
voice flooding out from the cage.

“Priests. | command the lightning and you have tasted what that means. You have
numbers enough that if you fight to the death it will cost us, but the death will be yours. If
you yield your claim to this territory and leave, we will not chase. You can live to fight
another day, in another place. One where the sky itself is not against you.”

One of the brighthearts around Lorus yelled at Neil that they would never let the
undead go. Neil didn’t look, only casually pointed. The bolt of lightning didn’t kill the man
and Neil cast a spell, still without looking. Life Bolt was a healing spell faster than it was
powerful, but it would keep the man alive. Neil turned to look at Lorus who glowered back
but stayed silent. A small smile crossed Neil’s face and he turned his gaze back across the
battlefield to look at the distant priests.

“Well?” he demanded, but he already had his answer. The undead and the pale
messengers were already pulling back. None gave chase; no one foolish enough to cross

the man who commands the lightning.



Chapter 801
Style Over Substance

The brighthearts and the cultists had gathered under a humungous stone arch not far
from the battlefield. It was the best shelter they had found while roaming the territory
before the battle. There wasn’t enough room for all the messengers who had been left
scattered around various lightning rod poles.

The space was large enough to fit all of the cultists and brighthearts comfortably.
Comfortable was relative in the lightning fields, but hard earth instead of knee-deep mud
was a welcome change. It was sufficiently sheltered that the stone over their heads and
the dirt under their feet was red instead of scorched black. It didn’t keep the thunder from
rolling in, the lightning having resumed its normal behaviour.

Neil had left the cage, diplomatically putting himself on the same level as the other
faction leaders. Even lower, given his lack of messenger slaves. He did not miss the
avaricious looks that the brightheart and cultist leaders, Lorus and Higgins, were giving it.
The other brightheart leader, Durrum, had shown little interest. Neil hoped that was out of
honourable intentions and not just the massive brightheart being too big to fit inside.

The two brightheart factions and the cult were arrayed in a contentious triangle with
the leaders, Neil and Dustin in the middle. Neil’s threats and the protective wall used by
Durrum and Dustin had at least kept the cultists from attacking the brighthearts on sight,
enough that all sides agreed to talk it out.

The guestion was what to do with not just the territory they were in but the territories
already claimed. Would they unify them into a whole or leave them as separate entities?
On realising that Neil had a territory but no messengers, and seeing him out of the cage,
Lorus had started loudly grandstanding.

“What makes you think you can come here and start giving orders?” Lorus
demanded. “Your intervention was welcome, of course, but it does not...”

Thunder crashed, muffling his words and forcing him to repeat himself.

“...it does not put you in a position to claim the territory. If you can’t build a
messenger army, then you don’t meet the qualifications to lead us through what lies
ahead.”

That struck a chord with the others, and not just with Lorus' group. Durrum'’s followers
were less performative about it but showed clear agreement with the point.

“We don’t want a slave army,” Neil said.



“Speak for yourself,” Lorus said. “| definitely want a slave army, and | don’t see you
convincing anyone else to give up theirs. Not only do we get to use our enemies as
weapons but without the messengers, we wouldn’t have had the forces to defeat the
undead priests.”

“Strictly speaking, they were Undeath priests, not undead priests,” one of the
brighthearts behind Durrum said. “They were alive.”

All eyes turned to her and her dark brown skin kindly hid her blush.

“Which is not important enough that it was worth the interruption,” she said. “I see that
now.”

The leaders turned their gazes back on one another and Dustin spoke up.

“You seem to have forgotten that your messengers weren’t enough to defeat the
Undeath priests. You were on the losing end of that battle until we came along, and we
didn’t have any.”

"You found a way to command the lightning," the cultist Higgins pointed out.

“Yes,” Dustin said. “We were moving in a small group. All but impossible to find in this
place. Faster to move than an army, especially one wading through mud and dodging
lightning. How much time did relaying all your messengers from storm rod to storm rod
cost you? In the meantime, we didn’t stumble into battle and instead investigated the thing
that won it.”

Neil knew exactly how much of what Dustin described was dumb luck, but he wasn’t
going to say anything.

“If you weren’t hauling around an army of messengers,” Dustin continued, “you
wouldn’t have needed the battle. Do you have any idea how hard it is to spot anyone out
there? A small group could have used the environment to strike from hiding and take down
the priests in one fell swoop. Instead, you waded into a losing fight.”

“A battle where not only were you outmatched but you then made things worse by
fighting one another,” Neil pointed out.

“We approached in good faith and were ambushed,” the cultist Higgins said.

“Is that true?” Neil asked, looking at Durrum, but it was Lorus that answered.

“We should never have—" Lorus began, only for Neil to cut his tirade off before it got
going.

“It's clear what happened here, then,” Neil said. “And who is responsible.”

He turned to Higgins.

“We’ll never get along well,” he told the cultist. “Not you and us or you and the

brighthearts. But | do believe we can get along well enough to get out of this alive. We all



know that the outcomes here won't be great for anyone, and worse for some than others.
But getting out alive is better than dying in reality's butt-crack. I'm asking you, all of you, to
put aside what just happened and look forward.”

“We can,” Higgins said. “So long as the fire brightheart gives up his territory to
someone else. We cannot work with him while he still commands messengers. He won'’t
give it up to us, | know, but we would accept his giving it up to you, or even the other
brightheart. The earth one.”

“I will not hand over my power on their say so,” Lorus said. “Those cultist
abominations invaded our city. They were the beginning of the end for our entire people!”

“Yes,” Neil agreed calmly.

“Believe us that we have no love for their kind,” Dustin added. “With the things
they’ve done, I'd love to execute them out of hand. But we allied with them for a reason, as
distasteful as it is for them and us. There’s a larger picture.”

“Fine,” Lorus said. “If they want to work with us, they can cede this territory and
surrender their existing territory to us. And since | represent the larger portion of the
brightheart forces—"

“Because you hid yours behind mine and let them do the dying,” Durrum interrupted.

The two brightheart leaders started arguing over one another until Neil’s voice rang
out.

“STOPY”

The brighthearts were silenced less by Neil’s voice than the two lightning bolts that
struck the ground to either side of the arch, sending thunder crashing through like a sonic
weapon.

“No,” Neil said in the aftermath, his calm voice contrasting with the bluster of the two
brighthearts. “You’re not getting the territory, Lorus, and you know that. You’re just trying
to establish a negotiating position you can argue from to keep your own territory. But we’ve
seen your leadership and it will bury us all.”

“You don’t have any messengers,” Lorus said. “You can’t control them, can you?”

‘I can’t imprint on them,” Neil admitted, “and | don’t think | should. | don’t want a slave
army.”

“We don’t have a choice,” Durrum said. He had calmed down but the earth
brightheart’s voice still carried a deep, arresting rumble. “| don’t like using these things, but

our enemies will. We have to match them.”



“You already tried that, and what did it get you?” Dustin asked. “Two brighthearts and
a cultist, all with messengers, and you still would have died without the people who had
none.”

“Because you found a way to control the lightning,” Durrum pointed out. “If you can
bring that power into each new territory, | will agree to your leadership. If we could expand
this territory from here on all sides and use the lightning to wipe out the anomalies, that
would be one thing. But almost all the border territories here have been claimed already.
By you, me, Lorus and Higgins. By the Undeath priests as well, and they won’t come back.
They’ll make us come to them.”

“He is right,” Higgins said. “They are probably still one or two territories bordering this
one, but that is not enough to justify handing all our territories and their messengers over
to you. | think the earth brightheart will make the better leader than either of you,
adventurers. If nothing else, who is to say if the messengers would even survive passing
into your control?”

“Yours would not,” Neil told him flatly. “Outside of Builder cult control, your
messengers will die, be that under my command or Durrum’s. The elemental messengers
will not, but that doesn’t matter. We shouldn’t be using them at all.”

“If there was time to indulge in ideals,” Higgins said. “You would all be fighting me like
the fire one wants to.”

“I's not just a matter of ideals,” Neil said. “We can’t play a numbers game with the
Undeath priests. With every territory they claim, their numbers grow more than ours. Not
only do they pick up the undead we have to fight, but when we win a fight, our numbers
drop. They turn the fallen into undead servants, allies and enemies alike. It's what makes
the Church of Undeath so dangerous. Why they are so thoroughly stamped out whenever
and wherever they are found.”

“If we had lost,” Dustin said, “everyone here would have joined their army. We can’t
fight them on their terms because we’ll lose. That’s the undeniable weight of numbers and
everyone here just felt it. You're all talking like the messengers are the only way, but
you’ve just seen what that will get you. We have to fight them on our terms, not theirs. Find
other ways. In this place, the lightning was the key. Other territories will have other quirks
we can use. It might be as simple as territory well-suited to hit-and-run attacks, or some
strange magic like the lightning.”

“We need to move as a lean, efficient, elite force,” Neil said. “While they are lugging

around their ponderous army, we fight smarter, not harder. The adventurer way.”



“This is all just you trying to make the messengers not matter,” Loris said. “If we need
the messengers, then you’re off the table as the one to unify the territories.”

“It doesn’t matter who unifies it,” Neil said, “so long as they don’t lead the rest of us to
oblivion. In the end, the territories will all go to Jason Asano. That’s the only way we get
out of this place instead of dying along with everyone and everything you’ve ever known,
Lorus.”

“Then give the territories to me,” Lorus said. “Once everyone actually obeys, | will
make us stronger as we go. I'll show you that we can fight the undead. Our messengers
are stronger than theirs.”

“And ours are stronger than yours,” Higgins said. “By that standard, | should be the
one to unify the territories. If you take ours, the strongest messengers we have will die.
The adventurers admitted that.”

“How do they even know?” Lorus asked.

“The same way | command the lightning,” Neil lied. It was the rabbit watching through
surreptitious drones who was commanding the lightning from the mesa. Neil appreciated
the dramatic flair with which the rabbit used it, not that he’d ever admit it. Jason’s stance
on style over substance was not something Neil would allow to propagate, even if
adventuring was occasionally about how good you look doing it.

“How do you control the lightning?” Durrum asked. “I think that is something that
should be shared.”

“And | will,” Neil said. “With the person that ends up unifying the territories. All of
them. Higgins, you know we won't let it be you. Any more than we will Lorus.”

“Don’t think you can speak for everyone, outsider,” Lorus said. “Yes, the cult
messengers are strong but we won'’t allow the cult to lead us. The earth messengers are
tough, but you are right about the undead’s numbers. What you failed to mention was that
those numbers are weak individually. Their messengers are weak and their undead
weaker. My fire messengers have the offensive power to wipe them out fast and make
those numbers irrelevant. Giving the territories to me is the only responsible choice. You're
painting me as ambitious, but the truth is, I’'m the only one who can lead us to success. |
only want the power to lead us all out of here.”

“So you say,” Neil told him, “but talk is easy. Actions tell the real story, and what have
your actions told us about your intentions, Lorus? What do they say about your reason for
wanting all the power? If the benefit of all was your objective, the way you claim, you
would have put aside your distaste and allied with the Builder cult. | don’t think leading

everyone to safety is what your actions tell us.”



“You—" Lorus moved to rebut, but was cut off by Durrum.

“You spoke your piece, Lorus,” the earth brightheart rumbled. “Let the aboveworlder
finish.”

“Thank you,” Neil said with a nod to Durrum. He then turned back to Lorus and
continued.

“Your actions, Lorus, tell us that you like the power. Having command of all these
messengers. Your leaders aren’t here to tell you what to do and you’ve been revelling in
the power. Indulging in something it feels like you’ve wanted for a long time. Even if we
gave you all the territories here and let you lead us, it would only last so long. Sooner or
later, you will have to hand over the power that you've built. That you've earned. Whether
to one of your gold-rankers or to Jason Asano.”

“Of course,” Lorus said.

"Are you genuinely willing to do that, though?" Neil asked. "Or do you have some
idea in your head of accruing so much power for yourself that you can decide how this
ends? Strike down the Builders, do as you will? Force Jason to show you how to unify the
territory yourself and come out of this as ruler of the brighthearts? You know that you all
have to capitulate to him, right? Your kind has no recourse but to obey him. He may be a
stranger to your realm, but it's his to rule now."

Neil was gambling that he understood Lorus, despite having just met him. He was
confident the fire brightheart was a volatile mix of ambition, impatience and pride, with an
unearned sense of entittement. He and Dustin understood the type better than most. He
remembered how easily Jason had provoked Thadwick in those early meetings, prodding
him until he erupted. The fire brightheart did the same when Neil kept poking.

“THIS IS NOT SOME OUTSIDER’S PLACE TO TAKE!” Lorus roared. “You have
come here and torn our home asunder, but it is still our land! Our land to fight for and our
land to rule!”

“And you’re the one to rule it?” Neil asked calmly. “With an army of brainwashed
slaves? Your people have been fighting the elemental messengers for how long? And now
you’re going to use them to seize power?”

“These messengers obey. And so will everyone else, so long as | have them!”

Lorus realised he had gone too far and looked around at the faces of his fellow
brighthearts.

“We have leaders,” Durrum said, his voice as soft as the sound of grinding gravel

could. “They are wise leaders, who have led us through greater tragedy than any of us



thought we could endure. They have earned our trust with sacrifice and sage guidance.
Look around you, Lorus. None here will follow you and your ambition. Not anymore.”

Lorus looked around again, seeing that Durrum was right. Even his own followers
either failed to meet his eyes, their faces showing disgust, disdain or disappointment.

“Lorus cannot lead,” Durrum announced to the group. “But the cultist was right that
we should not give up the power of the messengers. Ideals are all well and good, but they
avail you nothing if you’re dead. The Undeath priests are not shy about taking control of
the messengers, and neither should we be. These messengers were grown in pods, using
our people as fertiliser. We will use them in turn and, when we’re done, put them down like
the twisted creations they are.”

“Then you will lose,” Dustin said. “You may not be Lorus, but you don’t know how to
lead an army. That much was clear from the battle we just saw. Neil and | have been
taught strategy and large group tactics, and you know what we’ve learned? Just enough to
realise that neither of us should command an army either. We don’t have the experience to
make it work, especially when the Undeath priests will be growing their forces faster than
we can.”

“We've already said it,” Neil added. “We need to be fast and effective, not ponderous
and unwieldy. Armies are hard to move and harder to feed. | suspect that even these
messengers need to eat, but the undead ones maybe not. They're weaker than yours but |
bet that’s a trade-off. Do you have a spirit coin supply? A food supply? My territory is lush
and replete with food, and | imagine some of you can say the same. But this place has
nothing, and marching a hungry army through more barren territories will turn them from a
weapon into an anchor.”

“If we move as a small group,” Dustin said, “we can carry enough food that we only
have to resupply so often. Fast and effective. Hitting the Undeath priests and taking out
their territory leaders while they are still trying to establish and consolidate. They have the
numbers, so instead of trying to match them and falling short, we should use those
numbers against them. Leave them with the weaknesses of an army while we gain the
advantages of an elite strike force.”

“You talk a lot,” Lorus said. “But all | hear are reasons that we should hand over what
brighthearts have won to you.”

“Then don’t,” Neil said. “The cult have already said they will follow Durrum. | will
accept that as well, under the condition that he is at least willing to explore small-group
tactics. To see for himself whether motivated champions or enslaved armies are the way

forward.”



“Durrum,” Lorus said. “Don’t let this outsider lead you to disaster. Without enough
messengers—’

“I am willing to trust in our people,” Durrum said. “In the strength we have, not that of
the monsters we've shackled. You have never been content with what you have, Lorus,
long before today. Always wanting more. Coveting that which was not yours. If these
aboveworlders are wrong, then | will use the messengers. But first, | will see for myself
what we can accomplish by relying on each other.”

“And if | refuse to hand over my territory?” Lorus asked, pulling himself up to his full
height. It didn’t have the effect he hoped, given that the earth brightheart Durrum stood
head and shoulders above him.

“Then you will die,” Durrum said. “If you use your messengers to fight under this arch,
you will have no range and die quickly. If you fight under open sky, you will face the
lightning in the air. On the ground, my earth messengers will make short work of you. Give
up your ambitions, Lorus. They have cost us already, but we will forgive and accept if
you're willing to come back to the fold now. This is your last chance.”

“It's a shame,” Durrum said as one of the brighthearts carried away Lorus’ body. “He
was a fool, but a strong fool.”

“We need strength,” Neil said. “But even the greatest strength can be sapped away
by poison, and that man was poison.”

Durrum nodded his acknowledgement.

‘I don’t like how that went,” he said, “but perhaps it was for the best. Now, | will

accept your territory and you can show me how to command the lightning.”



Chapter 802

Precise Control

Neil looked up at the sky as Dustin, Durrum and himself rode through the mud on a
flat stone, courtesy of Durrum’s earth powers. He thought it might be sundown, but it was
hard to tell when the blanket of black clouds made for a perpetual night. At least the
lightning bolts were avoiding them, courtesy of the rabbit controlling them from the mesa.

“It was weird seeing a bunch of messengers eating root vegetables, right?” Dustin
asked.

“Definitely,” Neil agreed. The area that had once been his territory now belonged to
Durrum, and he was surprisingly happy about that. After claiming the territory he’d
experienced a growing sense of power, but in its absence he now felt relief. He didn’t
realise it until the power was gone, but something about it hadn’t quite fit. Like an
octagonal peg forced into a round hole, it worked but didn’t belong. That the power had
blinded him to that made him reassess the behaviour of Lorus.

The stone they were riding ploughed through the mud, no small amount flying up to
spatter them. Given that mud was unavoidable in this territory they hadn’t bothered to
clean themselves again. The stone arrived at the base of the mesa and stopped.

“This is it?” Durrum asked in his rumbling voice.

“This is it,” Dustin confirmed.

At the base of the mesa, just above the mud line, a section of stone drew back into
the surrounding rock and then slid aside, revealing a passage. Neil hopped off the stone
they were standing on and went inside, the others following.

“This was here the whole time?” Durrum mused.

“There are advantages to not having to wrangle an army,” Neil said. “Yes, you'll
stumble into more things out in the open, but you’re too busy to dig around and find the
hidden treasures.”

The tunnel ended in an elevating platform that carried them up, passing several floors
along the way. The rooms were round and largely empty, although one had sleeping
alcoves cut into the wall.

“We’ll need to sort out some furnishings,” Neil said, “But this will make a nice, secure
home base.”

“It's nice that we can access storage bags and storage spaces again,” Dustin said,
“but | don’t know how many people brought furniture in them. But even natural materials in

those alcoves could make them a pleasant enough place to sleep.”



“I like sleeping on hard rock,” Durrum said. “Beds are too soft. | don’t know how much
time we’ll spend sleeping, though.”

“Some, at least,” Neil said. “According to Jason, his previous transformation zone
experiences each lasted more than a month.”

-

The replica of Jason’s hometown was looking a little worse for wear after a sequence
of territory captures. Each neighbouring territory he expanded his influence into caused a
stream of living anomalies to spill out of it, across the boundary and into his previously
claimed land. The volcanic territory had gone as well as could be hoped, the town not
getting much more than singed around the edges. Farrah had done most of the work of
keeping the anomalies modelled after fire, earth and magma elementals in check.

Jason’s claimed land was not entirely land, with the boundary to a couple of territories
cutting through the water offshore. One ran along the beach while another fronted the
marina where Jason had once lived in a cloud houseboat. This was the one he had
expanded into most recently, unleashing living anomalies in the form of aquatic and
amphibious creatures. Octopi that walked awkwardly on land, lobster centaurs and an
army of shabs, the crab-shark hybrids that left Jason nostalgic.

By the time the living anomalies had stopped emerging, the marina was an ugly black
soup with dead monster croutons. Standing on the roof of the harbourmaster’s office with
Sophie and Farrah all three were wincing at the smell.

“That is genuinely foul,” Sophie said with watering eyes. “Even reducing my sense of
smell right down, that is piercing.”

“It's not quite as bad as rainbow smoke,” Farrah said, “but it’s close, and there’s just
so much of it.”

“My first monster was a shab,” Jason reminisced. “| stabbed it from underneath a few
times and got some stinky goo on me. Never had much time to think about it, though. |
was investigating a magic waterfall inside a mountain that had turned off and it turned back
on again, blasting me right off the side of the mountain.”

‘I remember that,” Farrah said. “| missed it because... what was | doing again?”

“Looking for the person that set you up with the cannibals,” Jason said. “But Anisa
killed him before he could talk.”

“And then Rufus kicked her out of the group, yeah,” Farrah said.

“Why does all the fun stuff happen to you two?” Sophie asked.

“I'm not the one who put all my character points into appearance instead of luck,”

Jason muttered.



“Don’t go including me,” Farrah said. “l wasn’t even there for the waterfall thing. I'm
not the one who gets all the exciting adventures.”

“You came back from the dead in another universe,” Sophie pointed out.

“Only because Jason was doing it already and they gave him a plus one.”

“Yeah, but you were there,” Sophie said. “When will | get to go to another universe?
Or find a mountain in the shape of my head?”

“I think yours would be more popular than Jason’s,” Farrah said, turning to look at the
fortress. Sophie did the same.

“What'’s in the chin?” Sophie wondered. “Extra storage? A theatre maybe?”

“It's not that big,” Jason said.

“It's not small,” Farrah said. “Have you ever noticed that now the inside of Jason’s
hood isn’t completely dark, his chin kind of sticks out?”

“I have,” Sophie said. “l thought it had gotten a lot smaller as he ranked up, but that
beard is doing a lot of work. Seeing it in silhouette really shows off the size.”

“As does carving an enormous version of it out of stone,” Farrah observed.

“Now that | think about it,” Jason said in a shameless attempt to change the subject,
“The shab wasn’t my first monster, just my first iron rank one.”

“Lesser monsters don’t count,” Farrah said.

“You say that,” Jason told her, “but you didn’t see the potent hamster. They like to
jump and bite, two very unwelcome things when you don’t have pants.”

“We don’t need to hear about you not having pants again,” Farrah said.

“Not even a pair of boxer shorts,” Jason said with a winsome shake of the head.

“‘How about we get away from this smell?” Sophie asked. “Why are we even
expanding from this territory?” Sophie said. “Didn’t you want to protect your town from
damage?”

“That’s why we’re doing these first,” Jason said. “All through the transformation zone,
our allies and enemies are claiming territories as well. With each one, the remaining
territories grow more dangerous.”

“So, we're taking these neighbouring ones while we have the best chance to reduce
the damage?” Sophie asked.

“Exactly.”

“And you’re saving the mountain range for later,” Farrah said. “Now that you can

control the winds there it will be a big advantage.”



“Yeah,” Jason said. “This ability to use the environment as a controllable weapon is
new to me. It wasn’t a feature of the previous zones I've been in. And if there’s one
territory where that can be done, | have to assume there’s more.”

“We’ll have to be careful about entering occupied zones,” Sophie pointed out. “We
don’t want some Undeath priest setting off earthquakes under our feet or something.”

“Maybe,” Jason said. “I'm not sure how much precise control they’ll have over their
territories. I’'m built for claiming territories. If Undeath showed his priests how to claim and
unify territories properly, then maybe. | can control the wind there, but | don’t think most
people claiming that territory could. Anyone that can is a threat, so you’re right, Sophie.
We need to be careful about pushing into occupied zones.”

“Should | start giving them a thorough scout before we decide to make a move?”
Sophie asked.

“Yeah,” Jason said. “I think that’s a good idea.”

“Well, pick which one you want to go for next,” Sophie said. “I'll check it out while you
go pick up your next set of messengers from the water territory.”

-

The gold-rank messengers in Belinda’s group had been unable to agree on which of
the two would lead their group, claiming and unifying the territories. Resolving that
difference of opinion had left the survivor, Kol Kelis Vel, with a supply of gold-rank
messenger body parts for use in rituals.

The group now consisted of the now-singular gold-rank leader and most of a second
gold-ranker being carried in a trio of sacks by one of the five silver-rankers. That duty fell
to Cas Vin Baral who had drawn the ire of the gold-rankers and himself been used as a
source of ritual materials.

Another of the five was Belinda who had not missed the glee of Cas at the gold-
ranker’s death. Since the gold-ranker had been tormenting Cas and using him for ritual
parts, she found his attitude to be fair.

She’d been observing the others as she continued formulating a plan, deciding who
would be an asset, a liability or an obstacle. Cas was a complainer, an idiot and too caught
up in his sense of persecution to be a problem. The occasional nudge from Belinda kept
that persecution coming, just to make sure.

Two of the remaining silver-rankers were sheep, going wherever they were
shepherded. They would get in her way, given the chance, but lacked the imagination to
be a real hindrance. They could always get lucky, though, so Belinda didn’t dismiss them

entirely.



The real problem was the final silver-ranker. He was quiet, but not like the two
sheepengers. When they went quiet it was like they turned their brains off to avoid wasting
magic charge until they were given their next instruction. This last messenger was quiet
because he kept his mouth shut and ears open; a dangerous trait in an enemy. He was
always watching but rarely spoke, to the point that she hadn’t even gotten his name yet.
She’d caught him watching her more than once.

If she knew what his motivation was, she’d be a lot happier. Did he see her as a
threat to the upper position amongst the silver-rankers? The other three certainly weren't.
Did he suspect her? Had he known the messenger whose identity she stole well, or notice
that she floated around a little differently from the others?

Any silver-ranker could levitate unless their training was either non-existent or utterly
shambolic. Doing so with the effortless finesse of a messenger was another thing entirely,
as she could fake the feel of their auras, but not the abilities. That was why, before
infiltrating the group, she’d installed floating devices in her clothes. Into the toga-like outfit
with sandals, she’d incorporated spots where the devices could be slipped in without being
noticed.

The devices were designed for moving heavy cargo that couldn’t be placed in
dimensional bags. She’d been using them for years, although rarely for their intended
purpose. An innovative adventurer found almost as much use for them as an innovative
thief. It wasn’t even the first time she’d made a levitation suit out of them, so it didn’t take
too much practise before she was ready. As long as she wasn’t under close observation
during heavy action, she was confident she had enough precise control to pass for a
messenger using their aura to float.

Or so she had been. Perhaps the final silver-ranker was onto her, either waiting to
take advantage or looking for proof before making a play. Whatever shape her final plan
ended up taking, it would need to involve dealing with him.

—

Durrum made a sound like gravel being crushed as he looked at the panel inside the
mesa’s lightning control room. Neil, Dustin and the rabbit were watching from the far side
of the room.

“Is he angry or getting ready to poop?” the rabbit asked.

The other two gave him a reprimanding look

“What?” the rabbit asked. “All he does is make different rock sounds. Can you tell the
difference?”

“He can hear us,” Dustin said. “Even if you whisper.”



“Yeah, but he needs me,” the rabbit told him. “And he won’t go [bleep]ing off the
healer, either, but you're expendable.”

“What does he need you for?” Dustin asked.

“Because | cannot understand these controls!” Durrum said angrily from across the
room. “This is my territory. Why will it not obey me?”

“‘Because you aren’t built to rule it,” Neil said. “It has to be someone like Jason
Asano. Who you agreed to hand everything over to, remember? The way Lorus wouldn’t.”

Durrum marched across the room to loom over the rabbit.

“You know how this place works,” he said, more accusation than question.

“Yep,” the rabbit said, not bothering to look up at him. “Also, can you back off? You’re
twice my height, which leaves me looking at a bag of rocks. Congratulations on what
you’ve got going on there, by the way, but not what | want hanging in front of my face.”

“You will tell me how to control this place,” Durrum said.

“Not going to move, okay. I'm just going to pop around you and get some space on
my own there.”

The rabbit ducked around him and into the middle of the room. Neil observed that this
put the rabbit atop the elevating platform, although the rabbit didn’t activate it. Durrum
turned to face the rabbit.

“You must obey me, creature.”

“Is that s0?” the rabbit asked. “As you've just pointed out, I'm the only one who can
run this place. Where | came from, that’s what we call leverage.”

“You don’t come from this territory?” Durrum asked. “Where do you come from then?”

“How the [bleep] would | know?”

“You just said they do something a certain way where you’re from,” Durrum pointed
out. “How would you know that if you don’t know where you come from?”

“I know, right? I’'m a man of mystery. Or a rabbit of mystery. Rabbit-man of mystery?
No, that sucks. I'm going to stick with man of mystery.”

“STOP BABBLING NONSENSE!” Durrum roared, his voice not shaking the room but
feeling like it did.

“Say it, don’t spray it, mate.”

Durrum lumbered in the rabbit’s direction only for Neil to duck between them.

“It's fine,” he assured the brightheart whose rage made the large room feel small. Neil
then turned to the rabbit.

“You need to show him some respect,” Neil said.



“I'm open to that,” the rabbit said, “but respect is a two-way street. Which part of the
phrase ‘you must obey me, creature’ has the respect in it? The part where I'm his slave or
the part where I'm his pet?”

Neil took a calming breath.

“Sometimes in life, rabbit, you have to be the bigger man. Especially when you're the
smaller one.”

“Sure. But once I've taught that guy how to run this place, he’s going to snap my neck
in as little time as it takes him to grab it. Tell me I'm wrong with a straight face and I'll start
teaching him right now.”

Neil’s lips pressed together unhappily.

“Rabbit, can you go downstairs and give us all a chance to cool down?”

“My [bleepling pleasure.” The rabbit said, the elevating platform descending before
he’d finished the sentence. A metal plate slid out and up to fill the hole in the floor and Neil
turned back to Durrum.

“Durrum, | know the rabbit is annoying. Dear gods, do | know, because | have a
better idea where he came from than he does. Which is why what | know and the rabbit
doesn'’t is that if you kill him, what comes for you will be worse than anything this
transformation zone can throw at you.”

“Is that a threat?”

“It's a warning, Durrum. Honestly, we can probably stop him from killing you, but he’ll
be angry enough at you that Lorenn and Marla will be angry at you too, for putting him in
that mode.”

Durrum frowned at the mention of the brightheart leaders.

“You're talking about Jason Asano.”

“l am,” Neil said.

Durrum nodded and his body language settled until he no longer looked like a
carnivorous mountain.

“Asano took what was left of my people and gave them a haven,” Durrum said. “My
family. | would never do anything to offend him.”

“Then let me make a suggestion. Some people don’t get along with Jason, and
there’s a lot of him in that rabbit. The best thing in those situations is to have a go-
between. This place is complicated to control. You don’t want to learn how anyway
because you’re not going to stay in here and use it. You’re going to be out there, leading
and fighting.”

Durrum nodded.



“Pick out some of your people,” Dustin said, moving to join the conversation. “Some
of the ones who are a bit smarter than the rest but won’t be missed as much on the
battlefield.”

“Smart fighters are good fighters,” Durrum said.

“True,” Dustin said, “but pick some smart ones anyway. Let the rabbit teach them,
since this place will work better with more people at all these control panels.”

“There are more panels than we have people to spare,” Durrum said. “I'll bring some
messengers to control it. Unless you are against using them for even that, healer.”

“That seems fine,” Neil said. “I just don’t like the idea of sending people to their death
when they don’t get a choice in the matter.”

“We don’t get a choice in the matter,” Durrum said.

“Yes we do, and you know it,” Neil said. “We could hole up in here, use the lightning
to protect us and wait for allies to come. But if you tell those messengers to go die, they
will. Even if, inside their heads, they’re screaming in fear and despair.”

“I think you give them too much credit,” Durrum said. “They are unfeeling monsters.”

“Maybe,” Neil said. “But | think you know how it feels when the only thing between
you and death is misery and a complete inability to control your own fate. | want to see if
we can check before feeding them into the meat grinder.”

“You let the cultist messengers die.”

“Some are beyond saving,” Neil said. “As a healer, it's the hardest thing to accept, but
we have to. We can’t do what we do otherwise, and it makes us fight all the harder to save
the rest.”

“So you say, but how many have you participated in killing?”

“Too many,” Neil admitted. “I'm not perfect. All we can do is our best. And when we
get it wrong, when we make bad choices, the best we can do is learn from them and make
better ones.”

Durrum shook his head.

“Those are the words of a man who has not watched his civilisation die. Who has not
seen nineteen out of every twenty get massacred. | don’t want to be better. | want victory. |
want vengeance. | want to scour the world of everyone who came to my home and killed in
search of plunder. Who used the bodies of the people | love as fertiliser to grow more
killers. As meat to build deathless abominations. If | have my way, | will drive every
messenger to the most painful death | can manage, the moment we’re done with them. |
will hunt every cultist, yank the metal from their bodies and beat them to death with it. 1 will

burn every priest and stamp their ashes into the mud until I'm sure that they’re dead. | will



kill and kill and kill until all that is left is a knowledge in every place and every people that
this is what happens when you come for the brighthearts.”

Neil looked at Durrum, the big man’s eyes wet with tears. He said nothing.



Chapter 803

Impostor Syndrome

With each territory Belinda's group claimed, the number of messengers in their group
expanded. The messengers brought from stasis weren't abnormal like the elemental
messengers of the soul forge tree, instead being ordinary, if rather confused. The gold-
ranker, Kol Kelis Vel, no longer had a peer to discuss it with and had taken to using a
silver-ranker instead.

Of the silver-rankers, Relia Vin Vala had proven the pick of the bunch. Most of them
knew when to keep their mouths shut, but only Relia had both the boldness to open hers
occasionally and have something worth saying when she did.

They based their operations out of the territory where Kol could use concentrated
sunlight as a weapon. Kol and Relia stood side by side on a jutting cliff, looking out over
the flatlands from the solitary mountain.

“The messengers coming out of stasis,” Kol said. “Each territory hands them over as
rewards for its conquest and | am concerned about their provenance.”

“I would imagine they are the elemental messengers the elemental tree created when
we were tainted,” Relia said. “We were purged of the tree’s influence on reaching this
place, so it stands to reason that they were as well. But they are not imprinted until
someone claims the territory.”

‘| agree with that assessment,” Kol said. “My concern is with the nature of the
imprinting. Are they copying the imprint on our souls, that of Vesta Carmis Zell?”

“You wonder if, being cut off from the astral king, they are being imprinted by you?”

‘I do wonder that, yes. These new messengers obey, but they seem confused and
uncertain.”

“This is the first time they have existed with clear heads,” Relia pointed out. “They
have not been shown our ways. They are yours to shape.”

“But they are also a danger. If they have been imprinted by me, | have intruded on
the domain of astral kings. Once we leave this place and Vesta Carmis Zell can reach us
again, she might destroy me for the temerity.”

“Then use them for now, and kill them when we reach the end. Destroy the power in
your hands and show your loyalty.”

Kol turned to give Relia an assessing look.

“I did not know you before we were sent below,” Kol said. “Was your leader with us?”

“Yes,” Relia said. “He was not turned by the tree; he fell.”



“Would you like to serve under me once we return?”

Belinda smiled.

“I would like that very much.”

“Good. Now, it is time for another territory.”

“‘May | make a suggestion?”

“‘Please do.”

“When you expand your influence into a territory, these living anomalies come out. It
seems to me that the anomalies are growing stronger with each new territory. It could be
they get stronger over time, when you claim a territory or when anyone in the
transformation zone claims one.”

“We have handled them well enough so far.”

“Yes, but we’ve also made use of the power in this realm. Being able to focus the
sunlight into destructive beams has made short work of the anomalies, but we haven’t
needed that power. We should be saving it for when we do.”

“You’re suggesting | expand from another territory I've claimed instead? Leave the
remaining one adjacent to us until later?”

“Yes. That power saves us a little time and that is all. | recommend holding off until
the anomalies are more of a threat and it will save us from wasting the lives of the new
messengers you command.”

“Then we shall expand from one of the other territories. | have claimed several; which
would you advise we use?”

“While the anomalies are at their weakest, we should expand from the hardest to
defend against.”

Kol nodded her agreement.

“The elemental forest, then. We’ll need to get it ready if that’s our choice. Clear out
the undead and map it as best we can.”

—

The elemental forest was a place where all manner of elemental forces were in play,
their strength waxing and waning in elemental pulses. The end result made elemental
powers unreliable, either overcharged or underpowered. It also had a detrimental effect on
magical perception.

The geography was a series of gorges laid out like spokes on a wheel. A river ran
through each one, converging at the heart of the territory in a massive sunken basin. They

spilled off the sharp edge of the basin, creating a spectacular ring of waterfalls.



The gorges were thickly forested, from the ground above them to the floors where the
trees framed the riverbanks. Even the steep sides had trees and bushes growing right out
of the rock. Cave systems riddled the gorge walls, linking them up in a complex network of
caverns and tunnels.

In the outer reaches of the territory, the gorges were at their most spaced out. There
were several cenotes, massive holes in the ground with flooded bottoms. The rivers
moved from underground to above ground in these outer reaches, each one gushing from
a cave at the head of its gorge.

Belinda’s plan was falling into place. Making a move against a gold-ranker was
always going to be a sketchy proposition and the open plains where Kol could harness
death beams from the sky was not the right pick. Having convinced her to move their base
of operations was the win that Belinda needed to move forward.

While her plan had a basic shape, there was a plethora of potential problems in the
aftermath. Would Kol Kelis Vel survive? Probably, given how hard to kill gold-rankers
were. Even if Kol died, what about her growing army of messengers? Would they mill
about in confusion or methodically hunt her down? What about the other messengers that
weren’t just confused, docile recruits?

The varying possibilities meant that she needed contingencies, and the elemental
forest gave her everything she needed. The nodes of elemental power, seated in rocks
and trees, even carried on gusts of wind, made a great resource. For an improvised magic
specialist like Belinda, it was clay to be moulded in her hands. Often literally.

Once she made her move, she needed to get away. Whether from gold-rank senses
or a horde of messengers hunting her, being able to hide was essential and the forest
provided again. The fluctuating energy of the forest messed with magical perception,
meaning she would be out of prying eyes while setting up and have a better chance to
escape in the aftermath.

Most of the magic she needed to set up was well within her capabilities. It was the
main element that was a gamble, messing with Kol Kelis Vel's ritual. When assimilating a
new territory, the messenger used a ritual to do it properly. Kol asserted that simply
claiming and uniting the territories using the orbs dropped by the final anomalies was
flawed. It introduced instabilities that would affect the person doing it and ultimately doom
a final unification. The ritual seemed to accomplish much the same thing as what Jason
said his power could do. That made the messenger a threat that needed to be dealt with.

After watching the ritual carried out several times, Belinda had come to understand

how much more advanced her magic was. Messenger magic was leaps and bounds



ahead of what they had on Pallimustus, at least when it came to astral magic and the kind
of dimensional manipulation at play here.

What she needed was Clive and his freakish mind for magic, especially astral magic.
He'd probably started putting together aspects of the underlying theory already. She was
not Clive, however, and the theory was beyond her. She didn't even try to figure it out and
instead focused on her own specialty.

The key to improvised magic was not in grasping the higher-order elements of
magical workings. It was about the foundational elements; the nails and bolts that held a
magic framework together. Crucially, these operated by rules that were the same for magic
everywhere, be it messenger magic, Pallimustan magic, or whatever crude dabbling they
did on Jason's planet.

She didn't count the bizarre magic Jason's familiar pulled out now and again. Once
gods and cosmic beings got involved, it was best to ignore whatever Jason had going on.
It wasn't relevant as the messenger's magic didn't use any such strangeness. For all its
advancements, it was built on a foundation that fell within Belinda's understanding.

She might not know exactly what the messenger was doing with her ritual, but she
did grasp the basic underpinnings of how. The ritual followed fundamental principles of
magic that Belinda not only knew, but knew how to sabotage.

The lack of communication and muddled perception of the elemental forest gave
Belinda time to work. She had a lot of quick and dirty magic to set up and only so long to
do it. As she moved around the territory, she encountered elements that seemed natural
but highlighted the artificiality when examined more closely.

The geography looked like ordinary wilderness from up close, but the wheel and
spoke shape visible from the air did not appear natural. The rivers were sourced
underground, close to the borders of the territory. Having seen the abrupt geographical
shifts where territories met, she was willing to bet they weren't flowing in from outside.
There was probably some hidden magical source for each of the rivers

There was also the question of where all that water went after emptying into the
huge basin. The water level wasn’t rising which meant there was five rivers worth of
draining going on. Exactly five rivers worth, since the water level wasn’t dropping either. It
wasn’t idle speculation as the rivers were part of some of her various contingencies.

She worked for hours, drawing ritual diagrams on rocks and trees, hiding them as
best she could. She was filthy after carving diagrams into clays banks and the inside of

hollow logs, jamming spirit coins and other ritual materials into key points.



She washed herself in a river as being crystal-wash clean would be too suspicious.
She took a rest leaning against a warm tree radiating fire element magic. The light dappled
pleasantly through the leaves above, making her think about the sun producing it. It was,
perhaps, the largest incongruity in the strange dimensional realm. The burning orb in the
sky had to be a facsimile, given the magnitude of the real thing. It had to be astoundingly
scaled down, relying on the reduced distance to produce the same result with reduced size
and power. If it had the scope of the real thing, this dimensional space would be countless
times larger than her entire planet.

She thought of Clive again, who would definitely want to explore the truth if he had
the chance. She could imagine him hassling her to assemble some kind of flying research
vessel for them to do just that together. For all their differences, they shared an incredible
passion for magical knowledge.

Belinda and Clive’s disparate approaches to magic were born from very different
educations. Clive was plucked from obscurity and raised by a mentor and given dedicated,
personalised training. Belinda had what amounted to the opposite. She had grown up
either on the street or one step from it, depending on how sober her father had been in any
given month.

Belinda’s mother was long dead or long gone before Belinda had any memory of her.
Her father spoke of her rarely, and only while in his cups. Sometimes he said she was
dead, other times run off. Belinda had never gotten the truth and didn’t much care either
way. She’d never shared Sophie’s curiosity on that front.

Belinda didn’t hate her father. He'd been a good enough one by Old City standards,
especially in the early days. While a regular drunk, he was never a mean one. Even
though they had trouble enough getting by, he’d taken in Sophie after her father had died,
without so much as a word of pushback. However bad things may have gotten by the end,
Belinda would love her father forever for that.

He’d done the best he could for a daughter he knew was far smarter than he.
Teaching her to read was as much education as he could provide himself, but he tried. He
was always scrounging, scraping and bargaining for books, even when they barely had
enough to eat. They were tattered, mouldy or water-stained, often with the cover missing.
A couple had been loose pages he’d crudely bound back together with string himself. She
remembered the pride on his face every time he produced a new one.

After he passed, Belinda and Sophie made their own way. They were decent thieves
at the beginning, and much of her proceeds went to buying books of actual magic. They

hadn’t been good enough to steal them until they were a little older and a lot better.



The Magic Society had always been the treasure trove for magical knowledge. They'd
been careful about going after the Magic Society directly, and wisely so. It was doing so
out of desperation that had allowed Clive and Jason to finally catch them, after all. Instead,
she'd gone after Magic Society members. Most were sloppy about security, especially with
the kind of magic basics that they didn't even consider valuable. To Belinda, they had
been precious. She took great pleasure in giving the books a home where they were more
appreciated.

Clive had been taught magic with every resource at his fingertips. She'd stolen from
so many who squandered such opportunities, but in Clive, she found someone who
understood the value of even the most basic magic. Instead of mocking her hodgepodge,
self-taught knowledge, he'd praised her resourcefulness. He'd taken her as an assistant,
filling the gaps in her knowledge as if their existence was a personal affront.

Clive’s earnest enthusiasm for magic, any magic, was like nothing she’d ever
encountered. She grew up where everyone was guarded, trying to get ahead or even just
get by. She was long past caring about the people she stole from, and Clive's openness
and joy were everything she'd been told to look for in a mark. Even so, she never even
considered taking advantage. Just the thought of it felt like kicking a puppy.

What Clive gave her most of all was someone she didn't feel like she had to slow
down around. Her whole life, she'd been constantly slowing herself down. She didn't
understand why the people around her seemed so slow to figure things out or miss the
completely obvious.

Jory had come closest to keeping up, and he was a lot like Clive in a lot of ways. He
lit up when talking about his alchemy, and his passion for helping people was wildly
appealing to someone who had spent a lifetime around the self-serving. But while Jory
was smart, Clive was on another level. Even now, Belinda knew the people around him
didn’t understand how brilliant he was.

Despite his brilliance, Clive was never prideful about learning from her in turn. He was
fascinated by the unorthodox methodology she’d developed to work around the gaps in
her knowledge. Rather than pushing her into a more straightforward path, he’d
encouraged her to build on it, pushing her to innovate. She came to realise that, like her,
he was excited to have someone he didn’t have to slow down around.

Working as Clive’s research assistant had been a life she’d never imagined possible.
There was more magical knowledge to delve into than she had hours of the day to do it,

with no one to tell her not to. She continued to serve as his assistant on and off through



her adventuring career. With every passing year, she became less of a student and more
of a peer.

For all of that, even years later, there was a part of her waiting for the truth to drop. A
voice inside, telling her that she didn’t deserve any of it. That deep down, her friends knew
that she was still nothing but a jumped-up street thief. She took things she didn't have to;
did things that hurt the team as if subconsciously testing them. Waiting for the day they
realised she didn’t belong and sent her packing.

She leaned her head back against the tree, her hair getting mussed as it rubbed on
the bark. Tears trickled down her face, the mocking expression on it directed at herself.
She only realised her uncharacteristic inattention when she heard footsteps in the leaves
behind her.

She sprang up on alert, turning to find a messenger standing in front of her. It was the
quiet one whose name she still didn’t know. The one she wanted to get rid of before
enacting her plan. He wasn’t floating in the air the way messengers did, but that was not
the change from his normal appearance that left her startled and disarmed. She didn’t
react as he moved forward and gathered her in a hug, his bushy moustache tickling her

ear.



Chapter 804

Gauntlet

Belinda was huddled inside a hollow log as it floated downriver, banging off rocks.
She'd conjured a plug at the open end to keep out the water and was back in her human
form. Messengers were just too big. Her arms were curled around puppy Stash. Light
came from the now-active ritual circle carved into the inside.

There was little chance of the gold-ranker sensing them through the interference of
the elemental forest, but Belinda’s ritual meant that he would need to be both extremely
close and extremely focused to find them. It was the first kind of ritual magic she’d learned
and the one she’d used the most.

She’d set many such rituals in place around the elemental forest. They fell mostly
within the path she expected to take after kicking the hornet’s nest, although there were
outlying places as contingencies. They would help her hide or sneak if her expected
pursuers drew a little too close. Compared to the other preparations she’d made, though,
the concealment rituals were quite modest in number.

A roar of fury and pain filled the sky, clearly audible even through their wooden haven
and the sound of rushing water.

“What does it take to kill that thing?” Belinda wondered.

Belinda'’s plan had seen some positive modifications with the revelation that her
biggest obstacle, the quiet messenger always watching her, was actually an ally. The
critical part had been sabotaging the ritual Kol Kelis Vel had been performing, and that had
gone without a hitch. Belinda had ‘found’ the perfect spot for the ritual; a flat rocky surface
that she'd conjured herself.

After years of diligent practise and a few rank-ups, Belinda could conjure material that
seemed natural and didn’t radiate any aura. It wasn’t very strong, being normal-rank
material, but the strength of ordinary stone was enough. It held up to Kol magically
abrading a flat surface for her ritual, reacting like normal stone.

Kol Kelis Vel had conducted her ritual, unaware of the other ritual circle under the
layer of what she thought was solid stone. Belinda’s ritual circle had been undetectable,
having no magic of its own. It instead lay dormant until a second ritual provided the magic
for it.

This trick was something Belinda had developed herself and required clever
improvisation to implement. The self-developed technique had most impressed Clive who

had gushed over the innovation. There were very few people who added something



genuinely new to magic and he considered it her signature technique. Belinda disagreed,
finding the niche magic less a signature than her well-practised concealment rituals. They
might be common as dirt, but so was Belinda herself and they were both extremely
practical.

The technique of using a hidden second ritual to drain a first did have its uses though,
as she had demonstrated. Kol Kelis Vel's ritual drew in an astounding amount of power,
tapping into all the territories she had claimed and linking them to herself. This was the
moment Belinda had been targeting: when the messenger was both exposed to a vast
power and making herself vulnerable to it.

The hidden ritual circle interfered with the main one by blocking the most fundamental
magical channels. Charged mana accumulated dangerously, neither moving on to the
parts of the ritual that needed it nor dispersing safely. Combined with the complex
messenger magic Belinda didn't understand, the result was a lot of pent-up magic in a very
unstable construct.

The messenger noticed once things had started going awry but it all happened in
moments. By the time she realised what was happening it was too far along. She had
bound herself to the ritual and a moment’s hesitation was all it took.

The detonation threw up a mushroom cloud of dirt and dust, flaring rainbow colours
as the elemental power of the territory reacted. The blast would have annihilated a silver-
ranker in an instant, leaving not so much as a scrap of flesh behind. Gold-rankers,
however, were not so easy to Kkill.

The other messengers, aside from the ones unlocked through territory control, had
been standing around as witnesses. This included Belinda and Stash who had acted
before the others. They knew what to expect and had moved first and fast before the
others realised what was happening.

They even had time to sneak attack some of their fellow messengers, the two
gormless sycophants, before ducking into a hidden bunker to endure the explosion. The
attacks weren't much, but they made sure the pair was right in the path of the blast wave.
The last messenger was the complainer, Cas Vin Baral, but he was a marginal threat. She
suspected that he would survive, having a strong self-preservation streak and no loyalty to
his gold-rank master. Belinda didn’t entirely dismiss him as a threat, but he was one far
down their list of current problems. With a little bit of luck she could even use him, should
she run into him again.

Belinda and Stash fled their bunker the moment the blast wave had passed, charging

into their pre-planned route. They could barely see through what would have been choking



dust if they'd needed to breathe. Their initial escape path and the first few traps along it
had been flattened by a blast much bigger than they anticipated. They kept their
messenger forms but did not fly, knowing escape in the air was impossible. Escape from
what they were unsure of at first, not knowing if Kol had survived and what the territorial
messengers would do. They fled anyway, assuming the worst.

The pair had found their path when the gold-ranker’s survival was confirmed in
intimidating fashion. A wounded bellow of pain and rage rang out, aura amplified noise
shaking the sky. Her aura even cut through the interference of the zone’s elemental power
for a brief moment, pinging against Belinda’s senses. She could feel that Kol Kelis Vel was
wounded, and badly, but that was subsumed by rage.

Kol Kelis Vel may have survived, but she was considerably worse for wear. At one
point, Belinda had almost been caught, hiding in one of her concealment spots as the
gold-ranker stormed past. She looked almost undead, covered in blood and draped in the
scant rags that were what remained of her clothes.

Her body was covered in massive wounds, with some parts missing entirely. Any one
of those injuries would have killed a bronze-ranker and severely slowed down a silver. The
left side of her torso was stripped down the ribs and her right arm stopped at the elbow.
Her hair was gone entirely, along with one eye and a third of the flesh on her head, her
grisly skull visible underneath.

Belinda had hoped the gold-ranker would die while betting she wouldn’t, devising the
rest of her plan accordingly. Their escape route was not just about getting away but about
drawing an angry messenger through a gauntlet of traps.

The time it had taken Kol to start hunting them was a testament to how badly she’d
been hurt. Kol had started by ordering the messengers she gained from the territory to
start sweeping the forest. Belinda had discovered this quickly as they fanned out,
sweeping their senses over the terrain. This was within her calculations as the nature of
the territory made that kind of search fruitless.

Messengers were imperious by nature. They stood above their lessers, and using
their magical perception to search the elemental forest from above fit that mentality
perfectly. Belinda couldn’t be sure about the new messengers, but they were following the
commands of Kol Kelis Vel who was a very traditional messenger. She started them
sweeping but quickly realised it was useless, given the situation. Their perception was so
compromised by the environment that they couldn't detect what was happening in the
gorges and under the trees. Instead, she sent them into the trees, beating the bushes in

an expanding circle from the blast zone.



Kol herself was forced to hunt, going down to ground level and following Belinda and
Stash’s trail. They weren't hard to track, the pair having barrelled through the forest with no
attempt to hide their passage.

Being deceived for days and then almost killed by a silver-ranker mixed with general
messenger arrogance to form a heady cocktail of obsessive frenzy. Kol smashed her way
through the forest in pursuit of Belinda with no fear of the silver-rankers, despite her
massively damaged condition. She knew the trap that left her in that condition could only
have been set through patience, circumstance and opportunity. It would take another of
the same magnitude to finish her, and that was something they had neither the time nor
the chance to accomplish.

Belinda had come to the same conclusion. Assuming the gold-ranker survived, she
had planned on Kol’s single-minded quest for revenge. She’d been drastically outplayed
by a silver-ranker and, like a person startled by a harmless insect, her humiliation turned to
anger. The messenger would not stop until the source of that humiliation had been swatted
to death, even when the smart choice was to let it go.

Unable to produce another trap so destructive as the first, Belinda had used all the
preparation time she’d wrangled to produce many lesser ones. The elemental nodes that
littered the territory made the perfect basis for a gauntlet of quick and dirty traps along their
escape path. Not only were they easy to tap into, but the prevalence of such nodes left any
pursuers with an unpleasant choice.

The nodes themselves weren’t hard to sense, but it was hard to tell which were
normal and which were traps without stopping to study each one. With so many nodes,
that meant slowing to a crawl or accepting that some would be traps and walking into
them. The territorial messengers quickly learned to slow down and make a careful path
forward while Kol Kelis Vel took the opposite approach.

The gold-ranker ploughed through one trap after another. Explosions of fire and
rocks, water jets that were sharper than swords; Kol shrugged it all off. Even in her current
state, the accumulated damage wasn'’t crippling, but it was slowly stacking up.

What frustrated her, though, were the non-damaging traps. Earth nodes used to
create false trails while air magic masked scents and hid the real ones behind illusions.
None of them slowed her for long, the slapped-together illusion rituals quickly falling to
magical scrutiny.

At close range, Kol's senses were still effective, making each delay only slight. But
even a slight delay added wood to the bonfire of her rage, while being deceived again was

pouring on oil. Every fresh wound and annoying misstep drove her more and more into a



blind rage as she wildly thrashed through the forest in her pursuit. Her rage at being
diverted became an obsession with moving in a straight line, beyond the point of reason.
She even started smashing through trees when it would have cost no more time to walk
around them.

After the initial escape, the next stage of the plan was to buy time. Belinda and Stash
dropped their large and obvious messenger forms, making their passage less obvious.
They still moved swiftly but their pursuer would need to slow down at least a little to keep
following the trail.

Stash became nigh-untrackable by turning into a small bird and flitting through the air.
Belinda used her Instant Adept ability, causing her speed and agility to soar. She wasn’t a
match for Sophie, but she still became much harder to track. Not only did it give her
advanced mobility skills and powers, but additional abilities based on her gear.

Belinda’s abilities made her the biggest prepper on her team and she had equipment
for all manner of terrain. She switched to woodland gear that allowed her to blend into the

environment, a mix of the design and the magic on the silver-rank clothes.

Taking the log downriver was critical to the second stage of the plan. So long as it
was effective, it would cause a massive delay in the messenger's efforts to track them.
Belinda had no illusions of losing Kol entirely as gold-rank senses were too sharp, even
mundane ones. Despite all her precautions and all her magic, it was still silver-rank versus
gold. The now-obsessive messenger could be slowed, but not stopped. But with enough
time, she could set up the final stage of the plan and the final confrontation with Kol Kelis
Vel.



Chapter 805
Creepy Stuff

Cas Vin Baral signalled that he’d found them by firing a magical projectile in the air.
When Kol Kelis Vel arrived, however, he was in a far from triumphant position. He was in
an area with powerful ice energy, leading to trees white with snow and a large frozen
pond. On that pond were two Cas Vin Barals, both of whom immediately started explaining
that they’d been captured and they were the real one. One of them was shrouded in an air
node illusion.

Kol wasn’t even floating like a messenger anymore as she emerged from the trees
and stomped over to the pond. Her muddy feet struck the ground like she was attacking it.
She looked more like an animated corpse than ever, burned, stabbed and impaled by
countless traps. Yet, she kept coming like a revenant, stopping only when she reached the
edge of the pond. She stared with her remaining eye looking over the two identical
messengers.

“This is the best you can do after all that running around?” Kol asked, her voice low
and rough. She wheezed from the missing side of her neck. “After making me chase you
through this whole forest, you think I'll fall for shape-changing now? That illusion is a crude
play. You expect me to believe, after all this time tricking me perfectly, that you’d use such
a bet everything on that?”

Kol looked from one Cas Vin Baral to the other.

“You knew | would see through it, of course,” Kol continued. “That is why you've cast
an illusion of Cas Vin Baral over the man himself, to make me think he’s you. At the same
time, you pretend to be him with the same skills that have fooled me all this time. Or
perhaps you’ve thought that far ahead, realising | would not fall for such a ruse and placing
yourself under the illusion after all. But you have made two critical errors.”

“‘And what are they?” Belinda asked, her voice coming from both versions of Cas Vin
Baral.

“One is that you let yourself get anywhere near me. Now you are this close, there is
no more escape. You have some play here, probably messing with my mind. You think |
am oblivious to the rage you are trying to instil in me with your schemes?”

“It doesn’t matter if you know about the plan, so long as it works.”

“I am filled with fury, yes, but my rage will not rule me. You, however, will feel it all.

My wrath will not be satisfied with a quick death for you.”



“If you say so,” Belinda told her. “Actions speak the truth, not words, and | don’t think
you’re as objective as you believe. But you tell yourself what you like.”

“You will see the truth for yourself. You want me to kill the last ally | have, as pathetic
as he is, and think that will drive my mentality over the edge?”

“Something like that. You see, | know this guy. You won’t have heard of him because
you turned yourself into the slave of a tree...”

Both Cas’s paused as Belinda’s mocking laughter escaped their mouths.

“I've never said that out loud before,” Belinda said. “Anyway, where was |? Right, you
were a tree’s slave, so you didn’t hear about this man | know, but he’s become famous
amongst your lot. And he talks about a power that sounds stupid when you hear about it,
but I've seen it work. I've seen it defeat far more powerful beings than you.”

“You think you can bluff me?”

‘I do. This is the kind of trick my friend likes to pull. he calls it villain banter, and I'm
starting to see the appeal. | mean, yeah, I'm riding the knife edge of death here, but I've
taken drugs that don’t make me feel this alive. But you're not worried about what | can do,
right? You’re an almighty messenger; you've seen through all my games. What could |
possibly do to you? You know which one of us is the real me, don’t you? You've figured it
all out.”

Kol gave a bloody grin that showed multiple missing teeth.

“Traps within traps within traps. But | told you, you made two mistakes. | won’t even
count the fact that | could just kill both of you because that’s another trap. Your mistake
was talking. You think you’re buying yourself time, wrapping me up in mind games that will
give you the edge in escaping, perhaps even killing me. But in the time you think you’ve
been playing me, I've had time to properly make use of my magical perception.”

Kol gestured at the space around them. The frozen pond was ringed with frosted
grass and trees heavy with snow.

“Choosing this ice node was a smart move,” she said. “It's probably the most powerful
of the elemental forces in this territory. Even this close, it interferes with my magical
perception, and you’ve even amplified it with a ritual. But | am gold-rank. More than that, |
am a messenger. You have brought me low and | don’t even know your name, but now
you will know what you have chosen to confront. While we have been talking, | have been
piercing the veils of your illusions.”

Kol gestured and the illusion over Cas Vin Baral vanished. It revealed him, not

standing on his feet but lying on the ice in magical shackles. The much harder-to-detect



illusion over the other Cas vanished as well, revealing a mannequin with a powerful trap
rune glowing on the chest.

“While you have been prattling on and playing games,” Kol said, “I have found your
true hiding place.”

With another gesture, the ice in the middle of the pond exploded up, spraying water
that froze in the air, raining droplets of ice. Belinda was yanked out as if by a winch. Water
spilled from the force bubble keeping her dry.

“Your concealment magic is exquisite,” Kol said. “Given the limits of your world’s
magic, even | find myself impressed. But the cold and wet were your undoing. | did not
sense you, but the magic you used to keep yourself dry and warm.”

Kol finally stepped onto the pond, spiderweb cracks forming with every footfall. She
stopped in front of the dangling Belinda, held to match the messenger’s nine-foot height.

“It's disappointing,” Kol said. “Your true self could have been so much more useful
than the identity you took on. If only you had known your place and served.”

“Oh, I'm about to serve,” Belinda said.

“You think | would be willing to take you in at this stage? After all you’ve done, after
all your defiance? You overestimate your value if you think | will let you serve me still.”

“Oh, I'm going to serve you,” Belinda said defiantly. “Serve you up on a goddamn
plate.”

Ice magic poured up out of the pond like a geyser, but not in the form of icy water but
icy mist. Belinda, Kol Kelis Vel and Cas Vin Baral were all frozen in place, an icy patina
coating their bodies.

Compared to the ritual trap that damaged the gold-ranker so badly, the ice trap had
the merest fraction of that power. Even so, Belinda had leveraged the potent ice node,
masking the ritual as one to interfere with perception. It would hold Belinda and the silver-
rank messenger indefinitely, but Kol immediately started breaking free.

The frosty mist quickly thinned and drifted away, leaving only the three frozen people.
Belinda, who had been hung in the air, was dropped. The broken ice had already frozen
over and she landed on it like a hard fruit falling from a tree. The ice coating Kol was being
shaken off as she moved, slowly but inexorably, like pushing through molasses.

The gold-rank messenger was moving, but not close to fast enough to intercept her
attackers. Taika and Humphrey were both high-mobility brawlers, coming in hard and fast.

Humphrey’s massive blade swung in and struck the existing wound on the side of the
messenger’s neck. His sword, shaped like a dragon’s wing and wreathed in flames, buried

itself deep enough to strike her spine, but there it stopped dead. Taika crashed into her



torso from the other direction, his fist landing with a force that sent ripples through her
flesh.

Neither blow was lethal, the near-limitless tenacity of gold-rankers proving itself
again. The messenger was still moving slowly but shrugged off more of the ice magic with
each passing moment. By the time Humphrey landed a second blow she was moving with
the speed of a bronze-ranker, and the third strike missed as she ducked out of the way.

Humphrey and Taika moved fast while she was still in the realm of silver-rank speed.
Humphrey seized her left arm while Taika grabbed what remained of her right.

Stash didn’t have the swiftness of the two adventurers, arriving later than both from
his hiding spot. What he did have was a gorilla body twice the height of Humphrey, along
with six arms that each held an icicle like a spear.

Both adventurers had abilities that enhanced their physical strength to levels
approaching gold rank. This made them hard to shake off for the severely injured gold-
ranker, but shake them off she did. Not in time to stop Stash, however, who brought all six
icicles down to impale her.

One of the icicles shattered on her ribs but the other five dug into her body, lighting
up with runes as they did. The messenger was once again frozen, the patina of frost
returning to shroud her body. Humphrey didn’t waste time, hacking away like a lumberjack.
Taika’s arms worked like pistons as his fists hammered the messenger, the tattoos on his
skin lighting up and shining through his clothes.

The messenger struggled but found the ice magic harder to resist when it was inside
her body. Even so, she once again started to move, breaking out of the frost like a chicken
from an egg. Her molasses speed was still too slow for anything but endurance until she
could expel more of the magic.

She managed to get back to silver-rank speed again, but was too late. She still wasn’t
dead, but Humphrey and Taika had done their work; her body was too far gone. Her head
and wings were gone, as was what had been her remaining arm. She still had her legs and
tried to flee, only to be tripped up by tentacles. Stash had turned into a horrific blob
monster with tentacles emerging from his mouth.

Even with the gold-ranker in that condition, it took minutes to finish the job. They
started with the legs and then worked on the torso until nothing was left but chunks. The
grass was painted in silver-gold messenger blood, dotted with chunks of flesh no larger
than a fist.

“Is that it?” Taika asked. “That has to be it, right?”



He was panting, having burned through his mana and stamina. He was spattered
with silver-gold liquid and drenched to the elbows in it.

“Use your aura senses to find what'’s left of her life force,” Humphrey said. “That will
give you the answer.”

“There’s no way she could be faking it, is there? You should hit her a few more times

The blood and body parts dissolved into rainbow smoke, from the ground as well as
the two men and the familiar. Taika waved it away ineffectually.

“Do you ever get used to it?” he choked out.

“No,” Humphrey said. “There are advantages to fighting from range.”

In the wake of the messenger’s disappearance was an orb with rainbow colours that
shifted like oil on water.

“You park that in your storage space,” Taika said. “I'll see about thawing out Belinda.
Give me the magic-awayer”

“The magic-awayer?” Humphrey asked.

“Yeah. That enchanted stone she gave us to take the ice magic away.”

“You already have it.”

“No, bro. You’ve got it.”

“| definitely don’t have it.”

They both turned to look at Belinda, still frozen out on the ice.

“Uh, she’ll be fine, right bro?”

“I think we’d better find that rock.”

Belinda rubbed her temples, still feeling the splitting headache. She had moved the
group from the site of the battle to another nearby area. A water and fire node had
balanced each other out, resulting in the production of a hot spring. After finding it during
her preparation for the plan, she’d promised herself a return when the job was done. She
now kept that promise, laying against the bank and letting out a sigh as a puppy swam in

merry circles.



The two men were on the other side of a large rock. She’d conjured them chairs, but
not comfortable ones.

“You lost it in a bush?” Belinda called out in disbelief. It wasn’t the first time she’d
asked the question, but none of their answers had been satisfactory.

“We found it eventually,” Taika called back.

“If 'd been a normal person or even an iron ranker, I'd be dead,” Belinda scolded.
“‘Even a bronze-ranker would need some serious healing after being frozen like that.”

“We appreciate your sacrifice,” Humphrey said. “You were right that she would be
fixated on you.”

“And the other messengers haven’t done anything?” Belinda asked.

“Not that we’ve seen,” Taika said. “We’ve seen some flying around, but they’re all
pretty aimless. They saw us, too, but they ignored us.”

‘I can’t believe you made a speech about the power of friendship,” Humphrey said.

“‘Don’t tell Jason,” Belinda said. “He’s insufferable enough as it is.”

“We need to decide where to head next,” Humphrey said. “My only plan was to follow
the familiar bond until | found Stash. | picked up Taika along the way but we didn’t see
anyone else, friend or foe.”

“Except for the undead and the living anomalies,” Taika added. “I guess they’re more
like murdery terrain.”

“Neither of us have claimed any territories,” Humphrey said.

“I don’t think you should start now,” Belinda said. “Those anomalies are getting
tougher. Taking territories is a slow enough way to progress when it's easy, but now it will
be a crawl. Instead of unifying territories we should unify people. | advocate moving fast
and finding groups to join up with. Or avoid, if it's the other team.”

“That’s a sound approach,” Humphrey said.

“We also need to decide what to do with the last messenger,” Taika said. “The one
with the bags of body parts. That's creepy stuff.”

“Taika,” Belinda said, “You just tore a lady to pieces with your bare hands.”

“I was more tenderising,” Taika said. “Humphrey did the actual chopping. Plus, | saw
worse stuff working in a slaughterhouse when | was a kid. That messenger blood looks like
it came from a craft shop.”

“You killed animals for a living?” Humphrey asked.

“No, | just sold drugs.”



Chapter 806

Group Dynamics

“I don't like leaving it here,” Taika said.
“We can’t use it and we can’t take it with us,” Humphrey told him. “Our best move is

to leave before it brings trouble down on us.”
Belinda and the two men were standing over a shimmering orb that had refused to

enter either Humphrey or Belinda’s storage spaces.

“This thing is going to draw the most dangerous people here like feliculars to a
bostirion,” Belinda said.

‘I agree,” Humphrey said.

‘I don’t know what either of those things are,” Taika said.

"You don't have bostirions on your world?" Humphrey asked. "You're missing out."

“On the other hand, not having to deal with feliculars would be great,” Belinda said.

“That’s true,” Humphrey said while nodding his agreement.

“Are bostirions food?” Taika asked and the other two immediately erupted into
laughter.

“He thinks you eat bostirions,” Belinda said.

“You should never, ever eat a bostirion,” Humphrey said. “My great uncle got one
near his mouth once. He didn’t even eat it and still suffered something I’'m not sure you
can even call diarrhoea. The house was uninhabitable, and we have a big house. We had
to call in a priest of the Healer to make it stop and a priest of Purity to make the building
liveable again.”

“Bro, your great uncle is normal-rank?”



“No, he’s a gold-ranker,” Humphrey said. “He hadn’t used a toilet in twenty years.”

“Okay,” Taika said. “| still don’t know what this thing you’re talking about is, but you
have to point it out if you see one. | haven’t pooped in three years and | don’t want to catch
up all at once.”

“That’s not how it works,” Belinda said. “You’re not saving it up.”

"That's what you say," Taika said, "but Humphrey just told us a twenty-year poo
story."

“Which I'm now coming to regret,” Humphrey said. “Let’s get out of here.”

He walked towards the nearby territorial boundary and Belinda joined him.

“'m not kidding about this,” Taika called after them. “You have to tell me if you see
one of those things.”

Belinda and Humphrey shared an amused look and kept walking. Taika shook his
head and followed.

“I want to go home and see my mum,” he muttered.

—

Jason floated in the air over flat savannah that sprawled out to the horizon. His silver-
rank eyesight picked out the dinosaurs roaming around, some he recognised, some he
didn’t. They were easy to pick out, massive herbivores that chomped on trees or lounged
in waterholes.

His gaze turned to the distance and the shadowy veil at the bounds of his territory.
He was still staring when Farrah flew up from below to join him. They hovered in the air,
side by side.

“What is it?” she asked.

“There’s something out there. A large territory, waiting to be claimed by the first one
who can get there and take it.”

“Are you going to go?”

“No. It's going to attract the undead avatar, and we haven’t found Gary to fight it yet.
Anything that drives it in a direction that’s not here is a good thing.”

“And if the avatar does find us before Gary?”

“Then I'll have to try something drastic.”

Farrah sighed.

“You have something in mind?”

“Yeah.”

“Will it work?”

“Probably, but I’'m hoping to not find out.”



“The consequences are uncertain but maybe worse than the problem they fix?”
“Yeah,” Jason said. “Vast cosmic power isn’t everything it's cracked up to be.”
"Yes, itis."

Jason gave her a side glance, then snorted a laugh.

“Yeah, | guess it is.”

He turned his gaze back down to the territory below.

“ just wish | had more time to stop and enjoy places like this.”

“It won’t always be like this, Jason.”

“So people keep telling me. At this rate, I'll have to conquer the cosmos and make
everyone knock off their crap.”

“‘Jason?”

“Yes, Farrah?”

“‘Don’t conquer the cosmos.”

“No promises.”

He turned to look in the direction of his core territory and grinned.

“Rick just got back, and he brought friends.”

-

Jason sat at the head of the conference table. His backdrop was a wall of glass
behind which a lava waterfall spilled down out of sight. Sitting around the table were
members representing every faction of their alliance, adventurers, brighthearts and
cultists. Not everyone was happy about Jason adding messengers to the alliance by fiat,
but he informed them that if they didn’t like it, they could challenge him for his territory and
see how that went. Not everyone was happy about that either.

The positions around the table told a story of the group dynamics between the
factions, and the individuals within those factions. Jason sat at the head of the table with
Sophie and Farrah to his left. The other adventurers ran down that side of the table in a
line, ending in Rick Geller.

The gold-rank adventurers Rick had managed to find were Arabelle Remore and
Miriam Vance, the tactical commander for the underground expedition. He’d also rounded
up Gabriel Remore and Amos Pensinata, but they were sleeping off the after-effects of
handing their territories to Jason. They had accumulated eleven territories between them
and the result of handing them over was hangover-like symptoms that were resistant to
healing magic.

The silver-rankers he’d found were Zara Nareen, Orin Pensinata and Rick’s sister
Phoebe.



“...only found one of my team members,” Rick said, continuing his report. “I would
have liked to continue but, given all the people we’d found, consolidating our forces
seemed like the right move.”

Past Rick was Marek Nior Vargas and his gold-rank right-hand man. Jason didn't
anticipate friendship anytime soon but gauged Rick and Marek to have formed a functional
working relationship. There was one more messenger in the room, Jali Corrik Fen, seated
to Jason’s right. Jason had not missed the disapproving glances from close friends and
reluctant allies alike.

The largest group Rick had brought back were the brighthearts, including their leader,
Lorenn. She was seated opposite Jason at the foot of the table. Many of her brighthearts
were in the territory, but only two were with her in the meeting. Lorenn had also handed
multiple territories to Jason but had not wanted to miss the conference. Her complexion
was pale and sickly but she otherwise showed no sign of her discomfort.

There was a large gap between Jali, on Jason’s right, and the row of Builder cultists
further down that side of the table. One gold-ranker was flanked by silvers; they had other
gold-rankers in the territory but only one had come to the conference, to proxy for their still
missing leader.

From his interactions with the cultist, Jason knew he was less amenable to the
alliance than their leader, Beaufort. Rather than causing trouble, he chose to listen in
silence unless directly addressed, at which point he followed the group consensus. Jason
didn’t care for the cult any more than they did him, but was grateful that the man was
smart and loyal enough to not cause problems.

The meeting continued going through the experiences of Rick and those he had
brought back. Of major concern was the effect that claiming multiple territories had on
people without the correct means to do so. Arabelle had the most to say as not only did
she get to watch the process closely with her husband but she was an expert in mental
health.

“Gabriel’s behaviour became increasingly erratic the more territories he claimed,”
Arabelle told the group. “It seems that those who cannot claim the territories properly are
subjected to increased anger and paranoia with each one they accumulate. After collecting
six territories it had reached the point of becoming dangerous. He was lashing out and
becoming overprotective of his power. It took us some time to calm him down and
convince him to hand it over peacefully. Fortunately, the symptoms immediately vanished
on handing over the territories, although the aftermath is apparently unpleasant.”

“l can confirm that,” Lorenn said.



"Six seems to be the threshold at which it becomes a real problem," Arabelle
continued. "Both Amos Pensinata and Councilwoman Lorenn showed similar effects, but
both maintained self-control with their five and four territories respectively. Also, there do
seem to be ways to ameliorate this. From speaking with our cultist ally, he experienced
these effects but handled them readily, with diminished after-effects. My guess would be
that the star seeds in their souls have helped them adapt to external influence.”

Discussion moved on to the messengers claimed from each territory. The cultist
messengers had died immediately upon leaving cultist control. Their segmented bodies,
held together with Builder magic, were unable to live on without Builder influence. That had
almost been enough to drive Jason to do something he’d regret to the cultists, but he held
his temper.

The elemental messengers of the brighthearts had suffered no ill effects from being
placed under Jason's control. On the contrary, their minds had cleared, taking them from
simpletons to intelligent communicators. Jason had felt his brand replacing that of Lorenn
when she handed over her territories and immediately stopped it. As he had with the
others, he guided them to place their own marks on their souls, setting them free.

From there he had handed them over to Jali, now used to inducting fresh
messengers to their existing population. Those claimed by Lorenn retained their elemental
nature, even after being handed over to Jason. It didn't seem to impede them or draw any
ire from the others. These messengers had never gone through messenger indoctrination
to build up prejudices.

“The biggest problem we have with the messengers,” Jason said to the conference
group, “is that many of them were left abandoned. We have eleven territories worth of
messengers left comatose and they’ve all just woken up.”

“You're sure?” Arabelle asked.

“| felt it,” Jason said. “| felt them wake and | set them free.”

“Are you certain that was wise?” Phoebe Geller asked.

“I'm tired of explaining that | don’t own slaves,” Jason said. “I don’t want to hear
anyone bring it up again.”

“That’s it?” Lorenn asked. “We have to accept what is arguably the most powerful
weapon at our disposal being set aside because you say so, and we don’t even get to talk
about it?”

“Yes,” Jason told her.

“And if we don’t accept that?”



“I've already told you all once, Councilwoman. If you don’t like the way | do things,
challenge me. Take this territory and do it better.”

“You know that’s not practical.”

“Then when | say something is done, it's done.”

“If you're just going to issue decrees, then what is the point of even having us here?”

“‘Because I'm well aware that a group will come up with better ideas than | will alone.
But the final decisions are mine.”

Lorenn scowled.

“You never struck me as a tyrant before.”

"You don't know me that well. But let me be clear, Councilwoman: | will never hold
your people in my soul realm over you. They are not hostages and never will be.
Regarding their disposition, | am at your command. If you want them out here instead of in
my domain, | will bring them out. | imagine we can keep them safe and fed here."

“Telling me | have to do what you say but you won't use my people as hostages
doesn't comfort me, Asano. And even if you bring them out, this is still your domain."

"That's true," Jason said. "This situation is not built for equanimity. There needs to be
a chain of command, and | need you all to understand that | am at the top of it. | don't want
to be a despot, but if that's what it takes to get us to the other side of this, | will. Anyone
who can't accept that should leave now."

Silence reigned.

“Good,” Jason said. “Now—"

“Jason,” Phoebe Geller said. “I think we should discuss the possibility that claiming all
these territories is affecting your mind as well. Less than the others, but I think it might be
influencing your behaviour.”

“I's not,” Farrah and Arabelle said simultaneously. The two women shared a glance
and Farrah continued.

“I can tell you that the only thing affecting Jason’s mindset is the circumstance. I've
seen him like this before. It’s not always pleasant to be around, but when the world is
breaking apart, this is how he gets.”

“You know I'm right here,” Jason said. “You're talking about me like I’'m not in the
room.”

Jason and Farrah stared at one another until they both broke into grins.

“Okay,” Jason said. “Now that you've all met Edgelord Jason, let's move on to what
comes next. It's good that we’ve managed to unify this many territories, but having them
scattered and separate poses logistical issues. Rick, if you would?”



Rick took a small glass half-orb from his pocket and leaned over the table to place it
flat-side down in the middle. He leaned back and gestured at it, causing an illusion to be
projected. It showed a map with clearly delimitated sections, marking out territories.

“We took a cartography crystal with us," Rick said. "It's a recording crystal designed
specifically for mapping terrain. Despite this being a dimensional space and the territorial
boundaries being very odd, the geography seems to be fixed. I'll take you through what

we’ve found and what we’ve guessed about the transformation zone.”



Chapter 807
As Many as We Can Get

Rick gestured to the illusionary map floating over the table like a hologram. It showed
the bottom fragment of a circle, divided into territories.

“This is everything we know about the layout of the transformation zone,” he said.
“We can make some guesses based on this, but what you’re seeing here is what we’ve
confirmed.”

He gestured again and five territories at the bottom edge lit up green and joined
together.

“This is Jason’s unified territory,” he continued. “As you can see, it's quite close to the
edge of the transformation zone. We bumped into that edge when we first set out and
ended up skirting around. It slowed down our penetration of the wider zone but did give us
some sense of scope. A lot of our estimations are based on this.”

“What kind of estimations?” Arabelle asked.

“The overall size of the transformation zone,” Rick explained. “Assuming the zone
continues the roughly circular shape we’ve observed, it contains dozens of territories.
Potentially hundreds. Of course, if the rest of the zone does not conform to the proportions
we’ve observed, the estimations will be way out.”

Another gesture filled in the guesswork boundary for the entire transformation zone. It
was a rough circle, with the top two-thirds greyed out.

“Each territory we saw was a hundred kilometres across at a minimum, some quite a
bit more. Depending on how accurate we are about the overall shape of the transformation
zone, that puts its size somewhere between a continent and a planet. A flat planet, given
there seems to be no curvature.”

“Those sizes are extremely vague,” Miriam pointed out. “A continent is a terrible unit
of measurement.”

“Yes,” Rick said, “but the information | have is the information | have. Until we do
more scouting, vague is what we’ve got.”

He gestured once more and the bottom third of the map lit up in different colours. He
walked the group through what they represented.

“We have five green zones. Each one is a unified territory cluster that respectively
belonged to Lord Pensinata, Gabriel Remore, Councilwoman Lorenn and our cultist

representative. Sorry, | didn’t get your name.”



“I know,” the cultist said. Rick waited for more from the cultist but got only a return
stare.

“Uh, alright then,” Rick said. “If our choice is between not knowing your name and you
going on a bloody rampage of betrayal, I'm comfortable with the way you decided to go on
that one. Anyway, those four territories have been handed over to the owner of our fifth
green map section, Jason Asano. For the other colours, we’ll start with red, representing
confirmed hostile territories.”

“You saw messengers claiming territories?” asked Jali, the messenger at Jason’s
right hand.

“Yes,” Marek Nior Vargas said. The messenger had accompanied Rick and was
currently seated just down from him at the table.

“I recognised some of those messengers,” Marek continued. “These were
messengers sent down to turn the natural array into a soul forge, only to be corrupted. It
seems that this transformation zone has purged their corruption and they are working to
take it over.”

“We have to assume that they have the magic to effectively claim territories, much as
| do with my Spiritual Domain power,” Jason said. “They would be a greater threat than the
Undeath priests if not for the avatar.”

“Which we saw no sign of,” Rick said. “We did see priests, but no avatar. Moving onto
grey spaces on the map, these are either unexplored or unclaimed, as of when we were
there. Light grey for unclaimed, dark grey for unexplored. That only leaves the territories
marked in white. You'll note that these territories form mostly direct chains that link the
green ones.”

“Which | assume is the point,” Jason said. “| do spot a few detours, most of which
look to be avoiding red zones. Not all, though.”

“Some territories will be harder to clear than others,” Rick said. “Some have strange
environmental challenges that may become controllable once dealt with, but that would be
a slow process. The white territories represent the ones we can turn green the fastest.”

“Is speed that important?” Phoebe asked. “Shouldn’t we go slow and steady to unify
the territories?”

“No, for several reasons,” Jason said.

“Yes,” Lorenn agreed, the brightheart leader leaning forward in her chair. “Those of
us who have held territories understand the rules instinctively. When you challenge
another for a territory they have claimed, they have a certain amount of time to defend it. If

no one is there to do that when the time runs out, the territory is taken without effort.”



“How short a time do defenders have to arrive?” Arabelle asked.

“One hundred and seventeen minutes,” Jason said. “Just under two hours.”

“‘Reaching a challenged area in that time is possible,” Arabelle said. “Gold rankers
can go hundreds of kilometres in that time if they aren’t too slowed down by enemies and
obstacles.”

“The other key reason for a less consolidated approach,” Jason said, “is that we have
travel options. I've already tested portalling to other territories and my connection to them
is enough to make a portal work sight unseen. I'm silver-rank, so | can send through other
silver-rankers, but not gold.”

“Can’t you let gold-rankers into your soul realm, portal yourself and then let them out
on the other side?” Arabelle asked.

“‘Maybe,” Jason said. “I've found that using my soul realm portal too often has a
destabilising effect, both on the portal and the area around it. It makes the magic wonky
and shuts down portals, storage spaces and dimensional bags. It also takes a while before
it settles and | can use the portal again safely, even if | go somewhere else. I've been
using something in my soul to influence this space more than other people claiming
territories and keeping a soul portal open all the time makes the process more effective.
It's interrupting that flow that causes problems. Keeping it open is fine; it's opening and
closing the portal that causes trouble.”

“When we were preparing for the underground expedition,” Miriam said, “the idea of
using your soul realm to shuttle gold-rankers through silver-rank portals was brought up.
You claimed that doing so would interfere with the functionality of your regular portal. That
it would treat you as if you were the rank of the people in your soul.”

“That was a restriction that | once had,” Jason said. “I continue to claim it exists to
avoid people trying to exploit what | can do. This situation is more important than keeping
the secret, however, which is why Arabelle brought it up.”

“So, transporting a group of gold-rankers is a viable option?” Miriam asked.

“Yes,” Jason said, “but one to be held in reserve until absolutely needed. The portal is
open right now and the feedback I’'m getting from it tells me that pushing too hard would be
a very bad idea. That being said, | believe it will work. So long as we don’t use it more than
every couple of days at most, moving gold-rankers through my soul realm should work.”

“Then we have an emergency response option,” Miriam said. “That alleviates the
immediate pressure, but it seems that unifying the territories will put us in a better position
in the long term.”

“Yes,” Lorenn said. “If it's all one territory, defending it will be easier.”



“Not to mention a better base from which to find the rest of our respective groups,”
Rick added.

“We need to decide what order to tackle them in,” Miriam Vance said. “As we’ve
already established, the priorities are the two territories where unconscious messengers
were left behind. If we have the power to portal people, | suggest jumping silver-rank
teams into both areas. Using those areas as a base, the teams start moving towards each
other and meeting in the middle, claiming white territories as they go.”

She looked at Jason.

“You will need to stay on the move, Operations Commander, claiming each territory
as it’s cleared. While the silver-rankers link those two territories to each other, the gold-
rankers can link this territory to them. They need to go the long way anyway, so we should
split them into two groups as well. One moves slowly, clearing territories for you to claim.
The other moves fast, joining the silver-rankers in the least amount of time.”

“Aside from how much running around I'll have to do claiming territories,” Jason said,
“that seems efficient. We start by connecting this territory with those where the confused
messengers have just woken up. Then we move on to the remaining two territory clusters.”

“The territories originally unified by Councilwoman Lorenn should be the next priority,”
Miriam said.

“Why is that?” Jason asked.

“Operations Commander, you’ve stated that the welfare of the messengers released
in these regions is paramount.”

“Yes,” Jason confirmed.

“I happen to agree,” Miriam said, “although | will admit my concerns are more
practical than ethical. The messengers are an asset. Even if we don’t use them ourselves,
we cannot expect our enemies to have the same restraint.”

“And until the territories are a contiguous whole,” Jason added, “they can’t be
defended as one. Outsiders can come along and take areas piecemeal.”

“Precisely,” Miriam said. “We prioritise the areas with freshly-woken messengers to
keep them from the hands of the Undeath priests or someone else. If they can pluck these
zones from your hands with minimal fight, they gain a lot of messenger slaves with minimal
effort. We need to secure these isolated territories as a unified whole.”

“And then we can defend them accordingly,” Jason agreed. “I'm still unclear why that
means prioritising the Councilwoman’s former territory, though. She already released the
messengers from the territories she unified and brought them here. They are the elemental
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“My understanding,” Miriam said, “is that they are still linked to the territories the
councilwoman claimed. You gained control of the messengers when Councilwoman
Lorenn handed those territories over, did you not?”

“l did,” Jason said, realisation dawning on his expression. “I've set them free, so
maybe they’re clear of the territory’s influence now. But maybe not. That was a cluster of
four territories before she unified them, meaning four territories worth of elemental
messengers. They’re amongst us now, so the idea of someone flipping a switch and
turning them into enemies is a problem. I'd been thinking only Gabriel and Amos left
exposed territories. but there’s a third.”

Jason cast his eyes over the map.

“Miriam, what you just described makes the councilwoman’s territory cluster as much
or more of a priority than the others. Yet, the plan you laid out doesn’t involve taking that
territory in the first stage.”

“We don’t have the forces,” Miriam said. “It's the most distant and the most isolated of
the four territories. Until the gold-rankers going the long way rejoin the silvers we portal
ahead, we would have to spread ourselves too thin. In the meantime, | recommend
reserving your ability to shuttle gold-rankers through your soul space. If that zone is
targeted before we are ready, we can respond accordingly.”

“The elemental messengers aren’t the only ones of concern in this plan,” Jali pointed
out. Attention moved back to the messenger at Jason’s right hand. She hesitated for just a
moment under a full table of unfriendly looks.

“The territory clusters unified by Lord Pensinata and Gabriel Remore,” she continued,
“‘each have messengers outnumbering the elemental ones. And these are the territories
we’ll be portalling the silver-rank teams into first. The messengers in both places have just
woken up, now that Jason controls those territory clusters. The messengers won’t know
who they are, where they are or what's happening to them. If we have a group of warriors
appear from a portal without warning, we could end up fighting before we have a chance to
talk.”

“A valid concern,” Miriam said. “What do you suggest?”

“Jason and | should go first,” Jali said. “| am a messenger, like them, and Jason rules
their territories, even if he no longer rules them. He gave them their freedom and they will
recognise that.”

“| see no problem with this approach,” Miriam said. “We want the silver-rank teams in

those zones and active as soon as possible.”



“I don’t like this plan,” Lorenn said. “It splits our forces. Not only does it divide the
silver and gold-rankers, but it further divides the ranks themselves. Refusing to use the
messengers as an army means we'’re already outnumbered. This just makes it worse.”

“I'm open to different ideas,” Jason said. “What alternative do you propose,
Councilwoman?”

“I know you want to spare the messengers we command, Asano, so spare the ones
you have freed. The elemental messengers | commanded have already been blooded in
combat. You wouldn’t be putting them through anything they haven'’t already seen. Your
arguments against their numbers being unwieldy is true, but your portal tricks could solve
many of the problems of deploying such a large force.”

“We’ve been over this, Councilwoman,” Jason said, the tone of his voice a warning.

“As I've said before,” Miriam said, “my perspective in devising this approach is based
in practicality, not ethics. Like it or not, Operations Commander, using the messengers
may well prove unavoidable in the long run. There may be no other way. But from a
tactical perspective, | would prefer to keep our forces agile at this stage. Lord Geller
showed us the distances we have to cover and portalling that many people isn’t practical.
We could use the Operation Commander’s soul realm to do it, but that would leave us
without the ability to rapidly deploy our gold-rankers. If we can’t do that, those same
elemental messengers could go from asset to enemy without our having a chance to
respond.”

Lorenn’s nod was reluctant but definite.

“That’s settled then,” Jason said. “Let’s nail down the specific disposition of forces
and we’ll get going.”

-

Clive was indelicate as he ran the knife along the Undeath priest’s back. The crude
ritual diagram he had sliced from the priest’s skin was not healing, despite a gold-rank
recovery attribute. Clive tossed the knife aside and slapped a hand to the priest’s back,
ignoring the blood soaking over his fingers. He chanted the ritual’s incantation and the
diagram lit up dark red for a moment before fading to nothing. He then removed his hand
and tipped some crystal wash over it.

“It's done,” he said roughly. “It won'’t stop his powers outright, but they’ll be diminished
and his blood will burn.”

The Adventure Society largely overlooked the propagation of iron and bronze
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were truly restricted, however, and no one present had one. As far as Clive was aware, the
only gold collars they had was the ones Jason and Lord Amos used for aura training.

The ritual Clive used instead was cruel, not actually restricted but certainly iffy.
Normally he wouldn’t use such a ritual but he was not in his right mind. He could feel the
power of his territories stoking his rage and ambition. His imperfect control over them was
making him paranoid as well, his thoughts questioning people he should have trusted.

Clive was self-analytical enough to recognise these effects. Recognising them did not
mean his judgement was unaffected, though, which he fully recognised. It had been easy
to keep an objective mind at first, compartmentalising useless thoughts the way he always
had. But it grew harder with each new territory, more and more gunk accumulating in the
cogs of his clockwork mind.

The rest of the leadership group had watched him perform the ritual, Clive ignoring
their wary expressions as he moved to join them.

“We have to stop claiming territories,” he growled. “If | take a sixth, I'm certain my
judgement will be dangerously compromised. A seventh would probably have me lose
control altogether.”

“l agree that we should stop,” Emir said, looking at his wife with concern. Constance
had also been claiming territories and was currently sitting alone, looking off into the
distance with a thousand-yard stare.

Having Constance claim territories had been Clive’s idea. Once he realised the
territories were compromising his mind, he had suggested spreading the load.

“Could we just have another person start taking territories?” asked Marla, the
brightheart commander.

“We’ve already claimed a lot,” Emir said. “It's time to find Jason and hand it all over.
We should switch to moving fast through territories instead of clearing them out. We move
fast and only fight as much as we need to.”

“Alright,” Marla said. “Does that mean we leave the prisoners behind?”

Emir turned to look at the freshly-sealed Undeath priest being led off to join the
others. The cultist leader, Beaufort, had taken charge of him. Thus far they had eleven
silver-rank priests alive, or at least animate. They all wore suppression collars, with only
the new gold-rank addition being different.

“We take them with us,” Clive said. “We won’t have time to come back if we need
them.”

“I never realised how many priests they had,” Marla said. “We’ve taken this many
alive, killed others and that’s just us. How many are out there?”



“Undeath hoards his forces and then uses them all at once,” Emir said. “Hundred-

thousand-strong undead armies don’t come from nowhere. It took a lot of hands to set that

up.
“Good,” Clive growled. “We’re going to need as many as we can get.”



Chapter 808

Alienness and Familiarity

The air was hot and heavy, despite the deluge of rain. A gold-rank messenger, Mahk
Den Kahla, floated in the air, his aura pushing aside the downpour. That didn’t help
visibility, the sky filled with a grey haze. He could only make out a handful of the countless
massive stone spires that rose from the rainforest below like arms grasping at the sky. At
the top of each spire was an ancient ruin; castles, temples and palaces brought low by the
weather seemingly long ago.

Mahk knew that wasn’t possible, of course, the territory having existed for less than
two weeks. This strange zone was full of strange things, and rules that changed with each
new territory. Annoyingly, many of the territories muted his perception significantly, this
one included. Any magical sense he pushed out was soaked up by the rain, leaving only
his mundane perception.

His ordinary senses fared not much better, despite their gold-rank strength. The rain
and the humid haze it failed to put down cut off his vision, making only the closest few
spires visible at a time. His ears fared little better, hearing nothing but the rain as it fell
around him. He could taste the air, heavy but fresh, clean and not entirely unpleasant.
That made it unique in the wet, hot murk of this wretched territory.

Mahk had arrived in this latest territory with his retinue of silver-rank messengers.
Some had been corrupted like himself, only to wake up in this place. Some had woken
beside him while others he’d picked up along the way.

Then there were the new messengers, more released from stasis with every territory
he claimed. They were blank slates, recognising none of the values that should be intrinsic
to their kind. That absence in them left Mahk unsettled. He would protect the true
messengers, within reason, but not these uncanny replicas of the real thing. They were
weapons to be used; resources to be expended.

There were more than messengers in the territories, however. Every territory boasted
different living anomalies and the same undead. The anomalies were varied and seemed
tied to the zones in which they originated. The undead were a different story and perhaps
held clues to the situation Mahk found himself in.

The undead were mostly brighthearts. Mahk had paid little attention to the occupants
of the underground realm he and the other messengers had invaded, but clearly,
something had happened to them. Not only had so many died, but they had been brought

back as deathless monsters. The presence of some stitched-together abominations spoke



to the involvement of necromancers, confirmed when Mahk had met one himself.
Unfortunately, the fight had been hard enough that Mahk had been forced to kill him,
leaving his questions unanswered.

Most disturbing were the elemental messengers turned undead. Mahk’s memories
were little more than hazy flashes but he was sure he had been one of them, but the living
version, not the undead. At first, he had thought some of the others were corrupted, killed
and then raised, but soon realised that wasn't it. He saw more of these animated
messengers than should have been possible. Between that and all the blank slate
messengers, someone or something was producing new messengers.

Between the living anomalies and the undead, neither threatened a gold-rank
messenger, even the gold-rank abominations. The living anomalies had been a joke,
boasting gold-rank auras but strength that lingered at the lesser stages of silver. Some
were barely stronger than bronze.

Two weeks later, that was no longer the case. His silver-rank minions had gone from
cutting them down like servant races harvesting crops to moving in groups with readiness
and caution. Mahk mostly employed the blank messengers to deal with them now,
throwing away their lives because it was too slow otherwise. Claiming the territory
replenished their number and more anyway.

Mahk was unsure of where he was or what was happening, but he knew enough. It
was a dimensional space and it could be conquered, so conquer it he would. He was not
the only one with this objective as the Undeath priest proved, so perhaps there were allies
to be found. The only issue would be conflict with other gold-rank messengers over who
would claim final dominance.

After seeing the state of the territory, Mahk had almost left and sought another. The
reason he didn’t was that it had already been claimed, meaning the anomalies had already
been cleared out. The more he considered a future battle for dominance with other
messengers, the more he reconsidered spending the lives of his messenger army. Once
he eliminated the territory owner, he would get their land and forces at no cost.

He had sent his forces to scout for the owner. The odd message windows told him
that his challenge was active, so they were here somewhere. His silver-rankers each had
a group of blank messengers they could sacrifice if they needed to escape. The more time
he spent in this territory, however, the more unease crept into his mind. The Undeath
priest’s territory had a feel about it, an echo of the Undeath god. This place had a feel to it

as well, a mix of alienness and familiarity.



That unease was making Mahk worry about his silver-rankers. Communication was
always an issue, their speaking stones lost during their corruption. Normally they
compensated with flight, visibility being clear in the sky. In the blinding rain that didn’t work.

Pushing aside his concerns, Mahk continued his own search. As hours passed and
he failed to find any of his people, those worries came back, gnawing at him with
uncharacteristic doubt. Finally, he spotted a splash of colour against the bleak grey of the
rain; a plume of rainbow smoke rising from the rainforest canopy.

Mahk’s gold rank speed had him crashing through the trees in a flash. What he
found was a group of messenger bodies scattered through the dense undergrowth. Little
remained of them as they were actively dissolving when he arrived, but he’d moved fast
enough to catch a few details. Their bodies all showed signs of burn wounds, suggesting
fire powers or some variant. Most of the corpses were blank messengers, an acceptable
loss, but the woman leading them was not. Losing a true messenger was an unacceptable
stain on Mahk Den Kahla’s own dignity.

He looked around, his senses slightly less muted under the partial shelter of the
rainforest canopy. He saw the bodies were all dissolving simultaneously, not staggered at
all, meaning they were not breaking down naturally with time. Someone had used a loot
power to plunder the magic from them, triggering their dissolution all at once. This meant
that it had only just happened, putting whoever or whatever was responsible close by.

He didn’t even get a chance to start looking before he heard a voice behind him. It
was a male voice with a heavy accent.

“l did not hit her, | did not.”

He spun around to find a messenger floating between the trees in his direction, his
shoes brushing the undergrowth. He had strange clothes, more fitted than most
messengers preferred, along with shoes instead of sandals or bare feet. His face showed
amusement instead of proper messenger stoicism and he nodded a too-casual greeting at
Mahk.

“Oh, hi Mark.”

“How did you know my name is Mahk?”

The messenger stopped, surprise on his face. When he spoke again, his accent was
suddenly gone.

“Wait, that’s really your name? Wow, it’s all coming up Boris today.”

*k%k



The Undeath avatar struggled against the golden chains that had burst from the
ground like spring grass to bind it. More chains kept emerging, wrapping around the avatar
until it was all but mummified.

Gary looked around to see the others had already crossed the shadowy veil of the
territorial boundary. He wasted no time and followed, joining the group of silver-rank
adventurers. Rufus was there and had taken charge of the group. Korinne Pescos was
also present, but was not doing well after losing two members of her team. She’d put their
undead bodies down herself.

Korinne had been all but catatonic until they stumbled across Rosa, another member
of her team. It had brought some spark back to Korinne’s dead eyes but she remained
distracted and morose.

The last members of the main group were Claire and Hannah, the elven Adeah twins
from Rick’s team. Other than them, Gary’s army of golden-eyed messengers floated in the
sky above them.

“That won’t hold it long,” Gary said.

He lifted his hammer to point along the shadowy boundary line.

“We need to cross into the first adjacent territory that way. It’s close enough that the
avatar might not chase us here before we cross over. If it does, that territory is a lightning
field that muffles perception. We may be able to lose it there.”

“What’s a lightning field?” Claire asked.

“You'll see soon enough,” Gary told her. “We have to go.”

“You’re sure you don’t want to stay and fight?” Rufus asked.

“It's pointless,” Gary said. “Me and the avatar are each too tough for the other to Kill.
We need to gather enough gold-rankers to tip the scales, and we won'’t do it standing here.
Now, no more questions. Get moving, all of you.”

The silver-rankers started moving at pace, Gary keeping easy pace with them.
Behind them, pale messengers came pouring through the boundary. An equal army of
messengers swept down from the sky to meet them, their eyes shining with golden light.

As they ran, Claire moved close to her sister and activated a privacy screen.

“Is it just me, or is that demigod extremely sexy?” she asked.

“It’s just you,” Hannah told her.

‘I don’t think it is.”

“He’s covered in furl”

“I can live with that.”

“He’s twice as tall as you.”



“I can definitely live with that.”

—

Pallid messengers flew up the mountainside while undead scrambled up the slope
beneath them. At the base of the mountain, several Undeath priests looked up, watching
their forces ascend.

“What power do you think is up there?” One of them wondered.

“It doesn’t matter,” another of them said. “Whether it helps us or we merely keep it
from the brighthearts, it advantages us.”

“How many brighthearts were spotted?”

“Around a dozen, and three times that in elemental messengers.”

Neil and Dustin erupted from their hiding place along with Durrum and three other
elite brighthearts. They had been hidden underground by Durrum and Kurik, another earth-
type brightheart. The ground exploded up, showering the priests in a dirt cloud and
blasting them with force. The adventurers and brighthearts struck hard and fast, going for
the kill as fast as could be managed with silver-rankers.

The forces the priests had sent up the mountain had turned around, beckoned back
at the moment of the attack, but they failed to return in time. With the priests dead and the
territory claimed, the pallid messengers went from enemies to neutral, flying upwards
aimlessly. Without control, the undead went from a focused weapon to a mindless,
leaderless mob.

This left the undead ripe for a pincer attack. Although the brighthearts and
adventurers lacked numbers, they had the tactical advantage. The brighthearts at the top
of the mountain swept down while the ones at the bottom moved up, grinding the
mindless, aimless undead between them.

None of the messengers involved themselves; the ones at the top of the mountain
stayed where they were. The pale messengers, previously under priest control, hovered in
the air, confused. They didn’t turn into elemental messengers under Durrum’s command
but they regained some of their colour as Undeath’s influence diminished.

‘I admit that | was wrong about the messengers,” Neil said. “I was against using them
even as a distraction, but it has been working out. My concern is that Durrum will
command them into battle.”

They watched as Durrum went on a rampage, at one point using the severed leg of
one undead to beat another apart. Even when the enemy were done, their animating force
dispersed, Durrum didn’t stop. He stood over them, venting his berserker rage with

conjured stone spears, a stone hammer and even his bare hands. He pounded already



crushed skulls into the rocky ground and tore inert bodies limb from limb. The adventurers
looked to Kurik, Durrum’s best friend. He looked between them and Durrum with concern
and nodded.

-

“You know that Pebbles is a few bricks short of a wall, right?” the rabbit asked. He,
Neil and Dustin were standing in one of the sleep chambers below the control room of the
lightning mesa.

“‘Am | meant to know what that means?” Dustin asked.

“He’s worried that Durrum is unstable,” Neil said. “Which is an appreciable concern,
but it won’t help anyone if he hears you talking like that.”

“You’ve got bigger issues than what | have to say,” the rabbit told him. “Or did you not
see the fist-shaped hole in the wall there?”

Neil and Dustin looked to the dent in the wall surrounded by spiderweb cracks.

“And what did you say to inspire that?” Neil asked.

“Nothing,” the rabbit said. “He was in here alone. | was in the control room with his
mate Kurik when we heard the thump and came down to check. Kurik took him up top to
cool off. Thanks for assuming that it was me, though. Real sense of camaraderie you've
got going on.”

Neil frowned.

“You’re right,” he said. “l apologise.”

“Yeah, well, no worries. We’re all pretty [bleep] stressed. If that guy loses it, we’re all
knee-deep in brown, you know that. | can control the lightning from in here, but it won’t
shoot at the bloke who owns the place.”

“How did you find that out without testing it?” Dustin asked.

“It pops up on the monitors when you point a drone at him. Of course | wouldn’t try to
shoot him with lightning. What | did try to do was tell you before the last territory that
Pebbles was ready to flip his lid. Now he’s not just ready; he’s halfway gone. You’re the
ones that put him in charge, so you’re the ones that have to fix this.”

“Happy to dump this all on us rather than take part then?” Neil asked.

“| already tried shooting him with lightning and that didn’t work at all. It's time for you
fellas to have a crack.”

Neil’s hands balled into fists. He closed his eyes, took a calming breath and
unclenched his white-knuckled hands.

“Just stay out of his way,” Neil told the rabbit. “We’ll figure this out.”

“No worries there, mate. I'm not going anywhere near that nut bag.”
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“Durrum, we need to stop,” Neil said, atop the lightning mesa. He and Dustin stood
with Kurik as Durrum paced back and forth. He was more a bundle of energy than the
lightning hitting the circle of rods above their heads.

“You fear my power,” Durrum snarled.

“Yes,” Neil admitted freely. “That power is affecting your mind and you’re too smart
not to realise that. | know you feel it, Durrum. You’re a good man. A sensible man. That’s
why we agreed to follow you in the first place. Just stop for a moment and consider what'’s
happening.”

“He’s right, Durry,” Kurik said. “You’ve always been the smart one. The thoughtful
one. Just be who you are.”

Durrum scowled, then gave a reluctant nod.

“I'm... it's hard to think. My head is so loud.”

Neil and Kurik shared a look.

“Durrum,” Kurik said. “It's time we found the other groups. We need to consolidate
what you have won for us with someone who can control it all safely. We need to get your
head cleared.”

“You rest here,” Neil said. “If someone comes for this place, your power is what will
stop them. We’ll start scouting for...”

He trailed off as Durrum went still, looking out from the mesa. The others followed his
gaze but saw nothing under the cloud-blackened sky.

“Someone has come for this place,” Durrum said. “Tell the rabbit and the other
controllers to send out a drone and get ready to fight.”

“Have they challenged your territory?” Dustin asked.

“No,” Durrum said. “And gods help them if they try.”

—

“Gary!” Neil yelled angrily. “Get that off him now!”

Lightning was attracted to the hammer the size of a large house with Durrum
somewhere under it. Gary, a fraction of the hammer’s size, lifted it into the air and tossed it
aside. A lightning bolt passed through the hammer and into him in the process, to no
discernible effect. Everyone looked into the hammer-shaped crater to see no Durrum.

“Where did he go?” Neil wondered aloud.

“We forgot something,” Dustin said, drawing all eyes. “He’s an earth guy.”



Gary vanished under a pyramid of rock as stone spears shot from the ground to
smash into and bury him. His hammer smashed a hole from the inside and he pushed his
way out as if through thick spider webs in an old house.

“This is getting annoying,” Gary grumbled. “Calm your man down.”

“You did drop a giant hammer on him,” Rufus pointed out.

“He attacked me first,” Gary said.

“He’s claimed too many territories,” Neil said. “It's affecting his mind but we can talk
him around. He has to come out of the ground eventually.”

“Unless he tries something else,” Rufus said, pointing. Everyone turned in that
direction to see a horde of elemental messengers descending upon them through the sky.

“‘How are they flying without the lightning striking them down?” Gary asked.

“We have a rabbit living inside a big rock,” Dustin said.

“What?” Rufus asked.

“We think he belongs to Jason,” Neil said.

“Oh,” Rufus said, neither needing nor wanting further explanation.

“I'm not sure we can get Durrum to stand down his messengers,” Neil said as he
turned to look at Gary’s messengers behind them. “I don’t want this to be a bloodbath
between allies.”

“It won’t be,” Gary growled.

He crouched down and plunged his hands into the muddy ground. He yanked them
up again, holding onto a golden chain that he pulled hand-over-hand like he was raising an
anchor. At the end of the chain was Durrum, struggling futilely as Gary pulled him from the
earth and lifted him into the air by the neck.

Durrum dangled from one of Gary’s hands. The big brightheart suddenly looked
small, thrashing ineffectually while the leonid stood still as a mountain. Durrum’s eyes
burned with fury while Gary’s anger was tempered steel.

“I challenge for this territory,” Gary growled.



Chapter 809

The Reason We Have To

Mahk Den Kahla found the messenger in front of him a worrying oddity. His
mannerisms were bizarre, with none of the dignity he would expect of a messenger,
especially a gold-rank one. Even his clothes were strange. Mahk had woken up in clothes
not his own, but very much in the typical messenger style. This Boris Ket Lundi, as he
introduced himself, wore clothes reminiscent of the servant races.

"l think it is clear which of us is the superior messenger,"” Mahk said. "Surrender your
territories to me."

“l can’t do that.”

“You can and you will.”

“Vesta Carmis Zell sent me here. Me and several others. To finish what you started.”

“My astral king would never tolerate the likes of you.”

‘I don’t belong to her. She bargained us from other astral kings because we have
what she needed: Elemental powers that can resist the influence of the natural array. You
do realise that is what corrupted you?”

Mahk frowned.

“Yes,” he admitted.

Boris turned to look at the great tree jutting up somewhere past the horizon, so vast
and distant that there was no guessing the true size. Mahk followed his gaze, feeling the
distant echo of the tree’s power.

“Did you know the natural array is a part of this place?” Boris asked.

“I can feel the power coming from the tree, but | sense no elemental energy."

“You won't at this distance. But someone has to get a lot closer before all this is
done, Mahk. It will only end when someone confronts that power. Someone who hasn’t
already fallen to its corruption.”

Mahk continued staring at the distant tree. Although many territories held mountains
and other features that rose higher than the boundary veils, no such terrain was visible.
Only the tree could be seen; the tree that filled Mahk with uncharacteristic doubt. Normally,
the eternal presence of his astral king steeled Mahk’s resolve in moments of uncertainty.
Vesta Carmis Zell's touch still lay upon him, but he could feel the divide between them. In
this place he was alone.

“It can’t be me, can it?” Mahk asked softly.

“No,” Boris answered gently.



*kk

The plan was to link Jason’s five disconnected territory clusters. It would consolidate
his area of control, make it easier to defend, and secure the messengers belonging to
those territories. It would also establish a dominant position in the lower third of the
transformation zone's map, giving them a base from which to expand upward.

The first step was connecting Jason’s territory with those originally claimed by Amos
and Gabriel. This would secure the now-free messengers in those territories from being
taken over by an enemy. Jason and Jali successfully contacted the newly awakened
messengers in the first target regions, convincing them not to attack the silver-rank teams
he portalled in on sight.

Those teams went to work expanding the two territories towards one another, Jason
swooping in at the last moment to claim each one. At the same time, gold-rankers
expanded out from Jason’s original domain, ultimately unifying the three territories into
one.

This left two territories under Jason's control still isolated. One had belonged to the
Builder cult and held minimal strategic value. The messengers that awakened there were
already dead. The last territory became the new priority. Originally claimed by
Councilwoman Lorenn of the brighthearts, control of the messengers she had awakened
there was up for grabs if an enemy challenged for the territory and won.

That challenge came sooner than Jason and his allies would have liked, but not as
soon as they feared. Having consolidated the first three territories, they were ready to
move on to the next. Jason loaded up those willing to travel through his soul realm, which
was not everyone.

The Builder cultists balked, refusing to submit themselves to that much of Jason’s
power and control. Amos Pensinata also held back, but they needed to leave the core area
with defenders in any case. Marek Nior Vargas also stayed, despite his familiarity with the
soul realm. He would not risk his people like that unless Jason forced him, which he did
not. Marek was willing to at least stay behind and defend their main territory with the
cultists and Amos.

The group had been confident in meeting any challenge, having a large force of gold
and silver-rankers at their command. Even without using messenger slaves, they were
confident. The challenge came from undeath priests, the most likely candidates, but in
greater numbers than anticipated. Not only did they have more essence users, but they led

an army of pallid messengers and undead.



Numbers alone were not enough to deter adventurers. It deterred their allies a little,
but they didn’t worry about that. The silver-rankers focused on the minions while the gold-
rankers went for the priests. Jason’s new affliction, ghost fire, ravaged any undead it
touched. His weren’t the divine flames of the goddess of Death, but they still devastated
the unliving elements of the enemy forces. It didn’t harm the pallid messengers, but they
were touched with undeath energy. Jason’s aura suppressed such energy, diminishing
their strength considerably. Once Gordon’s butterflies got going, they fell in droves as well.

The battle was not a one-sided affair, however. The undeath priests were experts in
wielding a less powerful but more numerous force against their enemies. The strongest
weapon the priests had was an understanding of their opposition. The priests had a
completely expendable army while the adventurers would be maimed with every loss.
Messengers and undead were sent in suicide rushes, willing to trade five, ten or even
twenty of their own if it meant a kill. The priests had less personal power, but they could
use the undead as weapons, detonating them in explosions of bone or poison gas.

The adventurers and their allies understood the mathematics of attrition. If they were
willing to take the losses, they would certainly win, but at a price. The priests bet on them
not being willing to accept the sacrifice, and they bet right. While Jason and his
companions devastated the minion army, they quickly learned not to push too hard.
Anyone who advanced too boldly found themselves swarmed by enemies willing to trade
deaths twenty to one.

The adventurers were elites amongst elites, learning fast and reacting effectively.
They switched to a more conservative approach, watching each other's backs and pulling
each other and their allies out of danger. They suffered casualties but managed to escape
any deaths, although there were many near misses.

Adding to the danger were the priests. Their malignant powers made healing less
effective or even harmful, something Jason could also accomplish. It could be dealt with by
healers with the right expertise and power, which they did have. It couldn’t be dealt with
swiftly, however, diminishing the power of the adventurers.

In the end, neither side was willing to push hard enough for total victory. This was not
the underground death city where the priests could replenish their undead forces all but
infinitely. While they were willing to sacrifice their minions there was a limit, especially with
adventurers devastating those forces. Building them up again would take time and they
could not afford to lose them all here.

On the adventurer side, they weren’t willing to spend the lives it would take to secure

a complete victory. They already held the territory, so their priority was keeping people



alive. Even if the priests managed to slink away with much of their army still intact, the
territory was retained.

In the aftermath, Jason worked on removing the malignant power of the Undeath
priests on their wounded. Different powers excelled at removing different afflictions, and
Jason’s was perfect for this situation. His ability, Feast of Absolution, specialised in
eliminating curses, diseases and unholy power, the exact kinds wielded by the priests.
He’s been using it in the battle, but now he was joining the healers for a more dedicated
approach.

The power even circumvented some of the traps such afflictions held for ordinary
cleansing, as that was not what his ability did. Rather than cleanse, it consumed,
devouring the malignant magic to fuel Jason’s power. The result left the patients grateful to
Jason, but also wary.

As Jason worked, Miriam Vance approached him.

“Did we manage to save everyone?” he asked.

“‘Almost,” she told him looking weary. “We lost a cultist and a couple of brighthearts,
all silver-rank. That’'s damn near a miracle for a fight like that. We brought the best down
that hole with us, and it's paying off now. And those brighthearts might not have the best
training, but they’re seasoned. | couldn’t have asked for better forces to command.”

“The priests can’t say the same,” Jason said. “They’re all about expendability.”

“They’ll most likely seek out unclaimed territory. Rebuild their forces by collecting
more messengers and undead, animating anomalies as they go.”

“Agreed,” Jason said. “| have my shadow familiar tracking them, so he’ll confirm it or
alert us if they do something unexpected.”

“We don’t have time to wait for them to rebuild and come back," Miriam said. "We left
minimal defenders in the larger territory we just unified and we need to reinforce them
before someone else comes knocking at our door.”

“You want to follow the priests. Finish the job.”

“We’ll recover to full strength faster than they will. Our people were hurt and shaken,
but giving up the victory kept everyone alive. Even slow, painstaking healing is faster than
animating a new army. A second round will have us at the advantage, especially if we're
the aggressors.

Miriam followed Jason as he moved to the next group of afflicted. His power made
their life force visible, vibrant red tainted with sickly colours. The taint streamed out of

them, moving through the air in twisted tendrils for Jason to devour, absorbing them into



his outstretched hands. It cast his face in shifting, corrupted light, his nebulous eyes
shining.

“If we chase, it's into an unstable situation,” Jason said, resuming their conversation.
Miriam blinked, his casual tone at odds with his villainous appearance.

“'m sorry, what?” she asked.

“I'm saying that pursuing them into unclaimed territories is a bad idea,” he said. “The
living anomalies are strong, now, and those priests aren’t fools. If we have to fight them
and the anomalies at the same time, they’ll bleed us in a three-way fight. Even with their
diminished forces, they can afford to soak losses we can’t. They’ve just shown us that a
battle of attrition is fighting on their terms, not ours.”

“But if we could afford losses...”

She left the sentence hanging but he didn’t respond, focusing on healing the next
group. Seeing he would keep ignoring her, she finished her thought.

“Jason, if you lift your moratorium on using our own messengers—"

“We don’t have messengers. I've set them free, Miriam. They’re not anyone’s to
command but their own.”

“If you and Jali Corrik Fen asked, | think they would fight.”

“You’re probably right.”

Jason and Miriam stared each other down until she sighed.

“Jason, principles—"

“Are not how we win, | know. They’re the reason we have to. Don’t give me the hard
choices speech, Miriam; I've walked that road and left a trail of bodies behind me.”

“Then what do you suggest, Operations Commander?”

“I want to take a multi-faceted approach. You agree that the priority is linking this
territory with the main one we’ve unified already?”

“Yes. Once we can defend them as a collective whole, things will get a lot easier. We
can afford to ignore the remaining territory for now. With no surviving messengers
attached to it, it's strategically all but worthless.”

“Agreed. | suggest we balance our forces between this territory and the main one. We
don’t do any expanding other than to unify what we already have. Rick and Sophie are
both out scouting for others, and finding more allies before taking the priests on again
could tip the scales. More allies will play to our strengths while throwing messenger slaves
at them will not. That's how they fight, and they'll be a lot better at it.”

Miriam nodded.

“That’s the best argument for not using the messengers I've heard.”



“More than not using enslaved child soldiers?”

“You’re the Operations Commander, Jason. Ethics is your area. I’'m the tactical
Commander, and my area is how to win.”

‘I don’t believe you're that callous, Miriam.”

“I have to be, with this much at stake. You seem determined to be soft, so | have to
be hard.”

“And we meet somewhere in the middle?”

“Ideally. If we're not going to recruit messengers to fight them, what will we do about
the priests? | don’t think leaving them be and hoping more of our allies show up is a good
approach.”

Jason let out a chuckle. As he was in the middle of devouring the dark power out of
people, it came out as more than a little sinister.

“Miriam, you said yourself that they’ll take longer than we will to recover. I'd like to
see if we can’t extend that timeframe. Not a direct attack but a harassment campaign.
Attacks of opportunity, nibbling at their weak points. Striking from safety; shaving their
numbers and getting out. Not enough to stop them rebuilding, just slow them down and
frustrate their leadership. Exhaustion by a thousand cuts.”

“You want to do it yourself,” Miriam realised.

“I can hide from gold-rankers. Move alone and undetected. Since we all joined up, my
role has been little more than showing up in freshly cleared territories to claim them. Since
I’'m jumping all over the place anyway, ducking in to annoy some priests isn’t out of my
way.”

“Unless you make a mistake, get caught, and everything comes apart. Our leader
and our territories gone. Yes, you have the skills and the power to evade and escape, but
there are no guarantees. When the odds of failure are small but the price of failure is
everything, it's not worth the risk unless the risk is absolutely necessary. Which it isn’t.”

“You're saying the captain shouldn’t go on the away mission.”

‘I have no idea if that’s what I'm saying.”

“Would it help if | put on a red shirt?”

“I hope you talking nonsense means you’'ve decided not to go risking your neck.”

“It does. You've talked me around, Tactical Commander, but | at least want to
participate in clearing the territories some more. The anomalies are getting feisty and |
haven’t had the chance to fight enemies like this for a while.”

“So long as you don’t do it alone.”



“Deal. | still think my strategy of harassing the priests is sound, though. See if you
can’t assemble a small group that can handle that. Keep it small; we don’t want to divert
too many resources, and stealth matters more than power.”

“I believe Lorenn has some brighthearts that may fit the task. They have ash and
earth affinities, with powers more suited to stealth than fighting. Drifting on the breeze,
moving through the ground, their auras blending into the elements around them such that
even gold-rankers have trouble sensing them. Not as strong in a stand-up fight, but they’re
the best scouts and assassins the brighthearts have, according to Lorenn.”

“That sounds perfect. We have them here?”

“Lorenn was lucky enough to assemble a good number of them on the way to finding
us.

“See what she thinks about using them, then. They’re her people, so let’s not just

deploy them on her out of hand.”



Chapter 810
A Bitter Cup

Undeath’s avatar moved through the lightning field in massive strides. As tall as the
iron towers dotting the landscape, lightning peppered it to no effect. The magical electricity
was more attracted to the avatar than the lightning rods. The undead behemoth reached
the mesa in which the controls for the lightning were hidden. It was abandoned now, but
electricity arced around the ring of towers on the top.

The giant undead avatar let out a roar that was not angry or pained but a mindless
expression of power. It pulled back an arm and then unleashed it in a punch that staved in
a massive section of the hollow mesa.

Several territories away, Neil and Gary’s group were pushing through an unclaimed
territory made up of wetlands and mud flats. Gary was annihilating anything and
everything that got in their way, at that moment living anomaly mud monsters. He paused
briefly before resuming battle.

Trailing behind the unstoppable demigod were adventurers, brighthearts and cultists.
Amongst them was an anthropomorphic rabbit who paused at the exact same moment as
Gary. Beside him, Dustin also stopped.

“Is there a problem?” Dustin asked.

“'m a four-foot rabbit wading through mud that’s knee-deep on a tree-trunk prick like
you. Of course, there’s a problem.”

“You’re not very likeable,” Dustin told him and resumed his path forward.

—

Belinda, Taika, Humphrey and Stash had been rushing through territories, fighting
when they had to and running when they could. The living anomalies had grown more
dangerous with every region they passed through, leaving them increasingly happy at not
having any territories of their own. Trying to hold them would have either pinned them
down or forced them to leave their claimed territory undefended.

Unencumbered by land they couldn’t leave or couldn’t defend, they crossed hundreds
of kilometres per day, moving through multiple territories. Their mode of travel varied from
territory to territory, depending on the terrain. Sometimes Stash turned into a swift steed
that could carry them all. Other times they went on foot, relying on silver-rank speed and
endurance. One territory had featured floating rocks and Belinda had built them an

improvised vehicle. She never had time to figure out why it exploded.



Moving fast proved critical as they realised both how large the transformation zone
was and how far they were from their allies. They had encountered the edge of the zone in
multiple territories, getting a sense of the geography. The edge was a silvery haze where
the landscape broke down like pieces of biscuit dropped in a cup of tea.

They had run-ins with messengers and priests, but the living anomalies had steadily
overtaken both as the greater threat. They had always been numerous, making them hard
to avoid, but that hadn’t been a problem until their power started approaching the strength
of their auras.

In one territory, the group ended up hiding in a rocky crevice, a concealment ritual
from Belinda making it seem like a flat wall. A massive herd of animals was going by, far
too many to fight at their current strength. The creatures were vaguely like heidels but with
strange features. They were stockier, with fur instead of scales and horns on their single
head.

“Are these the horses Jason keeps talking about?” Belinda wondered.

“Nah, those are some kind of cow,” Taika said. “Like aurochs or something.”

“It doesn’t matter what they are,” Humphrey said. “It matters how strong they are. If
this is their power now, we silver-rankers will end up as little more than prey once more
territories have been claimed.”

—

Onslow the rune tortoise had the power to change his size. Right now, he was the
size of a small car with the neck poking out from his shell the width of a pony. A boy who
looked around twelve was riding him and cheering, a leg slung over each side of that neck.
The youth looked like a young Humphrey but with darker skin, along with silver hair and
eyes.

“Faster!” boy Stash demanded, which Onslow was fully capable of if he flew. Instead,
Onslow plodded over the grass on his thick legs, to Stash’s ongoing complaint.

A group of adventurers looked on from the top of a large cloud vehicle, under the
shade of an awning. Belinda and Clive’s groups had stopped for a much-needed rest after
running into one another. They were in another unclaimed territory, a grassy savannah
where the living anomalies were large and powerful, but easy to see coming.

Humphrey, Belinda, Taika and Stash had been increasingly desperate by the time
they encountered Clive’s group. They had still been able to fight small groups of
anomalies, but the need to move with care had drastically slowed their pace. More than
once they had been fighting one group only to flee as another joined the fray. Now they

had greater numbers, gold-rankers and, most importantly, friends.



“You don’t look so good, boss,” Belinda told Clive.

Clive’s group’s journey had been slower. They had left the territories held by himself
and Constance, an anchor that had not weighed down Humphrey’s group. Those
territories were undefended now, but they hoped to cede them to Jason before an enemy
snatched them up. Their group’s subsequent movement had not been as fast as Belinda’s,
their numbers forcing them to fight where the smaller group could hide and sneak.

The advantage had switched with the growing power of the anomalies. The smaller
group were forced to slow down while the larger could still fight. Their numbers and gold-
rankers had proven the match of anything they had encountered thus far.

“We can still punch a straight line through territories now we aren’t looking to claim
them,” Emir explained. “There’s no dodging the fights, though, and no question they're
growing harder.”

He nodded at the bus-shaped cloud vehicle resting on the grass nearby.

“Since we were drawing anomalies like flies anyway, we’ve started barrelling through
in my cloud vehicle. We usually stay close to the ground, though, as the sky has proven
dangerous even to my vehicle. There was a swarm of storm locust anomalies that did
some real damage, and one territory had clouds that tried to eat us. We fought them off
easily enough, but that one made me nervous.”

“We need to find Jason,” Clive said, his voice shaky. As Belinda had observed, he did
not look good. Silver-rankers didn’t normally perspire, regardless of the temperature.

Emir looked at his wife who fared a little better than Clive by virtue of her higher rank.

“Yes,” Emir said. “We need to find Jason. All the times he leaves his familiar in our
shadows and, now we could use it, nothing. | think. Shade?”

He looked around suspiciously.

“He better not be here,” Emir grumbled.

n—

In a territory of wetlands, mud flats and mangrove swamps, they couldn’t find a hard,
flat surface to draw out a ritual circle. In the end, Neil had one of the earth brighthearts turn
river clay into a flat plate and one of the fire brighthearts bake it dry. It wasn’t ideal but it
was serviceable. They had tried calling up stone from beneath the mud but the earth
brighthearts couldn’t find any.

The entire zone was clay and mud, all infused with elemental water energy that left
the fire brighthearts uncomfortable. They had lived their lives with a constant background

of fire energy from the natural array around which their society was built. Only the growing



chambers that fed them were different, and most of the fire and magma types were kept
away.

Once the platform was finished, Neil went to work. Grand Renewal was the name of
Neil’'s most powerful healing ability, an essence ability that required a ritual to use. One of
its features, common to essence ability rituals, was that he could draw it out in lines of pale
blue magic. This saved him needed to pour out lines of powder or draw them with chalk.
Being an essence ability ritual also reduced the materials required, just a few judiciously
placed piles of spirit coins.

Once the ritual diagram was complete, the brighthearts carefully placed a delirious
Durrum in the middle. Durrum had been going through withdrawal-like symptoms,
worsening as the group pushed itself to move fast. Neil had been putting him through the
healing ritual each time they stopped to rest, getting him back into shape enough that he
could move on his own instead of being carried.

Neil had become the de facto leader of the group after Durrum’s territories were
claimed by Gary. Gary might have been the most powerful member of the group but he
didn’t have the same trust with the brighthearts. Gary’s power, and his role holding the wall
against undead besiegement, were unquestionable. But to the brighthearts, he was more a
phenomenon than a person.

Neil, by contrast, was approachable. They had seen him willing to work not just with
but under their own kind, yet still prove not just an important, but effective leader. He had
been critical to their successful fights against the Undeath priests, both in developing
tactics and his using his powers, both on the battlefield and in the aftermath. Everyone
loved a healer. Having proven himself without elevating himself, the majority brightheart
group accepted his leadership given Durrum’s incapacity.

Gary was isolated within the group. Where Neil and Dustin had made a place for
themselves amongst the brighthearts, Gary was a walking miracle. He was venerated, but
not incorporated. The fact that he was the singular force propelling them through the
territories only highlighted this, widening both the group’s admiration of him and the gap
between them.

He wasn’t completely alone, of course. The adventurers had known him before
drinking from the cup of heroes and offered both commiseration and companionship. It
was just a very small group compared to the large collection of brighthearts and cultists.

They had picked up even more as they roamed around, mostly brighthearts but also
a couple of cultists and even some essence users. The brighthearts included a gold-

ranker, Jindella, who tried to take command of the group. After words failed, the support



for Neil surprising her, she foolishly tried force. On that front, Gary’s support was all Neil
needed.

Also amongst the essence users were some non-adventurers; a pair of researchers
from the Magic Society. They told the group about how almost half of the research
contingent arrived in the transformation zone together, but now only two survived. The fate
of the researchers they didn’t arrive with they had no idea.

While on the move, Gary was their key to fast movement through territories. With
Undeath’s avatar the only thing able to challenge him, nothing was able to divert their path
as they searched for others. The addition of the gold-rank Jindella gave them a strong
presence to watch their backs, making progress even more stable.

No matter how strong the living anomalies grew, Gary ploughed through them. No
matter how many Undeath priests appeared before him, they were driven back. The
largest group they had seen was led by numerous gold-rankers, yet they turned around
and fled on sight, not even attempting a battle.

The rabbit had been moving with them but did not enjoy the mud and water of the
swamps and wetlands dominating their current territory. He was able to hop across the
surface while on the move, but anytime they stopped he found himself chest deep. After
waiting for Durrum’s healing ritual to finish, the rabbit approached Neil and took him aside.

“What is it?” Neil asked.

“Turn on your privacy bubble thing,” the rabbit said quietly.

Neil took a brooch from his pocket and pressed on the amber gem. A shimmering
privacy field snapped into place around them. The rabbit looked over at Gary who was
standing alone, radiating golden light as he watched for threats.

“You need to have a talk with your hairy golden god,” the rabbit said.

“Why?”

“You know how | woke up just knowing how to use the controls in the lightning
mesa?”

“Yeah.”

“Well, now I've forgotten it all. Whatever link | had to that place is gone.”

“You think someone else claimed the territory?”

“Someone claimed the territory twice already. First Pebbles, and then great gold
merkin took it from him. Neither time | lost the connection.”

“Then what are you thinking?”

“Well, shiny boy and the adventurers he had with him were talking about a size-

changing undead super-monster with a penchant for random destruction. | think it claimed



the territory and smashed the mesa to rubble in the process. Or because it was angry
lightning kept hitting it. Or just because. And given that he owned the territory at the time,
there’s no way the leader of the Thundercats over there failed to notice. You might want to
enquire about that before Lion-O starts falling over on us too.”

“I'll speak with him,” Neil said. “But, before that, there’s something you and | need to
discuss while we’re under this privacy screen.”

“What’s that?” the rabbit asked.

“You call Durrum Pebbles, and Gary a lot of things.”

“So what?”

“So, they both have names and you’re going to start using them,” Neil said. “They’ve
both made incredible sacrifices while you were sitting in a bunker, playing with lightning.
As of the moment | drop this privacy screen, you are going to treat them with the dignity
they have more than earned.”

“Or what?”

“Or when we leave this place, you go one way and everyone else goes another.”

“You'll kick me out over some nicknames?”

“I'll kick you out over disrespecting the people that have earned our respect the
most.”

The rabbit stared at Neil from where he was half-submerged in the muddy water of
the flats.

“Fine,” he said, then started pushing through the water and out of the screen.

Neil dropped the screen, walked over to Gary and put it up again.

“That damn rabbit,” he grumbled.

“You really think Jason made him somehow?”

“He keeps spouting off nonsense that no one has ever heard of and doesn’t seem to
care.”

“That’s Jason alright.”

“It's like Jason was saving up every bad personality trait he’s gotten rid of or toned
down since we knew him, and he put them all in this rabbit.”

“We’ll see what happens when we put him in a room with Jason. But you didn’t come
over here to talk about the rabbit.”

“No.”

“You want to talk about the territory,” Gary said.

“Yeah.”



Gary’s unified territory had become very large. Certainly larger than what had driven
Durrum to the edge as Gary had added that to his existing territory and remained fine. Neil
had initially worried about the effect of that on Gary’s mind after what happened to Durrum,
but it turned out he was unaffected. He'd just been grumpy about people asking questions
when they should have been running away from the avatar of the evil god.

“Your territory is gone?” Neil asked.

“We left it undefended and it now it belongs to the avatar.”

“We knew it was the most likely outcome when we set out.”

“I could have commanded the messengers we left behind to hold it off.”

“They’d have died without stopping it.”

“They’d have died slowing it down.”

“It's slow enough. You're the one who said it's too mindless to chase us efficiently.
Has that changed?”

“Maybe. Once the Undeath high priest gets ahold of it, the avatar will stop roaming
around, chasing after anything that wanders into view. You know all the messengers we
left behind belong to the avatar now. The time will come when we have to fight them, and
we could have avoided that. Made sure they died before they were turned against us.”

“While they’re alive, there’s still a chance to save them.”

“Messengers don’t deserve saving. They deserve to die.”

“I don’t believe that. And | don’t think you do either. | know you’re angry, Gary. You
were served a bitter cup and you have every right to be furious. But | also know you’re too
smart and too good to let yourself take it out on victims.”

“You sound like Jason.”

“Whatever Jason might think, Gary, our world had morals long before Jason arrived
to bequeath us his otherworldly wisdom. You know when something is right or wrong just
as well as | do. Yes, we Kill the Undeath priests on sight. They’ve made their choices, but
the messengers are slaves. Slaves with shackles on their hearts and minds, and those are
the adult messengers. The ones we’ve been waking up in these territories are children. It
might not seem that way, but that's what they are. Yes, we kill the ones we have to, but we
save the ones we can.”

Gary nodded. It was slight and reluctant, but he nodded.

“‘Now,” Neil said. “You lost the territory. When?”

“A few hours ago. While we were on the move.”

“‘Any symptoms? Anything like what Durrum is going through.”

“No.”



“Are you sure? Don’t hide it from me, Gary. We're relying on you, and we can make
arrangements if you need rest. If you collapse on us at the wrong moment, though, we're
in real trouble.”

“I'm fine. Compared to the power inside me, what owning territories did was nothing.”

Neil looked him up and down.

“Alright. But if anything changes, let me know. I'm going to check on Durrum and then
we can move out again.”

“‘How is he?”

“Getting stronger, but slower than I'd like. He needs proper rest.”

“Maybe he’ll get it soon. While we’ve been talking, a group crossed over into this
territory.”

“Who?”

“Some adventurers and messengers. It looks like they’re moving together.”

—_—

Rick barrelled through the mud, splashing it aside like the prow of a boat until he
reached Hannah and threw his arms around her. Behind him, Marek floated awkwardly
over the mud under Gary’s suspicious glare. Next to him, Phoebe Geller stood on the
surface of the wet mud as if it were solid ground. She gave Gary a friendly wave before
going after Rick at a more sedate pace.

“Thank the gods,” Rick sobbed, holding onto his fiancée as if he was trying to cocoon
her.

“Rick, you got mud all over me,” she said, her words hard but her tone soft. She didn’t
hide the relief flooding her aura.

The rest of their team, Phoebe, Dustin and Hannah'’s twin Claire, all came together.

“Thank the gods,” Rick said again, his voice bursting with joy at having his full team
reunited.

“‘Now we need to find everyone else,” Dustin said. “We were just about to head off in
the direction you came from,”

“Good,” Phoebe said. “We’re scouting from a large group. Everyone is finally coming

together.”



Chapter 811

Good Leader

Barely seconds passed between the aura appearing at the edge of the territory and
reaching the group. Only the gold-rankers had a chance to intercept it, but it avoided them
with blink teleports to slam into Humphrey, bowling him over in the long savannah grass.
Gold-rankers swarmed them, only for Humphrey to hold out a forestalling hand from where
he lay under Sophie.

“It's fine,” he said. “Not a mphflm...”

His words were muffled by pressing her lips onto his.

“SUCCUBUS!” Belinda screamed as she arrived with the silver-rankers. “Kill it!”

Sophie rose to a mounting position over Humphrey, then turned to give her friend a
flat look and a rude gesture.

—

Emir's magical cloud bus was skimming over the savannah grass. The interior had
three levels, the bottom two set out with either row seating, like a bus, or booth seating
where pairs of seats faced each other. The top floor and the roof were utility and lounge
spaces, more open and with amenities like food tables. Emir didn’t let the cultists go up
there.

On the second level, Sophie was sitting next to Humphrey, facing Clive and Belinda.

“You need to get off this bus and leave,” a scowling Clive told Sophie. “Now.”

“Clive!” Humphrey said as Belinda patted Clive on the arm.

“Okay,” Belinda said in the voice of a mother trying to coax a tired, cranky child.
“Maybe we should tell Sophie why she should go instead of just telling her to do it.”

Clive turned a petulant gaze onto her.

“She’s not stupid,” Belinda said. “You just haven’t told her what’s happening yet. She
can’t read your mind.”

Clive looked like he wanted to retort, but nodded.

“Would you like me to do it?” Belinda asked gently. “Maybe while you go have an
apple?”

Clive nodded again, got up and headed for the stairs at the back of the bus.

“He’s not doing well,” Belinda told the others. “Holding onto those territories is
messing with his head.”

“What is it he didn’t tell me?” Sophie asked.

“What you would have heard him tell me if you weren’t busy...”



She gave a pointed look at Humphrey.

“...catching up.”

Humphrey looked sheepish while Sophie grinned.

“It's about the Undeath priests,” Belinda said. “You said there’s a large group building
around Jason. We’'ll find our way with your directions, but Clive’s right that you should use
your speed to range ahead. You have to tell them that we need to take the priests alive if
possible. Or what passes for alive, with some of them. They do worship Undeath.”

“Why?” Humphrey asked.

"Because they're power mad? | bet a lot of them are lonely guys, angry at the world
because girls won't talk to them. They convince themselves that worshipping the god of
zombies will somehow make women fall for them because we all like bad boys. But it's
never their fault, no. It's the world that’s unfair, not their inability to take a shower, comb
their hair and talk about anything but how much better they'd be than actual adventurers if
only they were given the essences. It’s not like there aren’t women with low standards out
there, but they can’t even make a modicum of effort. | bet they think they’re so great, now,
swanning around with their evil powers and swishy black cloaks as if... why are you
looking at me like that?”

Humphrey gave her a flat look while Sophie was laughing behind her hand, jabbing
Belinda’s leg with her foot.

‘I meant,” Humphrey said, “why do we need to take the priests alive, not why do they
worship Undeath.”

“Oh,” Belinda said. “Well, have you seen what happens when you kill them?”

“Yes,” Humphrey said. “You were there.”

“Oh, right.”

Sophie snorted another laugh.

“So,” Belinda continued. “Clive’s thinking is...”

—

Jason’s office in the mountain lair was mostly open space. It was all dark stone and
dark wood, washed in red light from the lava waterfall on the other side of the glass wall.
On the opposite side of the room was a large pair of sliding double doors. They were made
of distorted glass that showed a blurry view of the lobby beyond and were the only visible
way out. There were nine secret exits.

There were bookshelves, a drinks cabinet and paintings on the wall. They were
replicas of Dawn’s work, many examples of which were stored in Jason’s cloud flask. A

large couch was upholstered in luxurious dark velvet. Against one wall was a small table



with an image projector showing the most up-to-date map they had of the transformation
zone.

Jason leaned against the wall near the small table. He was looking over the map,
comparing it to his internal sense of the territories under his command. He was having
trouble concentrating, his mind slipping off anything he tried to focus on like grabbing at
wet ice.

The map showed that things were going about as well as could be expected,
although not perfectly. They had unified all the key territories from the original plan, but the
final territory had been lost to a force of Undeath priests. Due to its lack of value, they had
chosen to consolidate rather than extend themselves and try to defend it. Now Jason was
suffering the after-effects of losing territory.

Abandoning the territory was a choice that had paid off. The unified territory they
kept had looked patchy at that stage; a handful of key zones hastily linked together. All
their key locations were held and united, however, and they then went to work filling the
gaps. Now they held most of what they believed to be the bottom third of the
transformation zone. Only some edge zones and a few gaps remained in Jason’s
otherwise unified territory.

At first, Jason had participated in the clearing of territories. His skirmishing combat
style held up against the increasingly dangerous anomalies, although Farrah never let him
out without gold-rank supervision. That had come to an end when the priests took the
isolated territory from him. He was affected by losing territory, like those who had ceded
territory to him, but the results were rather different.

Gabriel, Amos and Lorenn had experienced symptoms somewhere between bad food
poisoning and a worse hangover. They suffered skull-piercing migraines and their magical
bodies underwent very unwelcome changes. Luckily, Jason’s replica town included fully
plumbed bathrooms, although several were no longer fit for use.

The after-effects of losing territory were a result of spiritual damage, something
healing magic could not heal, alleviating symptoms at best. Jason had tapped into his
astral throne and astral gate enough that he had harmed himself in this manner over and
again. The tolerance he had built up left him not savagely hungover but in a state of
disorientation akin to being drunk.

He made his way unsteadily to the couch and collapsed on it. He took a glass of iced
juice from his inventory and, using his aura, floated globs of liquid into his mouth like an
astronaut in zero gravity. He made loud slurping noises as he sucked each one down,

giggling to himself in between.



Jason fell asleep fairly quickly, Shade emerging to catch the juice glass as it fell out
of the air. He stashed it in his personal storage space before returning to Jason’s shadow.
Jason didn’t stir until the double doors slid open to permit Farrah access before closing
behind her. She was holding a waffle cone with two scoops of white chocolate raspberry
ice cream in one hand. In the other was a cone with one and a half scoops of coconut
chocolate ripple.

“Another territory cleared,” she said. “Are you alright to come claim it?”

“Yep,” he declared with giddy confidence and swung his legs off the couch to sit up.
He shifted in place dizzily, his expression confused. He got up with a grunt and stumbled
slightly on his way across the room to Farrah. He accepted the white chocolate raspberry
cone with a goofy grin.

“How is your magic phone going?” he asked.

"This isn't the time."

“How are you doing two-factor authentication? Is it with auras?”

"We've claimed another territory," she repeated patiently, leading him to the map by
the arm.

“Another gap filled?” he asked.

“Yes.”

Miriam Vance was directing their forces in as safe a manner as they could in the face
of growing anomaly strength. She was no longer letting any silver-rankers out into the field
without gold-rank support. This made territorial expansion slower, but no one who had
seen the fighting questioned the approach.

Farrah moved to the projector on the table and placed a hand on it. The map started
updating with new information. One of the gap territories lit up blue, marking it as cleared
but unclaimed.

“I can portal anywhere in my territory,” Jason light-headedly pointed out.

“I know.”

“'m a very good wizard.”

“Do think you can portal here?” she asked, reaching out to tap an area right next to
the blue marker.”

Jason peered at the map.

“Are we playing Spirit Island? I’'m not good at that game. | want to be the shadowy
fear spirit. I'm very scary.”

“We’re not playing Spirit Island, Jason.”



“Are we playing Risk? I've heard the legacy version is okay. Should | conquer the
Earth?”

“No.”

“Are you sure?” Jason whined. “Everyone there sucks.”

“Lick your ice cream before it drips.”

“Oh, hey. Ice cream.”

Farrah pointed to the map, trying again.

“Can you open a portal to here?”

“I can. A shadowy portal. I'm very mysterious.”

“Then can you please... where are you going?”

She turned to look at Jason who had wandered to the middle of the room and was
looking around as if lost.

“I wanted to look outside,” he said. “Where are the windows?”

“To the outside? There aren’t any. Just the big one showing your indoor lava
waterfall. Why do you want to look outside?”

“Sophie’s back.”

“You're sure?”

“Yep,” he said and licked his ice cream. “Her aura tastes like apples.”

“That was fast,” Farrah said. “She must have found something.”

“She’s still fast,” Jason said. “She’ll be here in—"

There was a loud thump from the door. Jason and Farrah turned to look as the doors
slid open, revealing Sophie sprawled on the floor outside, holding her nose and moaning.
Farrah took Jason’s arm and led him in that direction. Sophie stared up at him with an
accusatory expression.

“Why does your door block teleports?” she asked.

“It does?" Jason asked.

"I tried to blink through and slammed face-first into it instead.”

“Are you sure the glass on the doors isn’t just too blurry to get a line of sight for your
ability?” Farrah asked.

"Yes. No. Shut up.”

Farrah chuckled as Sophie kicked at the air, flipping onto her feet.

“You know the doors will just open if you stand in front of them for a second, right?”
Jason asked. “Like at a supermarket.”

‘I was in a rush,” Sophie said.

“You found something?” Farrah asked.



“Yeah,” Sophie said with a grin. “A big group. Humpy, Lindy. Clive, who was the one
who got me running back here. He wants us to start taking the Undeath priests alive
instead of killing them. As many as we can get.”

Jason went to scratch his head and almost poked himself in the eye with his ice
cream. He stared at it, as if surprised to find it there, then grinned and licked it.

“Is he alright?” Sophie asked.

“He’s fine,” Farrah said. “He’s got Shade to stop him from falling into the lava
waterfall.”

“Please tell me he’s not in charge right now,” Sophie said.

“I'll take you to see Miriam Vance,” Farrah said. “Shade, don’t let him go through any
portals on his own.”

“Of course, Miss Farrah.”

Farrah led Sophie back through the office doors.

“It must have been nice seeing Humphrey and Lindy again.’

“Such a relief,” Sophie said. “ | was so happy to see they were...”

The doors slid shut behind them, leaving Jason mostly alone.

“I should get some ice cream,” he said.

“You’re holding an ice cream, Mr Asano.”

Jason looked down at his hand.

“Oh, nice.”

As Gary was now almost twice her height, Farrah leapt through the air to grab him in
a hug.

Reunions abounded as Rick and Sophie brought the two large groups to Jason's
territory. This brought most of the surviving expedition together, although each group had
extant members presumed either still isolated or dead.

There was little time to celebrate as Clive and Constance handed their territories over
to Jason. They both immediately started suffering the after-effects and Jason was again
left with territories distant from his original one and in need of defending. Another operation
was planned and launched to secure them.

Jason had largely recovered, his condition improving much faster than those more
heavily stricken. Clive and Constance had passed through the bathroom destroying phase
and Constance was on bed rest. Clive was still unconscious for most of each day, coming

out long enough to be fed a fistful of spirit coins.



Jason's mind was clear but he still endured physical symptoms, mostly vertigo and
headaches that came and went. He was able to use his powers well enough but didn't
even try to argue he should be fighting. He was able to take half of their forces into his soul
realm, portal to his new territory and let everyone back out.

The new plan to unite the territories was less aggressive than the last. The living
anomalies were even stronger, meaning any group without gold-rank support was at risk.
The territory clusters were further apart this time and would take longer to link, so both
needed solid defences. The biggest threat was the avatar, but it had been last seen close
to Durrum’s former territory. That was far from the land Jason inherited from Constance
and Clive.

With their forces evenly split, they would slowly work towards linking them up. Miriam
Vance was in charge of the strategy. Jason deferred to her expertise and tried to stay out
of her way. He felt like a worthless princeling as everyone else worked on establishing
more territories for him while he just lounged around.

He was standing in one of two observation lounges. Each one was situated behind a
giant window that, from the outside, was a giant eye. Jason looked down on the car park of
his replica small town’s marina where adventurers, brighthearts and cultists were
marshalling.

“You'll need to join them,” Jason said. “There’s never enough healers.”

“Yeah,” Neil said, stepping up beside him.

“'m told you made a good leader out there.”

“I could have done better.”

Jason let out a tired, good-natured laugh.

“Yeah,” he said. “I know that feeling.”

‘I think maybe | understand you a little better now,” Neil said. “Getting tossed into
deep water. Little to no allies, forced to rise to the challenge or die. It’s harsh, but there’s
also something compelling about it. Like you're really alive.”

Jason glanced at Neil before turning back to the window.

“I think you do understand me a little better.”

“I'm not going to complain about it as much as you do, though.”

Jason let out a chuckle.

“Probably for the best. Neil, | know that everyone else on our team is flashier than
you. Fiery swords and flying tortoises and clouds of magic butterflies. But we see how
good you are. We can only step forward the way we do because we know you’re standing
behind us. Covering our mistakes. We’re an odd bunch, and we need a steady dose of



reliable to make it all work. You just proved in a whole new way how reliable you are, and |
don’t say it enough, Neil, but thank you. For being amazing.”

Neil looked at Jason, wary for signs of mockery. Jason didn’t look at him at all, staring
out the window with a weary gaze.

“Thanks,” Neil said, his voice uncertain.

“‘Now,” Jason said. “I've been sensing an odd aura that arrived with you. | felt it come
here with you and stop outside the door. | assume you’re here to make an introduction.”

“I'm sure you two will figure it out,” Neil said while shuffling towards a side door.

By the time he reached it, he was half-running. Jason watched him go with a frown,
then turned to the double doors that were the main entrance to the observation lounge. He
walked over and they opened to reveal an anthropomorphic rabbit in a tuxedo. He stood
across the hall, nervously turning the brim of his top hat in his hands.

“Dad?” the rabbit asked.



Chapter 812
| Want Those Things For You

Jason looked at the rabbit standing nervously in the hall. His brow furrowed in
thought as his mind started putting pieces together. The transformation zone, Healer’s
missing gift, the rabbit construct he created in his soul space. Now, this rabbit. It was no
construct; there was a soul in there.

It was only normal-rank. It must have been terrifying, crossing all those territories
when everyone else was so much more powerful than it. It had been looking for him,
whether it understood that or not, and now Jason could see why. Its aura had stood out
from the moment it arrived, and there was familiarity to it, despite never having seen it
before. He understood it, like an architect looking at plans he had drawn up himself. More
than that, it was family.

Jason instantly understood that he had created this living being, even if he didn't
remember doing it. But, however thrown he was by having created a fully realised being,
he knew it was nothing compared to what the rabbit was going through. It had just met its
maker.

‘I can’t imagine what you’re feeling,” Jason said. “Come into my office and sit down.
We can try and sort some of it out.”

-

There was a small town atop the shatft that had carried Jason and his companions
deep into the planet. The town had sprung into being quickly, most of the development
coming after the expedition had departed. It was a product of the Magic Society, ostensibly
built for research, but there was only so much to be learned from a massive hole in the
ground. In truth, the town was little more than a luxury resort; a place for the upper
echelons of the Magic Society to escape the bleak ruins of Yaresh.

There was a large tea house, a square building composed of mezzanine levels
around a central courtyard. There were basement levels catering to appetites beyond
those for teas, but the legitimate upper levels did a brisk trade themselves. It was popular
with adventurers, merchants and the many other goods suppliers that served the town and
its Magic Society patrons.

Two people sat in a room on one of the higher floors, a gauzy curtain screening them
from others looking out from their rooms. One was a Celestine with dark skin, silver eyes
and a huge silver afro. The other was an elf whose green-flecked hair was a lighter shade

of brown than her skin.



Despite their distinctive looks, none of the staff remembered them the moment they
looked away. Jason had a similar aura trick to what they were using, but their mastery of it
put anything he could do to shame.

‘I don’t understand the continuing interest in him,” the man, Velius, said. “The Builder
is done with this world and things are on track to reach stability once again. Yes, the link
between worlds needs to be stabilised, but that is just a matter of time now Asano has the
messenger magic. He even has that boy the Celestial Book likes so much to help him
learn it all. And that’s the World-Phoenix’s affair anyway. Why isn’t her vessel the one
languishing on this tedious rock? Why are we here instead of Helsveth?”

“You don’t know?” Raythe asked. “The Reaper didn’t tell you?”

“He’s not exactly chatty. I'm his vessel, not his friend. Were you told by the... what is
your great astral being calling itself these days?”

“It is given many names, yet claims none.”

Velius groaned, shaking his head.

“That’s pretentious on a scale only a great astral being can accomplish. It should pick
a damn name, if only to avoid a conversation like this every time someone talks about it.”

“My master does not want to be talked about.”

“Tough. What do you call it?”

“Master.”

Velius rolled his eyes.

“Surely you have a preference,” he said.

“I will confess a soft spot for the name ‘Keeper of the Sands.’ | like the hourglass
imagery.”

“See? That wasn't hard. And that's a great name. If it doesn't pick a name, people will
just call it what they like. | once heard someone call your master ‘the Underclock.” That’s
just terrible.”

“‘Agreed.”

“So, you'll suggest to your ‘Keeper of the Sands’ that it picks a name? It doesn’t have
to be that one.”

“I will not.”

“Worth a try. Putting that aside, though, you know why we’re here? And why the
World-Phoenix’s new prime vessel is not?”

“You know the astral beings are factionalising, do you not?”

“They’re always factionalising. I've seen signs, but that's nothing new. These linked
planets are a flashpoint, but that should be settling down.”



“It's not about the planets anymore. As you said, that is the World-Phoenix’s affair.
The concern is Asano. He is a seed that the World-Phoenix planted, but he has grown in
ways that no one anticipated. His position at the nexus of various events has seen both
our masters take an interest, along with gods and the messengers.”

“Is that what it's about? Stirring up trouble with the messengers? What do we care if
he becomes another original? There are more of them around than most of the astral kings
realise. They don’t cause any trouble.”

“It's not that,” Raythe said.

“Then what is it? What was worth sending you here? The Reaper sending me makes
sense. He's already involved himself with Asano multiple times, with one of his shadows
as Asano’s familiar. But what interest does the Keeper of the Sands have in this? Why did
it send you here instead of the World-Phoenix sending Helsveth? Is your master going to
make one of his oh-so-rare interventions?”

“The World-Phoenix has no representative here because she will be at odds with us
in what comes next.”

“Which is what?”

“Asano has started to touch intrinsic-mandate magic.”

“So? Also, how? He’s still mortal.”

“One of his familiars is an avatar of doom. He has already taken steps towards it
becoming a Voice of the Will, forging a bond beyond summoner and familiar.”

“Alright. That’s unusual, but he’s not the first. It's even normal by the standards of
original astral kings. That’s not enough to get the Keeper of the Sands moving. Your
master has always stood apart, even by the measure of great astral beings. You’re the
least active of us all, so what changed? | haven’t even heard of your master intervening
since...”

Raythe smiled as her counterpart’s eyes went wide.

“He’s turning an avatar of doom into a Voice of the Will,” Velius said, his voice flat.

“Yes.”

“So, he’s linked to the avatar through that bond. Are you saying that links him,
through the avatar, to—"

“Yes.”

“Oh,” Velius said and drained his cup of tea. “Do our astral beings want him to—"

“Yes.”

“And you think my master wants this? Yours was always against the sundering, but
mine supported it.”



“It seems that the Reaper has changed its mind. You are in a better position than me
to ask.”

Velius let out a long-suffering laugh.

“You'd think so, wouldn’t you?” he said. “That’s because your great astral being
actually tells you things. | only ever find them out when mine’s possessing me and the
words are coming out of my mouth. When the intent is dancing through my mind like
lightning.”

Velius went to pour another cup, found the teapot empty and sighed.

‘I need something stronger,” he said. “You've been here a while, right?”

“We arrived at this teahouse together.”

“No, | mean on this planet. Have you found anything strong enough to get us drunk?”

“No.”

Velius groaned.

“How much longer is this transformation zone thing going to take?”

—

Jason and the child-sized rabbit were in the villain office of Jason’s mountain fortress.
The rabbit was on the couch sitting opposite Jason in a cloud chair.

“...was when | realised that the gift Healer gave me was missing,” Jason continued.

“This gift that was meant to let you create a life,” the Rabbit said.

“Yes. | was involved in the inception of this transformation zone. All the things inside
of this zone, myself included, were in a state of flux. Anything with a soul remained intact,
but everything else was up for being remade. That includes the giant tree out on the
horizon that was, as best | can tell, intended to be a soul forge. Somewhere in all that,
surrounded by the power of creation, | think | subconsciously tapped into that power and
used the gift.”

“To create me.”

“Yes.”

“So, | was some magic puppet you made and then you brought it to life.”

“No. You're not a puppet. That construct still exists; it's not you and you’re not it. You
are your own entity, complete with a soul. A true being, in your own right. I think | just
modelled you after the construct. It wasn’t a conscious act.”

“Why give me the shape of some toy you made?” the rabbit asked.

"Again, | wasn't making conscious decisions in this. That means | can only try to

figure out what was going on in my head when | performed this... act of creation. | like the



rabbit construct. It's fun and happy. If I'm going to create a living thing, | want it to have a
life of fun and happiness. | want those things for you."

“What about the rest?”

“The rest?”

“Why was | in that lightning tower.”

‘I don’t know. My best guess would be because | have no idea of what I’'m doing.”

“Oh, great. That’s what everyone wants to hear from their creator. As gods go, you're
pretty [bleep] at this.”

“I'm not a god.”

“Exactly. You're so bad at being a god that you aren’t one. This is a total [bleep]
show.”

“What was that?” Jason asked.

“What is what?”

“The bleeping.”

“You don’t know?” the rabbit exclaimed, hopping to its feet on the couch. “Oh, great.
You did this to me and you don’t even know what it is or why?”

Jason winced.

‘I might know,” he said.

“Then [bleep]ing well tell me, for [bleep]'s sake.”

“I can be kind of a prick sometimes.”

The rabbit looked at him in disbelief.

“That’s it? That’s all you’ve got?”

“It's not what you wanted to hear, | know.”

“‘Not what | wanted to hear? NOT WHAT | WANTED TO HEAR? You [bleep]ing...”

Jason waited through the rabbit’s tirade, an indecipherable series of bleeps
interspersed with anatomically implausible threats. Despite the comical nature of it, he
didn't find it funny at all. While he was coming to grips with having created a living thing
like some deity of old, the person he created was much worse off. Coming face to face
with his creator should have answered all his questions. Instead, he discovered that his
creator was weak, petty and flawed.

After waiting for the rabbit to wind down and collapse back on the couch, emotionally
exhausted, Jason spoke.

‘I can’t make any promises,” Jason said, “but | recognise that | have a responsibility
to you. | don’t know how much | can help, but I'm willing to try.”

Jason got up from his chair.



“Come with me,” he told the rabbit.

—

The marina parking lot was mostly empty, a fresh team having just set out to claim
another territory. There were still a few people about, mostly lost-looking silver-rankers.
Miriam had started excluding people from the teams as the threat grew too great for them
to handle. That mostly meant brighthearts, but also the Magic Society researchers. Some
were resting in the empty houses but others hovered around, unsure of what to do. They
had no tasks but didn't feel right to sit around, doing nothing. As the danger grew, more
and more silver-rankers would face the same idle dilemma.

Jason led the rabbit to the soul realm portal currently open near the railing by the
water. They stopped in front of it, looking at the rainbow sheet of energy contained in the
white stone arch.

“What does it feel like?” Jason asked, his voice carefully neutral. The rabbit took a
long time to answer, staring at the archway.

“Home,” he said finally, his voice barely a whisper.

“Do you want to go inside?”

The rabbit nodded and Jason made an inviting gesture. After a glance at Jason, it
moved to the arch, hesitating only a moment before stepping through. The rabbit stepped
out the other side, wobbling dizzily for a moment. He was unused to portal travel, but the
soul realm portal was gentler than a normal one. Otherwise, the rabbit would have been
throwing up on the grass.

He looked around, first noticing that Jason had already been waiting when he arrived.
He looked between Jason and the portal in confusion.

“An avatar,” Jason explained. “| am everywhere in this place.”

The rabbit looked around. They were in a glade with a small pond, the sun shining
down from a sky pleasantly, but not oppressively, warm. Around the glade was forest, with
several inviting pathways leading through the trees. The forested areas not on the path
looked ordinary but felt ominous.

“The construct,” the rabbit said. “The one that—"

"Gone," Jason said. "l can recreate it, if you want to see, but it's an empty thing. You
are real."

The rabbit’'s gaze turned sharply to look at Jason.

“You're real,” Jason repeated. “I know that you feel lost. Uncertain of who you are
and what your role in the universe is.”

"Is that why you brought me here? To tell me?"



“That is for you to choose,” Jason said. “I know | disappoint you.”

“It would be nice if the being that created me wasn’t just some guy.”

The avatar looked pointedly at the arch, then vanished. The rabbit looked at the
space it had occupied, then back at the portal. The real Jason stepped through and the
rabbit felt it, like being caught in a riptide. Jason was connected to this place, far more than
simply a person. It felt as if the tide would rise and fall with his breath; that he could bring
the night by closing his eyes. His power was unfathomable, the world itself made flesh.
This was the Creator he’d been looking for.

The rabbit swallowed hard and suddenly the sensation was gone. Once again, Jason
was just a man. Jason smiled, reached out and patted him on the head.

“You’re very short,” Jason said.

“Kiss my arse.”

The rabbit’s eyes went wide. He started reeling off profanities, interspersed with
joyous laughter. Jason waited patiently for him to settle down, the rabbit standing in front
of Jason with a huge grin.

“Isit...?”

“Permanent? Yes. You are my creation. | can change anything about you not
shielded by your soul, and that too, if you want and let me. | could turn you into a human.
An elf, or a stag. A chainsaw cyborg leonid.”

The rabbit looked down at his hands.

“Could you make me powerful?” he asked.

“Silver-rank is as high as | take it and have you walk out of here safe and whole.”

“Can you make me an essence user?”

“Not at silver-rank. Essences are between you and your soul. Neither gods nor great
astral beings can elevate you as an essence user. Not without breaking you. Some things
belong to the cosmos.”

“Why am | just a normal-ranker? | did not like having to leave that tower when
everyone and everything could have killed me by accident. One sleepy silver-ranker
whacks me with a careless arm while yawning and I’'m dead. | only left the tower because
the one thing worse than leaving was staying there alone.”

“I suspect you are normal-rank because being at the beginning gives you more
potential than | can imbue. | can give you power, if that is what you want, but not essence
abilities. What | can do is give you essences and let you take them for yourself.”

“How long do | have to choose?”



“As long as you like. If you go back through that portal, you will resume ageing. In
here, nothing can harm you. Not even time.”

“Unless you want it to.”

“Yes. But there’s nothing you can do about what | want. The question is, what do you
want?”

The rabbit frowned, contemplating, before looking back up at Jason.
“A name.”



Chapter 813

Small, Easy or Inconsequential

Jason was walking down a wide forest path with the unnamed rabbit by his side.
Sunlight passed through the thin canopy, leaving their way well-lit, yet also private and
secluded.

“‘Names are important,” Jason said. “I have a familiar. His name is Colin and people
love him.”

“You're saying that ‘Colin’ is some magic name that makes people like you?” the
rabbit asked.

“A little bit. Not by itself, of course. Context is important. I'm a man of two worlds. |
come from a world where magic was hidden until very recently. It was only seven or eight
years ago that | didn’t even believe in it. Then | travelled to a world full of magic, right out
in the open.”

“I assume you’re going to be rounding up on a point at some stage.”

Jason chuckled.

“Yes, but like | said: context is important. Something I've discovered about the
magical world is that with all the big magic, people overlook the little magic. The subtle
stuff that my world has always used without ever realising it. Music is an excellent
example. Crowds are another, and combining them is very powerful. A concert is
something to behold using aura senses. Am | confusing you with what I’'m talking about?”

‘I know what a concert is. Which is weird, by the way, because I've never heard
music. For a guy who talks about context a lot, you shoved some crazy stuff in my head
with no context at all. Like, what’s a turducken about? Is it a weird animal sex thing that
went horribly, horribly wrong?”

Jason let out a laugh.

“No,” he said. “Let’s not get too distracted though; | was talking about music.”

“'m not sure why.”

“Let me get there. There’s no rush.”

“Aren’t you fighting to stop an undead army from claiming a subterranean staging
ground from which they can spill an endless flood of unliving monstrosities onto the
surface world?”

“That’s up to the powerful people now.”

“We’re walking through the universe that you’re the god of.”

“It's not a proper universe. Not yet. And I'm not a god.”



“You created me. You're not going to make a lady rabbit from one of my rib bones,
are you?”

Jason laughed again.

“No. My plans on that... | just found out about you. Give me some time to consider
my next move on that front. In the meantime, | was talking about music. People didn’t
know about auras in the world | come from. Real auras, | mean; not the stuff your aunt with
the crystals talks about.”

“'m the first member of my species; | don’t have an aunt.”

"The universal aunt. She's an archetype. But real auras can be manipulated without
any detectable magic. The collective aura of an AC/DC concert is something to behold.
There's real power there, even if there isn't real magic."

“You do remember you're meant to be talking about names, right?”

“‘Names are a part of it,” Jason said. “A song can move hearts, the right words can
move nations and a name can make an identity. Shape not just how people see us but
who we are. | told you about my familiar, Colin."

"Yeah. Apparently, people love Colin."

“They do. Do you know what kind of familiar he is?”

“Let me guess: something scary? Two-headed fire crocodile?”

“He’s a sanguine horror. An apocalypse beast known for scouring entire worlds of life,
leaving them nothing but barren rock. He has a constant hunger for blood and flesh and
he’s not always discriminate about where it comes from.”

“Uh, okay.”

“But he is discriminate. That, to my understanding, is extremely out of the ordinary.
Sanguine horrors are nothing but unrelenting hunger that you eradicate down to the last
scrap or it keeps growing, keeps feeding and never, ever stops. But not Colin.”

"He's a familiar, right? Obviously, you influence him."

"Yes, and that begins with his name. It sets a tone. A starting point for how the world
sees him and how he sees his place in it. Names are important. Our first link to everything
outside ourselves. The right name empowers us, while the wrong one has power over us.
Either way, it shapes who we are. If your name is Mr Hoppityhop, all anyone will see you
as is a rabbit. If your name is Doombringer, Lord of Carnage, all anyone will see you as is
lonely.”

“Is this all a massive stall while you try to think up a name for me?”

"You can choose your own if you like. Many do."

“No,” the rabbit said. “It should be you. It just... feels right.”



Jason nodded.

‘I have been thinking about it as we talk, you're right. | could name you after
someone. Kai, after my brother who died protecting his world. But | don’t think you should
be named after anyone. You aren’t from someone else. Except me. You can carry my
surname, if you want it, but we’re talking about given names. You’re something new, so
the name | give you should be new as well.”

“You have something in mind?”

“Nik.”

“Nick? How is that new?”

"It's Nik. NIK, no C. It comes from the word Lehenik. In a language from the world |
was born, it roughly translates first or firstly. The first instance. That's what | want to call
your people, once you're a species and not a unique being: Lehenik. The first people to
belong in this place.”

He gestured at the soul realm around them. They were still walking through the forest
path, sunlight passing through the thin canopy

"Everything else here," Jason continued, "either doesn't belong or is an extension of
me. Except for you. You came from me, but you belong to no one but yourself, with your
own fate to shape. But you said that this place feels like home and you were right. It is
your home, and you will always have a place here."

“You’re going to make more like me?”

“Yes. | believe | know how, and the opportunity is startlingly close. | don’t want you to
go through life with nowhere and no one to belong to. That would be cruel.”

“I don’t know how to feel about that.”

“Me either. Someday, there’s probably going to be a bible with you and me featuring
heavily in the early chapters.”

Jason stopped in front of a tree, plucked off a red fruit and offered it to the rabbit.

“‘Apple?”

The rabbit gave Jason a flat look but took the fruit. Jason picked another for himself
and they continued on.

“Nik,” the rabbit said, contemplating the sound. “Nik. Nik. Nik Asano?”

Jason gave the rabbit a side glance but did not interrupt. He bit into his apple instead.

-
Deep under his mountain fortress was a huge magma chamber. The molten rock of

the chamber’s floor washed the cavern in red light, painting the cages hanging from the



ceiling on chains. Jason and the newly monikered Nik emerged from a tunnel set into the
wall and ending in a stone balcony.

“Oh, great,” Nik said. “You’re keeping an army of Undeath priests in an overly
elaborate and easily escapable trap. I'm sure that’s going to work out fine.”

“The suppression collars they’re wearing are the real cages,” Jason said. “As for the
actual cages, we have to keep them somewhere.”

Brisk footsteps echoed in the stone tunnel behind them until Miriam Vance joined
them. She looked at Nik and then at the dangling cages before demonstrating that she
knew how to learn a lesson and asked no questions. Jason turned to glance at her before
looking back out at the cages.

“Operations Commander,” Miriam said. “| want to officially pull all silver-rankers from
territory clearing,” she said. “Our best estimate is that around half of the territories have
been claimed and the anomalies have gotten too dangerous.”

“That’s going to annoy some people,” Jason said. “Silver-rankers chafe at how slowly
we advance, which is as true for me as anyone else. This place has been better for
advancement than a monster surge.”

“Silver-rankers are hard to kill by most standards, Operations Commander, but
nothing here is standard. We're getting close calls in every territory we claim now, even
with gold-rankers watching over the rest. | don’t want it to take a death before people
accept that it’s time to stop.”

Jason nodded.

“I've been leaving all that to you, so | won’t gainsay you now,” he told her. “We’ll
consolidate the gold-rankers and press on?”

“We can,” Miriam said. “That will slow our progress, however, even with Gareth
Xandier and his demigod strength. | believe it is time to change strategies.”

“You want to make a move on the Undeath priests.”

“Ideally we would find and kill the avatar before the Undeath high priest takes control
of it.”

“Garth,” Jason said. “The high priest's name is Garth.”

“I don't care what his name is," Miriam said. "l only care that we take him from
undead to full dead. I think he's likely found his god's avatar by now, but | still think the
time to hunt it down is now. The undead build their ranks with every enemy they face while
we've collected everyone with major power in our group. We aren't going to get stronger."

Jason nodded again.



“Alright,” he said. “Let’s gather everyone together and explain the plan. How is
Clive?”

“Not what I'd call well, but ready to brief everyone at the very least.”

-

“The problem with—"

Clive slapped a hand over his mouth and drew a sharp breath in through his nose. He
gestured at Jason who refilled Clive’s glass of water from a pitcher. Clive gulped it down
and slammed the empty glass on the table as he winced at his ongoing headache. Jason
refilled it again.

They were in the conference room with the various leaders of the alliance factions,
adventurers, brighthearts and Builder cultists. The messengers were also represented,
with Marek Nior Vargas next to Rick and Jali Corrik Fen next to Jason.

"l apologise,” Clive said to the assemblage. "As | was saying, the problem with
dealing with the Undeath priests is their avatar. We have to assume they have control over
it now, as all finding it first changes is our lives getting a lot easier. As everyone here has
seen during the claiming of the latest territories, our own divine representative, Gary, is
extremely powerful.”

Gary was a large and shiny presence in the room but looked awkward at being
pointed out.

“Many of you witnessed Gary clashing with the avatar already,” Clive continued.
“Those who did will have noticed that these two forces are evenly matched. No one can
take them down, including each other. We need to resolve that to overcome the priests,
their undead and their messengers."

"And to save time here," Jason cut in, "we will not be relitigating the idea of using
messengers ourselves."

“So you keep insisting,” the cult leader Beaufort said. “But perhaps this should be a
group decision and not one for you alone.”

“No,” Jason told him.

“‘No?” Beaufort asked. “That’s it? Just ‘no,” without further reason or explanation?”

“Yes.”

“And if we insist?”
“Then that would be unfortunate.”
“You are not making this feel like an equal alliance, Asano.”

“Itisn't."



Everyone at the table was aware that Jason’s aura permeated the room. That the
mountain fortress they were in, absurd as it was, took the shape of Jason’s head.

“There will be no more talk of taking the messengers to battle,” Jason said. “l won’t go
over the value of a chain of command again, but if anyone else has a problem with their or
my place in this one, speak up now.”

Jason panned the room, his gaze meeting only silence.

“Good,” he said. “Now, Clive will explain the actual method we will use to deal with
the avatar.”

Clive nodded his agreement and immediately winced at the rapid head movement.

‘I was going to make a lengthy explanation that fully encapsulated the plan,” Clive
said. “But since | need to go lie down, you get the quick version: The Undeath priests
attempt to reanimate when they are killed. I'm sure you've all seen it. It doesn’t work,
though, because they’re cut off from their power source, meaning the divine power of their
god. The avatar is another source of that power and, unlike the god itself, limited. It too is
cut off from the god, so any power drained out of it will weaken it. The plan is to kill as
many priests as we can get our hands on in the presence of the avatar. Each reanimation
will siphon off some of its divine power. If we can siphon off enough, it will tip the scale
enough that Gary can destroy it.”

“Won’t that leave us with an army of animated priests to kill?” Gabriel asked.

“Yes,” Miriam answered for Clive. “This will be a hard fight, which is where everyone
except Gareth comes in. We will attempt to kill off the risen dead immediately, of course,
and expect some success given that we will choose the conditions they animate in. It is
foolish to assume that will go exactly as planned, however. We need to anticipate
combating the Undeath priests with the avatar, as well as the prisoners we kill off as they

reanimate. This battle will not be small, easy or inconsequential.”



Chapter 814
Another Astral King

Mahk Den Kahla was an unhappy messenger. Ever since meeting Boris Ket Lundi,
things had been spiralling out of control. Boris was dominant force, his arguments for
Mahk handing over his territory compelling. And Mahk was not the last to be swayed, with
other messengers they encountered having fallen into line as well. Not every gold-ranker
was convinced by words, but those who survived challenging Boris ultimately accepted
their subordination. Boris was not just an outstanding combatant but one well-versed in
fighting other messengers.

Each individual step that brought them to their current situation had made sense. The
options weren’t always desirable, but they were acceptable, and Boris had a way of
presenting them not just as the right choice, but as the only real choice. That was how they
ended up where they were, every step the right one, yet leading down a path Mahk would
never have chosen himself.

Seeking an alliance, Boris had led them right into the hands of the Undeath priests.
Their massive army of undead blanketed the ground and the messengers they had
awoken with their territories dotted the sky. Standing out most of all was the towering
figure of Undeath’s avatar, holding claim over the unliving’s unified territories that the high
priest of Undeath could not himself.

The messengers they had on hand were too few to handle the Undeath priests, at
least until they spent themselves against the adventurers and their allies. But false
alliances with the filthy unliving was not the messenger way. Power and dominance was
their way and, through words or weapons, how Boris had managed to keep the other
messengers in check. But having watched him closely, Mahk saw far too much that was
odd about the man. Too much that was unlike a messenger.

Boris was off alone, negotiating with the Undeath high priest. Mahk and the rest of
the messengers were settled high on a mountain, some way from the plateau holding the
Undeath forces. Most of the territory was an endless span of red rock, sand and dust. The
upper reaches of the mountain held the only greenery, the cooler air of altitude allowing
the growth of some sparse woodland. The desert heat was not harmful to them, but that
did not make it pleasant.

The messengers had no real place for themselves, with no lesser races to construct
abodes. They rested on the lightly wooded mountainside, finding what limited comfort they

could. Mahk hovered in the air above the trees, waiting for Boris to return from negotiating



with the Undeath high priest. He could see the plateau in the distance where the unliving
forces were gathered. The undead blanketed the ground while messengers taken by
claiming territory dotted the sky. What held his attention most was the avatar; a beacon of
power, radiating corruption.

It left Mahk unsettled, his own corruption behind him but not forgotten. He only
remembered his time serving the strange tree as dream-like scraps of memory, lurking in
his mind like hidden traitors.

When Boris came flying through the air, Mahk flew out to meet him. Boris slowed and
stopped, unhurried in his movements.

“We need to speak, Boris,” Mahk demanded. Boris didn’t react to the challenge in his
tone, his amused smile irking Mahk.

“Yes, Mahk, we do. Are we going to talk floating here in the air, or can we find
somewhere to sit down.”

“This is exactly what | want to talk about. Sit down? We are superior beings, Boris.
We float above the ground to show our lessers that we don’t just stand taller than them but
stand above them entirely. We are their sky, and when we choose sit, we sit on thrones.”

“You think | lack the dignity of a messenger,” Boris said.

“You walk on the ground. You slouch. You lounge.”

“Then stop me,” Boris said, the suspect lightness of his tone a promise of danger. “If
you want to stand above me, Mahk, then cut me down. Take my place.”

Mahk scowled.

“We both know | cannot,” he said.

“Then perhaps you need to revise what your concept of standing above is, Mahk. You
can talk about dignity all you like, but what does prattling on about honour or principle
sound like when you lack the power to enforce it?”

Mahk pressed his lips together tightly, as if to trap his next words, but they escaped
nonetheless.

“A servant race,” he said through gritted teeth. “It sounds like a servant race.”

“Yes,” Boris said. “Now, let’s go find somewhere to sit down.”

—

High Priest Garth stood on a hill atop a rocky desert plateau. A bloody red sunset
pooled across the sky, blue fading into darkness as if the day had been stabbed to death.
Garth’s grin was permanent as his head was a skull with only pinpricks of red light for
eyes. His robe draped over a body clearly not human in shape, a sharp hump and various

odd protrusions tenting the fabric in odd places.



Garth looked over his forces, gathered on the plateau. The ground was almost
impossible to see, blanketed in the undead. The sky was dotted with messengers, not as
thick as the undead but still a considerable force. Less pleasing was the lack of priests, the
few dozen remaining representing less than half the original number.

Some had doubtless fallen victim to the transformation zone itself, or had a run-in
with messengers or adventurers. The forces of the living had shifted from claiming territory
to hunting them, and Garth wanted to know why. They weren’t trying to snatch territory but
priests, taking prisoners in a series of hit-and-run attacks. Given that he was unlikely to get
an answer otherwise, Garth had decided he would wring it from their throats himself.
Building up new undead was getting hard now that the anomalies were so strong, so the
time to remove their enemies had come.

The biggest piece of the puzzle was now in place, the avatar of Undeath looming
over their forces. It held control over their territories now, Garth himself having been
pushed to the limit. His unusual nature had allowed him to hold more territories than most,
and recover faster from their loss. The avatar controlled them now and Garth controlled
the avatar, until such time as he could return it to Undeath.

When the battle came, the avatar would tie up the demigod while their massive horde
handled the rest. Once that was done, the horde would turn on the demigod as well,
breaking the stalemate between the two divine entities.

Aside from the empowered leonid, only one of their foes was a concern: whoever had
the power to weaken their undead forces as a whole. The ghost fire they spread wasn’t as
powerful as that of Death’s miracle, but clearly they were of a kind. There was also this
issue of their aura suppressing the magic of undeath. That would have to be dealt with or
their numerical advantage would have little impact.

Jameela strode up the hill towards Garth, graceful on her long legs. She was wearing
an elegant combat robe and heavy boots, red with dust. Garth was again struck by the
longing she engendered in him, despite his unliving body. The little living tissue he
possessed should not be enough for such feelings. He would never act upon them, of
course, not allowing himself such a lack of discipline. There was also the issue of his body
being as ill-equipped to slake such urges as it should have been to feel them at all.

“You have answers?” he demanded as she crested the hill.

“It's Jason Asano,” she said, moving to stand beside him.

“The same one claiming their territories?”

“Yes.”

“Interesting; you are not the first to bring his name up today. You’re sure?”



“I captured some of the brighthearts who were around him when he enacted Death’s
miracle, as well as a pair of essence users. Asano is the one.”

“Essence users? Adventurers?”

“Magic Society researchers. | now have answers on what adventurers were doing
underground. | brought them all in alive, in case you want to question them yourself before
| kill and animate them.”

“No, | trust your ability to make them speak the truth.”

“Then we need to target Asano during the battle. Once we eliminate him, not only will
they lose their power to weaken our undead but they will lose their territories. It won’t cost
them power immediately, but it will hurt their morale.”

Garth nodded.

“He’s silver-rank, which makes him vulnerable, but we need to be careful in our
approach. There is a reason that Death granted him a miracle. That he’s the one claiming
territories when they have the demigod. Undeath himself saw fit to warn me about Asano,
which says enough. He is not to be underestimated, and the enemy will protect him with
care.”

“Perhaps,” Jameela said. “My information is that he involves himself in battles more
than the people around him would like. His aura will diminish the power of our undead, but
he needs to use his powers directly to spread the ghost fire.”

“Perhaps we dilute the battlefield. Strike from multiple points; spread our forces over
a wider area than a silver-rank aura can cover.”

“‘Relying on such a strategy might not be best,” Jameela suggested. “I extracted as
much information | could about Asano from the prisoners. They claim that his aura is like a
gold-ranker, both in strength and coverage.”

“That sounds unlikely. How hard did you press them on this topic?”

“Hard. The Magic Society researchers were highly convinced of this information’s
authenticity. They claim Asano has been training under Amos Pensinata.”

Garth jerked his head, turning his gaze from the forces arrayed below them to his
subordinate priestess.

“Pensinata? Is he here, in this place?”

“Yes. | have a full list of names, but Pensinata aside, the highlights are Gabriel and
Arabelle Remore, along with their old team member, Emir Bahadir.”

“The treasure hunter? Those are Vitesse adventurers. What are they doing here?”

“They are allies of Asano. The son of the Remores is on his team.”

A dissatisfied sound passed through Garth’s skeletal mouth.



“No wonder they did so much damage with so few gold-rankers if that is the calibre of
them.”

“The high priestess of the Healer from Yaresh is also amongst them.”

“Who is this Asano that he can rally such people around him? Adventurers from the
other side of the world. Even the god of death is paying him attention?”

“According to the researchers, Asano is the reason the Builder left this world before
the monster surge was over.”

Garth didn’t have the eyelids to make his eyes go wide, but the red lights in the
sockets of his skull shone a little brighter for a moment.

“The more | learn,” Garth said, “the more this man troubles me.”

“How will you deal with him?” Jameela asked.

“While you were off finding the name of our enemy,” Garth said, “I was making new
allies.”

“The messengers?”

“Yes. They know that they lack the power to overcome either us or the adventurers
and their allies. And they claim Asano is an existing enemy to them. They have offered
their assistance so long as they are allowed to leave the transformation zone alive and
Asano is not.”

“They will attempt to play us off against the forces of the living and swoop in at the
end.”

“Yes. Tell me what you got from the researchers about what the messengers are
doing here.”

—

Boris was sitting on a mossy rock, under a tree that shaded him from the glaring sun
above. He used his aura to create a privacy screen, a shimmering dome covering himself
and Mahk. The other messenger had consented to sit, but was floating in the air, cross-
legged.

“You are a strange messenger, Boris.”

“Of course | am. To be ordinary violates the core philosophy of our culture. Being like
every other messenger is to be mundane.”

“We are taught to obey.”

“Yeah. Funny, that. Lot’s of ‘you are the greatest beings in the cosmos, now shut up
and do what you’re told.” You can’t have reached gold-rank without spotting the

contradictions.”



“I've seen you do this enough times to recognise it, Boris Ket Lundi. You are moving
the discussion from you to me, but this is about you. Your eccentricities are more than just
some attempt to stand out amongst our kind. Your strength does that enough that you

have no need for such foolishness. You aren’t one of us, are you? You’re part of the

Unorthodoxy.”

“Yes,” Boris admitted casually. Mahk uncrossed his legs and floated higher into the
air.

“You lied to me,” Mahk said.

“I've never lied to you, Mahk. | haven'’t always told the truth, but you've never heard
me tell a lie.”

“That doesn’t matter. What matters is that you are the enemy. The ultimate enemy.”

“Do you really believe that? Mahk? You're gold-rank. Surely you’ve seen through at
least some of the indoctrination they put you. | never lied to you, but will you lie to me and
say you’ve never had doubts about what was drilled into your mind?”

“Don’t try that with me, Boris Ket Lundi. We quash doubts because they will cost us
everything. The astral king—"

“Can’t get you here!” Boris cut him off. “For your entire life, Mahk Den Kahla, there
has been a sword dangling over your head. It's been waiting to strike should you even
think the wrong way. But, for now, the sword is gone. For the first time in your life, you are
genuinely free. Use this to think, to really think, the way you’ve never been allowed.”

“You won’t corrupt me.”

“You’ve already been corrupted. You think Vesta Carmis Zell will take you back? After
not only failing, but failing so spectacularly that the prize you were meant to deliver to her
turned you into a mindless slave? One tainted by base power?”

‘I am cleansed.”

“By the actions of Jason Asano, which is enough by itself that she will never trust you
again, soul brand or not. If you go back, you won’t be welcomed into the fold. You’ll be
made an example of.”

“You don’t know that.”

Boris let out a sigh.

“I do, Mahk,” he said softly. “And so do you. It's just a matter of whether you’ll admit it
to yourself before the ignorance kills you.”

“You said you didn’t lie to me, but Vesta Carmis Zell would never accept a member of
the Unorthodoxy.”



“She didn’t. She bargained for the services of messengers with elemental powers and
didn’t much care where they came from. Do you have any idea how many astral kings are
outside the Council of Kings? The council doesn’t. Astral kings are older than universes
and never die. She has no idea that I'm Unorthodoxy.”

“But if | tell her about you, it will lead back to a major nest of enemies.”

“Yes,” Boris said and Mahk narrowed his eyes.

“You’re not trusting me. You’re telling me to switch sides or you’ll kill me for my
silence.”

“Yes. The reality is, you won'’t get to tell her about me, Mahk. You still have her brand
on your soul, and she’ll use it to scour your mind the moment you are back in her grasp.
She’ll know everything and credit you with nothing. She’ll kill you for having had this
conversation.”

“Then you might as well kill me now. There is no escaping the brand.”

“No,” Boris agreed. “Not without another astral king.”



Chapter 815
Unorthodoxy

The shimmering dome of aura was impenetrable to magical senses, even those of a
gold-rank messenger like Fiola Min Kath. She was sitting in one of the trees, having
shaped a throne in the branches with her plant manipulation powers. It was an uncommon
power amongst messengers, but that rarity did not translate to respect. Messengers
admired powers that worked in the sky.

Fiola had watched Mahk Den Kahla lead the other gold-rankers into the dome one
after another, none of whom had returned. Created by Boris Ket Lundi’s aura, the dome
blocked sight and sound but not physical passage. Whatever was happening in there,
Mahk and Boris did not want the rest of them to know until it was their turn. She was the
fifth and final gold-ranker, so her turn was next.

She considered running. She would get a head start if she picked her moment while
they were inside the dome. Boris Ket Lundi was strong, but no faster than others of their
kind. She could escape if she could reach another territory, one that had more life than a
desert with few scraggly trees clinging to a mountaintop. Perhaps they wouldn’t chase her
at all.

She could have been imagining the grim fate waiting for her in the dome, but Boris
Ket Lundi had not been shy about killing their own kind. Strength might have been the way
of the messengers, but it still did not sit well with her. She did not like her fellow
messengers, as a rule, but that was not the same as feeling nothing as they died. Not that
she showed any reaction, of course. Empathy was a dangerous sign of weakness.

If she fled, where would she go? Escaping the immediate danger was all well and
good, but was it a true escape? She lacked the strength and knowledge to leave this
strange place alone, meaning death would find her, sooner or later.

Indecision made the choice for her when Mahk Den Kahla once again emerged from
the dome. He looked in her direction and spoke her name. She floated from her throne, the
leaves and branches untwisting to resume their natural shape. She floated down to stop in
front of Mahk, just outside the dome.

“Am | going to die in there?” she asked.

“That depends on the choice you make, Fiola Min Kath. It won’t be an easy one.”

“What kind of choice?”

Mahk stepped back through the shimmering dome, leaving Fiola floating alone. She

turned her head, looking to the distant horizon. Then she turned back and followed through



the dome. Her body tingled as she passed through the barrier. Inside, Mahk was floating
towards Boris who was painted in the shining gold-silver wetness of messenger blood. The
four gold-rankers that came before were now a pile of corpses, their blood trickling down
the slope. A hole had been dug to collect it so it didn’t run out of the dome.

Fiola didn’t move far from the edge of the dome, primed to flee.

“They didn’t choose well, then,” she said, looking at the dead messengers.

“No,” Boris said. There was usually a playful un-messenger-like lilt in his tone, but it
was wholly absent now. “It’s time to see behind the curtain, Fiola Min Kath. You have to
choose between everything you’ve ever known and everything you’ve been taught to
despise.”

“Which one gets me killed?” she asked.

“You tell me,” Boris challenged.

She looked at him for a long time. His oddly well-fitted clothes, his choice to stand on
the ground instead of float.

“You’re Unorthodoxy,” she said.

“Yes.”

"It seems obvious in hindsight."

“So much does,” Boris said with a hint of the usual playfulness.

Fiola turned her gaze to Mahk Den Kahla.

“You too?”

“I was offered the choice first,” Mahk said.

“Then you are a traitor,” she accused.

“Yes,” Mahk said. “| am not surprised at the others choosing the way they did. You
were the only one we suspected might go the other way. That is why | brought you in last.”

“You should have brought me in first. A pile of messengers is not a good look from
someone trying to recruit.”

“| said the same,” Mahk told her as he tilted his head to indicate Boris. “He insisted.”

“Whichever path you ultimately take,” Boris said, “making this choice has
consequences. It's important that you can make it honestly.”

“Why do you think | am the one who will turn traitor?”

"Every gold-rank messenger has seen the cracks in the fagade,” Boris told her.
“Some do so long before rising to gold. Most don't care and keep climbing the ladder. They
keep chasing power on the road laid out before them, not seeing the invisible gates. But

there are those who chart their own course. Some see the traps and realise they can



never earn power, only be given it. Others realise they are slaves and long to be free. A
precious few even manage to develop empathy."”

Boris looked at the dead messengers and sighed.

“Most of them die,” he continued. “Be they ambitious, empathetic or yearning to be
free, it represents the same thing to an astral king: a threat. The vast majority of these
rebellious thinkers are put down by their astral kings before they can cause trouble. But a
few manage to modulate their thinking. Hide their divergent thoughts, even from
themselves. Eventually, they meet one of three fates.”

Boris glanced at Mahk before continuing.

“One, they suppress those thoughts so long they stop having them and become good
little messengers again. Two, those errant thoughts and feelings grow until they draw the
attention of the astral king. They die. Three, they meet someone like me. Someone who
can offer them a way forward that doesn’t force them to choose between being a slave and
a corpse.”

Fiola looked at the dead messengers again.

“I can see why they refused you. Your pitch is not very compelling.”

“'m not trying to entice you. I'm going to give you the truth and then let you choose.”

“Between joining you or joining this pile of the dead.”

“Yes.”

"Then | have two choices. Be loyal to Vesta Carmis Zell who will kill me if | don't, or
be loyal to you, who will also kill me if | don't.”

"Yes," Boris said. "But you are choosing between getting killed now and getting killed
later, and loyalty to me has a clock on it. Once we are free of this place, you will be free of
me."

“To do what? Be killed by my astral king the moment | leave this place? To somehow
escape that fate and roam the cosmos until ’'m hunted down as a traitor?”

“Very little of what you know about the Unorthodoxy is accurate. You've been taught
that we are a scant few, existing in the hidden crevices of messenger society. But where
are those crevices, exactly? How can we exist at all? Messengers can’t exist without astral
kings, and the astral kings keep our kind in line.”

“You’re saying that’s all a lie?”

“Not all. Messengers need astral kings when we come into being, like a child needs a
parent. Where now there is the brand, they once guided us in marking ourselves. No
obedience, no alien eye inside our souls. Freedom instead of servitude. That is how the

original astral kings did it. Those who were not messengers themselves.”



“Not messengers?” Fiola asked. Her expression of shock was mirrored on Mahk’s
face.

“Yes,” Boris said. “Our genesis came from the original astral kings, who were not
messengers at all. Back then, there were no limits on rank because that is a function of the
brand, which didn’t exist. When messengers transcended to become astral kings
themselves, they were the first to institute the brand, enslaving their own kind. At first,
there was war and rebellion. Slave armies against the free. The free lost. We cared about
our people; refused sacrifice them the way our enemy did. The survivors went into hiding
and the indoctrination programs began. In victory, they didn't just kill freedom but the very
dream of it. In time, the leaders of the enemy became the Council of Kings. We became
the Unorthodoxy."

“You speak as if you saw it for yourself,” Mahk said.

‘I was there. | keep myself from progressing to diamond because we need agents
who can move without the attention. A gold-ranker is powerful enough to be an asset
without being the potential threat a diamond-ranker is. Only at diamond-rank can we even
begin to resist the brand, which would have drawn scrutiny | could not afford. My rank
allowed me to deceive Vesta Carmis Zell and reach this place.”

“How did you deceive her?”

“Vesta Carmis Zell would have known if | wasn’t branded. She was desperate for
powerful messengers with elemental powers, so | had one of our astral kings brand me.
She then obtained some rather hilarious concessions for placing me at Vesta Carmis Zell's
temporary service. | was hoping to have the brand removed by now, but things haven’t
gone my way.”

“You’re saying the Unorthodoxy has astral kings?” Mahk asked.

“Yes,” Boris said. “I know this is all a shock, Mahk, but do try to keep up. Astral Kings
are rare, but they are also immortal, which complicates war. You can ravage their
resources, but you cannot kill them. They exist as universes forged from souls, which
remain inviolable. They may only be a fraction of the size of universes created by the
Builder, but they cannot be destroyed and they do not fall to entropy, however long you
wait. There are too many astral kings for anyone to keep track of. Over time, as the
number of astral kings rises, the Unorthodoxy astral kings have been slipping back into the
general population.”

Fiola looked at Boris searchingly. What he was telling her was outrageous, flying in
the face of everything she had ever been taught. Just because Boris admitted as much

didn’t mean he wasn't lying.



“Population,” Mahk said, echoing Boris’ word. “A population of astral kings.”
“Transcendents are all immortal,” Boris said. “Not just ageless, like us, but truly
unkillable. They have their own level of interaction, as above us as our cosmic community
is above those living their entire lives on some rock, hurtling around an ember. Diamond-

rank is the threshold. The borderland between them and us.”

Mahk looked shell-shocked, not even noticing when he drifted down to where his feet
were on the ground. Fiola looked hurt and angry.

“Everything you’re saying makes us seem so small,” she said.

“Yes,” Boris agreed. “The concept of messengers as the ultimate beings of creation,
the messengers of the cosmic will, is laughable. A truth that all diamond-rank messengers
realise eventually. That’s the greatest danger they represent to the astral kings. And when
they realise that the brand on their souls means they can never become astral kings, that
danger becomes unacceptable. The astral kings either have to accept them and remove
the brand, or put them down. Of course, removing the brand doesn’t mean a diamond-
ranker will just leap into transcendence. Most diamond-rankers set free to become astral
kings fail, just like essence users or any of the other half-transcendents floating around the
cosmos.”

Fiola shook her head.

“You haven’t given me any reason to believe any of this,” she said.

“I don’t expect you to,” Boris said. “I'm offering you the chance to see the truth for
yourself.”

“And if | turn you down, you’ll kill me.”

“I've told you far too much to let you go.”

“You didn’t tell the others. Otherwise, Mahk Den Kahla wouldn’t be so shocked.”

They both turned to look at Mahk who standing on the ground, staring at nothing. He
snapped out of it and looked at Boris.

“You didn’t tell me any of this,” he said. “You didn’t tell any of us.”

‘I mentioned at the start that some messengers find the cracks in the indoctrination.
Fiola Min Kath was already on the path of a free thinker. You were not. You didn’t see until
your rank let you, and even then, you ignored it. | had to open the cracks in your mind with
a hammer and chisel. You were still programmed to respond to authority so | pushed you
through by force of will. But it wasn’t that hard, which is good. At least you responded to it,
unlike...”

Their gazes went to the pile of bodies once more. A few wisps of rainbow smoke rose

from the bodies as the bottom messenger was breaking down into raw magic.



“Fiola,” Mahk said. “Boris Ket Lundi took a different approach with me. He pointed out
that Vesta Carmis Zell was not going to let us live, however this went. Not after the way we
failed and were corrupted.”

Fiola nodded, absently, eyes still on the thickening plume of rainbow smoke.

“We should use a ritual to preserve them,” she said. “It's a waste of resources.”

“| took their lives,” Boris said. “I can at least leave them their dignity.”

“You sound like one of the lesser races,” Fiola said.

“‘Now that we’ve come this far,” Boris said, “that is the last time you say ‘lesser races’

in my presence.”



Chapter 816

Messengers Don’t Have Hearts

Garth and Jameela were standing atop a hill of red desert rock. Their vast forces
spread out on the plateau they were overlooking.

“So, the messengers want this soul forge, whatever that is,” Garth said.

“According to the Magic Society researchers, yes,” Jameela said. “And it seems that
Asano is the biggest threat to that objective. He also has the ability to claim it.”

‘Do we?”

“I don’t believe so. We could only acquire it with the help of the messengers, and they
will not hand it over. To return to their leadership without it is likely worse than dying down
here. | don’t believe we could use it anyway. The transformation zone itself, once reunited
with reality, remains the prize.”

“Then we can let them have it, so long as the zone itself still goes to us.”

“I would counsel caution. We are unlikely to understand any magic they use to that
end.”

“Yes. And promises don’t always need to be kept.”

Garth turned to look off at the distant mountain where the messengers were lairing.
Three of them were flying in their direction. The two priests waited and watched until the
messengers were floating in the air in front of them. The one Garth had spoken with
before, Boris Ket Lundi, was flanked by the other two.

“| sensed the death of the rest of your other gold-rankers,” Garth said. More
accurately, he’'d sensed the aura dome into which they’'d been led one by one, and then
their dead bodies when the dome dropped.

“Neither of us are fools,” Boris said. “We can make a deal to stay out of your fight with
the adventurers, but you would doubtless expect us to turn on you when you were
weakened. Now we lack the strength. However many silver-rankers we have, and
whatever the cost of bringing low your enemy, we no longer have the strength to turn on
you.”

“You expect me to believe you gutted most of your gold-rank strength as a show of
trust?” Garth asked.

“Naturally not,” Boris said. “I chose the way that served my own ends as well. But the
affairs of my people are not your business. How the results affect you are your business.”

“Handing over your territories, and the messengers that come with them, would make

for a better show of trust.”



“Trust goes both ways, High Priest. If we slaughter our strongest warriors and hand
over the territories, that leaves you with no incentive to accede to our modest requests.
Jason Asano must not survive the battle.”

“Killing Asano falls within our interests as well, | can assure you.”

“I want more than assurances, High Priest. | want details.”

“You are not in a position to negotiate,” Jameela said.

Boris did not shift his blank expression but he glanced at Jameela briefly before
turning back to Garth. Garth nodded his acknowledgement.

“You are not in a position to be a threat,” Garth said, “but you could be a bother.”

“We could be more than a bother,” Boris said. “I am confident that we can escape
your camp.”

“Is that so?”

“Your avatar is powerful, but it is neither close nor fast. Not enough to stop the three
of us, or our forces if they start fleeing now. We chose you because our desire for Asano’s
death makes for the less uneasy alliance. If you prove that assessment wrong, you will find
us on the other side of the upcoming battle.”

“You're bluffing,” Jameela said. “You want Asano dead and he knows it.”

“And | know Asano. The last time he was in a transformation zone, he allied with the
man who killed his brother and lover. He is not afraid to work with his foes.”

“And what fate befell this foe of Asano’s in that space?” Garth asked.

“Jason Asano, silver-rank at the time, was pulled into that transformation zone along
with a slate of his gold-rank enemies. When the space returned to reality, two people
escaped intact. One was Asano, the zone now in his possession. The other was a gold-
rank vampire that went on to lead the vampires of that world in a war for domination. But
despite that seeming fearlessness, she hid after leaving the transformation zone. She did
not dare show her face again until Asano had left that universe entirely.”

“You didn’t answer my question,” Garth said. “You could have just said that Asano’s
enemy died inside. Instead, you told me that story. Why?”

“| said that two people escaped that transformation zone intact. There was another,
but | would not call him intact nor his departure an escape. Asano’s enemy did die, yes,
but the vampire trapped his soul in a blood clone that now serves her as a slave.”

“It doesn’t sound like allying with Asano while still being his enemy is likely to turn out
well for you.”

“Thus, | came to you first. But if you truly think we have no position to negotiate

from...”



“You do,” Garth said, “but walking away from us complicates things for you more than
you are suggesting, messenger.”

Boris snorted a smirking laugh.

“And how is that, priest?”

“Asano wants the soul forge while we are willing to let you have it.”

The smirk dropped from Boris’ face.

“How did... do you even understand what it is you're talking about?” Boris asked

“There is a way for you to still take it while we keep the territory?”

“What? Oh, yes, that’s not an issue,” Boris said. His expression made plain that he
was hastily reorganising things in his mind. “That’s just a matter of the right ritual as you
consolidate the transformation zone with reality. The only challenge there is convincing
you to let us set off some magic | guarantee you won'’t understand while the transformation
zone goes through the transition.”

“Our god’s avatar is the seat of our territorial power,” Garth said. “Undeath instilled it
with the ability to claim the zone. You don’t have close to the power to interfere with that.
You will need to excise this soul forge of yours while being very careful not to interfere with
the god’s work. If your imprecision costs you because our god puts a halt to your magic,
we will consider that your failure, not a violation of our deal.”

Boris looked troubled as he considered Garth’s words.

“Allow me to discuss this before giving you an answer,” he said.

“Be quick,” Garth said. “Your leverage is as lacking as my patience.”

Boris scowled but held his tongue. The three messengers floated away and a
shimmering dome appeared around them. Inside the dome, Boris grinned.

“This is going great!”

“‘How so?” Fiola asked.

“He must have found out about the soul forge from someone they captured and
interrogated.”

“I share Fiola Min Kath’s confusion,” Mahk said. “A ritual to extract the soul forge
while this dimensional realm is being reinserted into reality would take immense research
by astral magic experts.”

“That doesn’t matter,” Boris said. “The priest is lying about letting it happen anyway.
He definitely doesn’t believe it's as easy as | made it out to be. We’re in the same position
we were in the first place, making bets on who can betray the other one more effectively.
He just thinks he’s found some extra leverage.”

“I'm not sure | understand the plan,” Fiola said.



“Of course you don't,” Boris said. “I didn’t tell you all of it. Now, it's about time we
went back out there. Remember to look stern.”

The dome dropped and the three messengers floated back to Garth.

“We can accept your terms,” Boris said, “so long as you make absolutely certain that
Asano is dead. If he interferes in the ritual and causes your god to foul it, that will be a
violation of our deal.”

“Asano will die,” Garth said.

“‘How?” Boris asked.

“That is our concern.”

“Not good enough. I'll give you one of my silver-rank messengers. You can take for
yourself their power to isolate themself with an enemy in a dimensional space. Isolate
Asano from his allies and kill him yourself.”

“Take their power?” Garth asked.

“I have neither the time nor the interest for playing games with you, priest. | know
what you can do because | know what you are.”

The red lights in the eye sockets of Garth’s skull face flared brightly.

“Oh, calm down,” Boris said. “I'm an ancient wanderer of the cosmos; you think you're
my first zemravore?”

Garth’s eyes dimmed, Jameela’s gaze panning between Boris and Garth. Boris and
Garth stared at one another in silence for a long moment.

“Very well,” Garth said. “I have heard of the duelling powers possessed by many
messengers. Just make sure the messenger you bring me has one. This plan will suffice.”

“No,” Boris said. “It won’t. You don’t know Asano. Don’t underestimate him because
he’s silver-rank. He's elusive, dwelling in shadows and hiding his aura even from gold-
rankers. And he’s died before. You have to kill him, then keep killing him until it sticks.
Take your undead with you. The ones you animated personally are linked to you like
familiars.”

“Don’t lecture a high priest of Undeath on how raising the dead works, messenger.”

Boris bowed his head in acknowledgment.

“Foolish of me, in hindsight,” he said. “My point is that your undead are connected to
you, and will therefore be able to join you into the sealed space. Take an army of them and
don’t give Asano anywhere to hide. Dig out every crevice and cut into every shadow. He
will only have so much area to work with in a sealed space. Deprive him of every place he
might go to ground and drag him into the light. Only then can you make the difference in

rank come into play.”



“You believe he can hide from my senses?”

‘I know he can,” Boris said. “He’s hard to pin down; even catching him in an isolation
power will be a trick, but that is the beginning of the fight, not the end. Victory will only
come when he’s dead for good. Do not dismiss what | said about his resurrections. He’s
been killed by the Builder’s first servant and even the Builder inhabiting a mortal vessel. It
will take more than—"

“I've heard you,” Garth said. “Stop belabouring the point. Leave us now before you try
my patience further. Go, and return only with your messenger sacrifice.”

Boris’ expression said he didn’t want to leave it at just that, but he turned and flew off.
The other messengers followed and the two priests watched. When he was confident they
were out of even gold-rank earshot, Garth spoke to Jameela.

“What do you think?”

“There is unquestionably something strange between the messengers and Asano,”
Jameela said. “How close it adheres to what these messengers have presented is the
guestion.”

“You interrogated the essence users about this adventurer and the messengers. Did
you learn anything relevant to this question?”

“When the messengers invaded the elf city, they became obsessed with killing
Asano. The researchers weren'’t certain why.”

“That holds with what | know of messengers. They rarely care about any but their own
kind as individuals. Those that do, they obsess over destroying. Usually for having
affronted their dignity in some way, besmirching their precious sense of superiority.”

“Related to the fact that Asano can claim this soul forge of theirs?”

“That seems likely. | think we can at least believe that their desire for his death is true.
They simply want us to do their work for them, and let the adventurers soften us up in the
process.”

“Then they will wait for Asano’s death before betraying us.”

“Yes. | suspect their weakness is feigned. The group we have seen may just be a
fraction of their true strength, with their true force gathered in the territory they still hold.
The ones they killed here were probably political opponents of Boris Ket Lundi. He
consolidated his strength while passing it off as a show of humility and trust. But there is
no humility in a messenger.”

“How will you deal with them?”



“I won’t. However great they have deluded themselves into believing they are, our
god has sent his power into this place. Whatever their schemes, the avatar is a wall no
winged beast can fly over.”

-

Garth stared at the shadowy figure, standing alone before the full might of the undead
army.

“We both have areas within our territories with environmental weapons,” Jason’s
voice came from Shade’s body. “We’ll fight on neutral ground. A cleared but unclaimed
territory.”

“Where?”

“There’s a forest made of stone adjacent to both of our territories. It hasn’t been
cleared yet. | suggest that our demigod and your avatar do so. Supervised by a selection
of gold-rankers on each side so we can be sure that neither of us attempts to ambush the
other’s divine combatant.”

Garth’s skeletal face didn’t react, despite his surprise that the enemy had gotten that
close. The territory in question had been scouted. The more complex the terrain, the
greater the advantage of thinking fighters over the mindless undead that made up the bulk
of Garth’s forces. The stone forest was acceptable. It was harder for the undead to
navigate than empty desert, but some cover made it harder to wipe them out in swathes
with wide-area magic. He suspected the enemy had chosen it knowing they would reject
anything too disadvantageous to the undead.

‘I am aware of the territory,” Garth said. “Our avatar will clear it alone.”

The response was a moment coming, Garth assuming Asano was consulting with his
allies.

“That is acceptable,” Jason’s voice finally came. “Under the condition that it is
observed from our side. If there is some hidden weapon in the territory, we cannot allow
you to claimit.”

“Acceptable,” Garth echoed. “I will send the avatar in an hour. If your observers are
not in place, that is your failing.”

—

Mahk carried the unconscious silver-rank messenger. They were trained to be
obedient but also trained for loyalty to the astral kings. These had come into conflict upon
discovering that their leaders were all now Unorthodoxy. The combination of being
indoctrinated to obey and seeing what happened to those who didn’t made the bloodbath

short. This was one of the rebellious ones, left alive for a grimmer purpose.



He delivered the messenger to the high priest of Undeath, uncertain of what would
happen. The priest marched down the hill he always seemed to dwell on, going down the
side opposite his own forces. Mahk didn’t care if Garth wanted to keep his nature hidden
from his priests and followed along, still carrying the silver-ranker.

Garth threw off the robes draped around his bizarre body, revealing a skeletal,
hunchback form. Two extra legs and four extra arms, all wrapped around its body, had
been bulking it out under the robes. The limbs unfurled, uncovering a rib cage containing
four stony sockets held in place by bone struts, all where internal organs would be on a
living thing. Inside each socket was a living, beating heart, held in place by bone spikes
stabbed into them. Each side of the rib cage swung open like a door and the spikes
retracted from one of the hearts. Garth reached in, plucked it out and tossed it aside like
the crust of a stale sandwich.

At a gesture from Garth, Mahk approached with the unconscious messenger in his
arms. Garth directed him to hold it up and Mahk did so, his hands slung under its arms.
One of Garth’s hands shot out, burying itself in the messenger’s chest. A moment later, the
messenger erupted into rainbow smoke, her body gone but for a beating heart, gripped in
Garth’s hand. Garth placed the heart in the empty socket and bone spikes stabbed into it.

“You can go,” Garth told Mahk as his ribs closed and the limbs started curling around
his body once more. Mahk floated in place with a confused expression, staring at Garth.

“What is it?” Garth asked, irritated.

“Messengers don’t have hearts,” Mahk said.

“l don’t care.”



Chapter 817
Will He Be Broken

Two cloud vehicles shot through an unclaimed territory, hovering a few metres over
the ground. The territory was an icy expanse, but far from a barren waste. In the distance,
castles made of ice sparkled in the sun. Plant life was abundant, in shades of white blue
and grey over the traditional browns and greens.

Of the two vehicles, one was larger and more colourful. Painted in vibrant sunset
hues, it ranged from warm shades of orange, gold and red through to cool purples, blues
and teals. The other vehicle was encased in hexagonal panels of slick dark red, like blood
under glass. Between the panels, the white cloud the panels were set into was visible.

The driving spaces for the two vehicles were as different as the exteriors. While they
were both situated at the front of their respective vehicles, with large viewing windows, the
similarities ended there. In Emir’s cloud vehicle, the design was extremely minimal and
made entirely of clouds. There was a chair, to either side of which was a ball of mist,
hovering in the air. These balls were the only control mechanism, Emir having one hand in
each as he piloted the vehicle himself.

The cockpit of Jason’s cloud vehicle showed no trace of its cloud vehicle nature. It
looked like someone who understood nothing about complex vehicles but was very
enthusiastic about buttons had gone mad with power. There were two seats, each of which
contained a Shade body that was acting rapidly to work the vehicle’s numerous control
mechanisms. There were buttons, switches, toggles, levers and lights, all in a hodgepodge
mix of anime mecha, seventies aeroplane and mad science lab.

On the rooftop lounge of Jason’s cloud vehicle, Miriam Vance was wondering why it
had a rooftop lounge. Jason was sitting next to her, watching the terrain rush by with a
mixed juice drink and a huge grin. The drink had a little umbrella and a bendy straw. Their
chairs were comfortable cloud recliners, side-by-side so they could look ahead as the
vehicle moved forward. They each had a side table for drinks, with another table between
them.

“We should be getting blasted by air much more at this speed,” he said. “I have an
invisible mist shield redirecting it. | let a little in, though, because | want that sense of
motion. The mist covers the whole roof, in fact.”

“I| figured that might be the case when our high-speed, open-air passage through a

snow field was pleasantly warm."



“Yeah, that makes sense,” Jason said, then took a long sip of his drink. “Ooh, that’s
some good stuff.”

"You don't seem especially worried about what we're heading into,” Miriam observed.

“Well, you can’t go getting excited every time something like this happens.”

"l rather believe you can."

“Don’t think I'm not taking this seriously. | know the stakes are more than just life or
death. If we lose here, we'll all die and a disaster of massive proportions will hit the world.
But in my last transformation zone, the world would end if | didn't win and my only allies
were all my gold-rank enemies. This time I've got resources, allies, power and a plan that
someone other than me came up with. I've even got a mountain fortress in the shape of
my own head. The only other thing | could ask for might even be on the cards. I've been
talking with Clive and... well, that's for after. Assuming we win this fight, we still need to
clean up the rest of the territories while the anomalies keep growing stronger. It's going to
get dangerous even for the gold-rankers by the time we're done."

“We have Xandier.”

“Yeah, but | don’t think you like putting all your eggs in one basket any more than |
do.”

“No, | do not. But, as you said, that is for another day.”

“Exactly. Today we have a climactic battle for the fate of see article one. I’'m not
saying that this is old hat, but I've been through it enough times that | know the best thing |
can do is be rested and centred. I'm sure | don’t need to tell you that anxiety, anger and
grim determination make you feel powerful, yet make you weaker.”

“You do not,” Miriam agreed. “Being calm and mindful, without becoming placid and
passive is easier said than done. Especially given what we face today.”

“You get used to it. Would you like a scone? I’'m going to have a scone.”

True to his word, Jason was soon biting into a scone slathered generously with jam
and cream, letting out a moan of pleasure.

"Shimmer berry jam," he mumbled happily, spraying crumbs. "I made it myself while |
was convalescing in Rimaros."

He swallowed his mouthful and grinned.

“The greatest triumph of my time there,” he said.

“Your greatest triumph?”

“Yep.”

“Did you forget that you convinced the Builder to end his invasion and leave this

world?”



“Nope. | stand by my statement.”

Miriam looked from Jason to the tray on the table between them.

"l guess I'd better have one of these scones, then."

-

“How confident are you in this plan?” Jason asked.

"That sounds like a nervous question,” Miriam said. The scones had proven oddly
effective at diminishing her nervousness. "What happened to moving past anxiety?"

“There’s a lot of people asking that question in this vehicle,” Jason said. “Out loud or
not.”

“Well,” Miriam said, “let’s start with the fact that you can portal between disparate
territories you control, sight unseen. That, as far as I’'m aware, is an aspect of the unique
connection you have with territories. Perhaps messengers could match it, connecting to
the territories through their ritual magic, but we don’t have any with portal magic to test.
Then, we add the ability to pack up almost all our forces in your soul realm and jump them
from one territory to another. Also, as far as I’'m aware, unique.”

“You think the Undeath priests won’t know about it?”

“They might. We've clashed with them enough times to have had losses. It's possible
they kept some alive and interrogated them. More likely, though, any information they had
is from those they captured who hadn’t joined up yet.”

“Meaning they would know about much of what we can do, but nothing revealed after
entering the transformation zone.”

“Yes. This includes the ability to transport a large and relatively weak silver-rank force
through unclaimed territory using cloud vehicles. Since we suggested the territory agreed
upon for the battle, they will likely be looking for traps and plots we've put in place. Having
our demigod and some of our key gold-rankers there to observe, they hopefully won't
anticipate us smuggling most of our forces across dangerous territory to hit them in their
own backyard."

“Letting us challenge the main force while Clive sets his plan in motion."

“Yes. The high priest will call back the avatar immediately, I'm certain, but Xandier
can stall it while Standish's plan weakens it. We want to clear out as many of the undead
and messengers as we can in that time, leaving the priests until the avatar regroups. Your
power will be critical during that stage."

"l know."

"Be that as it may, | find drilling the plan into people's heads over and over leaves at

least a small chance they'll actually follow it. Once the avatar rejoins the main force, both



hopefully weakened already, we take down their priests and weaken the avatar further,
teaming up with Xandier to kill it. That is about as far as we can optimistically anticipate
having some control of how this battle goes.”

“Assuming the inevitable chaos factors haven't already sent it careening off the rails
by that point.”

"Yes. We're planning to come as close to killing a god as it's possible to get, today, so
chaos is inherent and far more than | like could go wrong. If they guess what we're up to,
or the messenger forces floating around choose to participate in unanticipated ways,
things will get very messy, very fast. That will happen eventually, though, whatever we do.
Sooner or later, we'll all have to improvise. The strength of this plan is that we have broad
objectives that everyone knows and can fight for, even if things go splound-shaped.
Eliminate priests and—"

“Splound-shaped?”

“A splound is a fruit,” Miriam said. “It grows in lumpy, unpredictable shapes.”

“Is it tasty?”

“No,” Miriam said. “It's very bitter.”

-

On the upper slopes of their mountain, Boris, Mahk and Fiola looked to the distant
undead.

“Are you sure we shouldn’t have reached out to Asano?” Mahk asked.

“There are too many ways it could go wrong,” Boris said. “Our contact could be
discovered. Even if it wasn’t, Garth is no fool. If he got a sense Asano was trying to let
himself be caught, he’d almost certainly back off from that plan.”

“If Asano doesn’t know the plan,” Fiola said, “what makes you confident in him?”

“Jason Asano has been walking through fire from the moment he stepped beyond his
own little life on his own little world. At some point, you just have to trust that he’s not going
to burn.”

“'m not sure | like hinging victory on a metaphor,” Mahk said.

‘I have been around for a very long time, Mahk Den Kahla,” Boris said. “In all of that
time, I've seen only a handful of people that can truly shake the cosmos. Bethlin the
Reaver. Zithis Carrow Vayel. They’re rare, but you come to recognise the signs. There is
no way the World-Phoenix knew what it was getting when it stepped in to alter Asano’s
course, but it knows now. They all see the signs, just as | do. It's why he’s gotten their
attention, and why his next battle will be the one that marks his place in the cosmos. Will

he stand tall or will he be broken, like the Builder?”



Floating slightly behind and to either side of Boris, Mahk and Fiola shared a look.
They both had a sudden sense of being caught up in something much larger than them,
which was something a messenger was never meant to feel.

-

Atop his hill, Garth contemplated the battle ahead. The avatar and a retinue had been
dispatched to the battle site, crossing the territorial boundary. His link to the avatar,
through the power Undeath bestowed to them both, did not cross the boundary. Garth had
considered going himself, but he wanted to stay with the main force. There was nothing
the enemy could do to the avatar, and if they somehow attempted some trickery, he
needed to command the larger forces. He'd left one of his subordinate priests to control
the avatar.

His faction held a massive unified territory now, but it was not under Garth's control.
Only the avatar was able to handle the strain and had been imbued with the knowledge
and power to unify the entire zone. So long as they could destroy their rivals, this bizarre
dimensional detour in their plan would turn out better than they could have hoped.

Not being connected to the territory, however, meant that Garth would not be immediately
warned when things went wrong.

To address the communication issue, Garth had set up a relay. Next to him, a skull
was resting atop a short spear stabbed into the ground. The skull could relay voices
between itself and another skull set next to the territorial boundary. That way, a messenger
could come through and report quickly. One did just that, crossing the border and rushing
to the skull.

“High Priest, the adventurers and their allies are doing something. Their demigod has
attacked the avatar.”

“And the rest of their forces?”

“We have still only seen a fraction of them, but we’ve observed them doing something
strange. They’re bringing out our priests they’ve captured alive and started executing
them.”

“Why? They have to know that won’t impact our morale.”

“I don’t understand either, High Priest. The priests are rising into revenants and
immediately attacking the adventurers who are forced to fight them. Even with the enemy
prepared, revenants are hard to kill—”

“—because they’re infused with the power of the Undeath god,” Garth said.

His mind raced over the possibilities. What did the enemy hope to achieve? Garth

had lost people, and until he had found the avatar, they had not arisen as revenants the



way they normally would. Once they had found it, their power to rise again had been
restored by tapping into the power of—

“They’re trying to drain the avatar!” Garth managed to snarl, despite not having a
throat or even really a mouth. “We have to—’

"High Priest!" Jameela called out as she rushed up the hill. He turned to look and saw
her pointing in the opposite direction to the dimensional boundary. Two strange vehicles
were speeding across the desert, floating yet kicking up plumes of dust and sand from
their sheer speed.

“Recall the avatar!” Garth yelled at the communication skull. "We have to consolidate
our forces before they can!"

He started loping down the hill faster than his awkward body seemed like it would be

capable of. The battle was about to begin.



Chapter 818
Risking Everything

In the battle that took place in the underground city of the brighthearts, the priests of
Undeath had largely held back. They had what amounted to an infinite supply of the
unliving to throw them at the enemy until the enemy crumbled. This was not the case when
the two cloud vehicles came barrelling over the rocks and sand of the desert, trails of dust
thrown up in their wake.

Undeath priests came in different varieties, from somewhat ordinary essence users to
bizarre undead mockeries. This included higher-order undead, like vampires commanding
armies of deathless ghouls. There were liches; highly intelligent undead with powerful
tricks to escape final destruction. Liches all wielded potent magic, be that the essences
they had in life or more eldritch and alien powers. Others were less common forms of
undead, such as the zemravore, Garth. There was a being that looked to be made of
solidified shadow, in the shape of a human but twice as tall. It used magic to turn the
zombies and skeletons around it into shadowy, ethereal entities that were harder to cut
down.

Although there was no shortage of undead oddities amongst the priests, most were
still amongst the living. Employing necromantic essence combinations banned by the
Adventure Society, their powers were not focused on direct combat but on creating,
commanding, and enhancing the undead. The overall undead minions under their
command were fewer than they had access to in the last massive battle, but their direct
participation made each undead much stronger.

The Undeath forces were situated on a plateau, looking down on the desert where
the two vehicles were approaching. The priests stirred their minions into action, bolstering
them with magic and sending them into the attack.

This meant descending the plateau, the edge of which led to a mix of steep slopes
and outright cliffs. This was not a challenge to navigate as the weakest of the undead were
silver-rank. Most of the army in the brightheart city had been bronze, but anything that
weak had been annihilated by the transformation zone’s living anomalies.

Some undead simply leapt off, unfussed about the landing. Others were empowered
in various ways, allowing them to handle the terrain. Simple skeletons were turned into
skeleton mages through the necromancy of their masters. Runes carved themselves into
the bones of the skeletons, lighting up with different coloured magic. Dark smoke shrouded

their feet and carried them into the air, at which point they started flinging simple



projectiles of fire, electricity or shimmering force. These weren’t potent attacks, taken
individually, but their raw number made for a storm of magic landing on the two vehicles,
still kilometres distant.

Vampire priests drained the life out of brightheart and messenger prisoners they had
claimed for the purpose, using that life force to make their ghouls faster and stronger. The
emaciated figures scrambled down the steep mountainside off the plateau’s edge.

Zombies and other macabre creations of the undead priests were given a variety of
enhancements. Some grew wings of rotting flesh and took to the skies, or claws that dug
into stone, letting them climb down vertical cliffs at speed.

Alongside the undead, the messengers claimed by the undeath priests were on the
move. The pallid messengers claimed by the priests had proven amongst the weakest
variety, compared to those claimed by other messengers or the brighthearts. That
changed when those messengers were handed over to the avatar of Undeath. The
meagre undeath they had been given by the priests had been bolstered with divine might,
making them both more corpse-like and more powerful. Even in the avatar’s absence their
new strength remained, shown off as they soared through the air, leaving trails of purple
sparks in their wake.

Another factor of the messengers gaining more power from the avatar was that they
now enjoyed enhancements from the auras of the Undeath priests. Although the
messengers were still technically alive, the potent undeath energy inside them responded
to the aura powers the same way as true undead.

Necromancers whose powers came from essence abilities, meaning most of the
priests, almost always had aura powers that bolstered the undead. This wasn’t the specific
transformations and extra powers from their other abilities but baseline enhancement of
the undeath energy animating them. This was a massive force multiplier for the undead
minions, and the reason Garth needed to hunt Jason down.

—

The rooftop lounge of Jason’s vehicle had closed over, armour panels emerging from
the cloud-stuff to shield it from the rain of magic projectiles. Jason and Miriam had gone
inside, joining the Shades in the piloting room that Jason was still deciding between calling
a cockpit or a bridge. He thought cockpit was more accurate but he really wanted the
spaceship vibes.

Rather than look out the windscreen, Jason closed his eyes and connected his
senses to his cloud vehicle. The vehicle was a spirit domain, giving Jason near total power

within it. That did not extend to outside the vehicle, but he was able to use it like a signal



booster for his aura, affecting the aura itself and the magical perception that used it as a
basis. It wasn’t a raw strength upgrade but something that impacted specific aspects. For
his perception, he was able to multitask better inside his mind, actively observing more at
once. For his aura, it made it harder for the Undeath priests to push back against with their
own auras.

Jason’s aura carried with it not just his aura power, but also all the aspects of his aura
he had developed. This included the power he had learned from the goddess of death to
diminish undeath energy. This made his aura anathema to the Undeath priests, whose
auras were all infused with it.

Jason’s power to affect the undead bordered on divine. Death had shown him how to
reshape his aura with an effectiveness that mortals could normally not touch upon. It was
the kind of gift that gods offered their followers temporarily before taking the power back.
Death had shown Jason how to effectively bestow that gift upon himself. Added to the god-
adjacent power of his spirit domain that he was using to bolster his aura and Jason wasn’t
confronting the undead like a mortal but in the manner of a god.

Jason was not a god, however. Using their tools in their way made it possible for an
aura face-off against all those priests, gold-rankers included. The problem was that Jason
lacked the one thing that truly made gods what they were: infinite power. His aura was still
the basis for everything he was doing, and while it was implausibly strong for his rank, that
rank was still silver. That he could effectively pit himself against the priests at all was a
borderline miracle, complete with the divine tools to make it happen.

Jason’s limits meant that he was unable to dominate the undead forces the way
Death had with her miracle. He reached a spiritual stalemate with his foes, where they
couldn’t suppress his aura but could shield their undead from it. In turn, Jason couldn’t
weaken the undead beyond their normal baseline, but he could stop the priestly auras
from making them stronger.

He couldn’t shut down the specific enhancements of the undead from various priest
powers, be it transformations or the blood-fuelled enhancements to vampire ghouls. But
the aura powers enhancing the basic undead energy flowing through them all was shut
down, negating the force-multiplier of raising their baseline power.

While Jason was flooding the battlefield with his aura, Miriam had been using his
communication power to issue last-minute commands to their forces. Most of them were
on the larger vehicle belonging to Emir.

“How are you doing?” she asked Jason.



“Not as well as I'd like,” Jason said as he opened his eyes. “I've put a dent in the
priests’ ability to give blanket strength upgrades to their minions, but that’s about it.”

“I'll take it,” Miriam said. “It's a miracle you can do even that much, given how many
gold-rankers have to be pushing back on you.”

“Miracle adjacent,” Jason corrected. “The goddess of death provided me with a trick
built for purpose and she didn’t muck about. My team were pretty cranky when they heard
what | traded for it, but they don’t understand the magnitude of what she showed me. And
it’s not even the loss they think it is. Assuming we win.”

“And if we don’t win?”

“Then it won’t matter either way.”

“True enough,” Miriam said and then moved to peer out the windscreen. “I’'m not
seeing a good spot to establish a beachhead. It’s all just open ground leading to that
plateau the undead are pouring down.”

Something solid hit the vehicle, rocking it heavily. The vehicle was moving smoothly
forward again a moment later, the hover bus having what amounted to perfect air
suspension.

“Damage?” Miriam asked.

“We’re good,” Jason said. “The armour panels offer resilience and the cloud material
disperses force. The extra features | picked up from that noble house in Rimaros have
worked out much better than expected. We’re holding up almost as well as Emir’s vehicle,
so I’'m expecting him to ask about them once we’re done.”

Miriam nodded and turned back to the view through the windscreen. Magic projectiles
were falling like hail and undead waterfalled off the plateau in the distance, moving down
to the flatlands.

“We need to start setting up before the enemy brings their full power to bear,” Miriam
said. “Since nowhere in this barren dust flat is better than any other, we may as well stop
here.”

-

Adventurers, brighthearts and cultists spilled out of the two vehicles after they pulled
to a stop. They were on an unremarkable flat of barren red rock, the dust they kicked up
dry and chalky on the tongue. The sun beat down hard, blinding glints flashing off any
glossy surface, from lacquered armour to polished blades.

Under Miriam’s direction, they formed a defensive perimeter. It was manned on all

sides but focused on defending from the front and above where the enemy was attacking.



The battle was yet to reach an earnest clash, still consisting of ranged attacks pouring in
from the Undeath side. The wave of minions heading their way would arrive soon enough.
For now, the undead were harassing with projectile attacks from the enhanced

undead and the pallid messengers. The messengers had picked up new abilities after
being claimed by the avatar and could now fling purple energy projectiles. The ubiquitous
assault was endurable, thanks to Jason preventing the power scale of the enemy from
ramping up under the auras of the priests.

The adventurers and their allies only made token counterattacks, saving their
strength for the battle to come. With a tsunami of undead heading their way, it would come
soon. In the meantime, they defended the space where the two vehicles were breaking
down, returning to their cloud flasks. It would take time to turn the vehicles into
strongholds.

Miriam was barking out orders as combatants rushed around them. The brighthearts
lacked the strength of the adventurers, but they were using their elemental powers to set
up defensive emplacements. Trenches with walls of stone spikes waiting for anyone who
leapt over. Shelters where ranged attackers could duck in and about between heavy and
total cover. Tunnels allowing safe traversal between different areas of the defensive line.

Emir and Shade were standing by the cloud flasks still sucking in the cloud stuff of
the vehicles. Jason stood next to Miriam, looking like a human-shaped void portal with his
cloak wrapped around him. The inside of his hood was dark, indicating his eyes were
closed as he concentrated on challenging the priests with his aura.

“With the possible exception of when the avatar arrives,” Miriam told Jason, “this will
be the most precarious part of the battle. We have to hold this position long enough for our
twin fortresses to set up.”

“Then it’s time to see if | can’t go slow them down some more,” Jason said.

“I still don't like letting you go out there.”

‘I know. But until | have a spirit domain up and running again, they’re pushing me
back in the aura battle. I'm holding on, but I'm slipping and the enemy is getting stronger
by the moment. My ghost fire will be more impactful than my aura, but | can’t just sploosh it
out like the goddess of Death. Mine is a pale imitation of her miracle. | need to get out
there if I'm going to use it, and you know that. It’s not like I'll be the only one you’re
sending out there to make trouble.”

“Risking them is risking a soldier. Risking you is risking everything.”

“And so is keeping me in a box when letting me out could be the difference between
victory and defeat.”



go.

Miriam let out a resigned sigh.

“I know. Get moving. Just make sure you come back, and that it was worth letting you



Chapter 819

A Dangerous Power

Garth had a dangerous power. It didn't come from his stolen hearts but was inherent
to his nature as a zemravore. He could kill his aura, eliminating it entirely. This made him
utterly invisible to aura senses, even those of a diamond-ranker. There simply was no aura
to sense. This left him exposed, however, in ways that an aura that was only hidden did
not.

Auras formed a natural shield against many powers. Sometimes it was something
relatively ordinary, such as telekinesis not affecting enemies unless their auras were
suppressed. Other powers were far more sinister and did not work at all unless the aura
could be bypassed. Those were the most dangerous, but usually found in the hands of
those as insidious as the powers themselves. The adventurers and brighthearts were
unlikely to pose such a threat. It was the Builder cultists and potentially the messengers he
had to watch out for.

Garth was still angry about the messenger having seen through him. Like every form
of undead, a zemravore had both strengths and weaknesses. Garth had taken pains to
hide that such a thing as a zemravore existed at all, even from his own people. But
messengers lived forever and saw countless worlds. There was no telling the scope of any
messenger’s knowledge. Garth himself had proven many times that the knowledge
accumulated over an ageless existence was not to be underestimated. He did not enjoy
being on the receiving end of that truth, but in his long unlife, it was far from the first time.

The messenger’s knowledge made using his aura killing power a greater risk than
normal. Garth could sense him for now, the messenger not hiding his presence while
observing from his mountaintop. But once Garth's aura was gone, his magical senses and
ability to track the messenger would go with it. Magical perception was tied to aura
projection, so no aura meant no magical senses. He would be reliant on his mundane
ones, which would at least retain their outstanding gold-rank levels.

He would not be able to track Asano through aura senses either, but that had already
been proven futile. Asano’s aura covered everything from the adventurer's defensive point
to the plateau, along with the soon-be-a-meat-grinder battleground in between. Any well-
trained gold-ranker could hide their presence within a strongly projected aura, and Asano
could demonstrably do the same. Whatever Boris Ket Lundi may have lied about, he told

the truth about Asano’s strength and aptitude for aura use.



Garth moved with the ground army of undead minions, surrounded by those he had
animated personally. They were, on average, stronger than the rank-and-file undead. This
came from crafting them with care and taking his pick of the superior base meat. There
were few basic undead amongst them, mostly a few messenger zombies that he had
gotten his hands on satisfyingly intact. Mostly they were custom creations, fusions in which
he attempted to get more out of the weaker brightheart bodies by blending them with
messengers or monsters.

Garth fit in amongst them, his normal robe replaced with layers of tattered and dirty
cloth crudely wrapped around him. With only his skull face showing, he easily blended
amongst his creations. Only if someone realised that there was one undead with no aura
and looked closer would he stand out.

The minion army moved like a tsunami, crashing into the seawall of the adventurer's
defensive line. They had put up surprisingly strong defensive emplacements, probably the
work of the brighthearts and their damnable earth-shaping. If they hadn't reinforced the
wall to their citadel chamber so well, they would have been overrun before the
transformation zone had ever been triggered.

Powers were being flung both ways. Even though Asano’s aura had weakened, the
adventurers still had the power advantage, all the casualties coming from the undead side.
That was nothing new, however. The Undeath priests knew how to use their expendable
numbers to bleed an enemy, burning through their mana pools and health potions to leave
them exhausted. That was when the mistakes would come. If they were lucky, the
enemies would get overconfident at their early advantage and one or two could be baited
into overextending for an early Kill.

The broader strategy was not Garth’s to command, however. Only once Asano was
handled and the avatar had returned would he resume control of his forces. He had
designated one of his priests to control the avatar for the moment, although the man did
not have true control. Only Garth himself had been given that privilege by his god, but he
had directed the avatar to follow the other priest’s directions for now. It should be enough
to prevent the avatar from mindlessly rampaging if it returned while Garth was absent, still
dealing with Asano.

To do so Garth was on the hunt. The hope was that Asano would join the battle to
make use of his anti-undeath powers, and he did not disappoint. The ghost fire,
reminiscent of the damnable white flame of the Death god, had started appearing amongst
the undead even before they reached the defensive line. How Asano convinced Death to

share even an echo of that power didn’t matter for now, and once he was dead it wouldn’t



matter at all. For now, the ethereal flame was a signal flare by which Asano marked his
position.

It would take more than just that to pin him down, of course. The flames lighting up
across the battlefield showed that Asano was jumping around, never staying long enough
for danger to find him. Garth was a patient hunter and did not rush; he would need to learn
the ways of his quarry before he could make the Kill.

In the many years Garth had been killing his own aura, the perception loss that came
with it had led him to see things that most people missed. Relying on mundane perception
alone, he had realised that aura-based stealth techniques left dead spots, not in the wider
aura but in how the people around them behaved. There were certain tell-tale signs in the
behaviour of someone whose aura was being manipulated to make them overlook
someone nearby. Quirks of body language and odd little movements. It was harder to spot
when people were spread out, but in a crowd or a thick melee, it became much easier.

With the flames and watching for reactions, Garth had two references for pinpointing
Asano. The ghost fire that he could see across the battlefield and the behaviour he could
observe up close. His next step was to start plotting out Asano’s pattern and he quickly
identified the two chief factors guiding Asano’s movement. The first factor was where the
defenders needed assistance. When the defence was pressured, ghost fire would
frequently start spreading through the attackers, weakening the assault.

The second factor was Asano was acting randomly to be unpredictable. The problem
with this was that attempting to be random often accomplished just the opposite. Actual
randomness did not match the idea of what was random in people's minds. Even those
who knew about this still fell into less than random patterns when their minds were
occupied with things like sneaking through an army of undead.

As the flames continued to dot the battlefield, Garth observed that the distribution
was more even than truly random. Rather than leaving odd gaps or the occasional
concentrated clump, the flames were spread fairly evenly. That gave Garth what he
needed to start making predictions. By moving into the larger gaps, he would hopefully,
sooner or later, find himself waiting when Asano appeared.

It was a plan that still had long odds, but Garth was willing to play them. He had no
doubt that Asano was both sharp and wary, so any more active approach brought more
chance of being noticed. Rather than risk Asano retreating to safety, Garth would be

patient.

*kk



The battle raged on, the undead pushing past the defences one after another.
Undead bodies didn’t pile high because the priests detonated them like bombs, pressuring
the defences all the harder. The infrastructure like bunkers, trenches and spike walls were
excellent for having been so hastily, but they were still improvised. One point of weakened
defence could easily spread to an entire section.

The pressure on the defence mounted until the tide of unliving seemed on the brink of
breaching the defensive line. So long as the line held, the adventurers and their allies had
effective defensive formations and could efficiently shuttle the injured to the healers. Once
the line broke, the battle would become an ugly mess where the defenders would start
seeing casualties.

Everything changed as the two growing mounds of cloud-substance the defenders
were protecting solidified into a pair of massive fortresses. The significantly larger of the
two was a set of five towers set amongst an area of walls, bunkers and attack platforms
that the defenders withdrew into as soon as they appeared. The improvised defences were
abandoned in favour of something more structured.

The brighthearts once again proved their worth. Those with earth powers had built
the infrastructure in the first place, but it was the fire and magma types that destroyed it.
As undead overrun the abandoned shelters, those shelters started melting or glowing with
such heat that the undead storming through them combusted on the spot.

The massive multi-tower fortress did not stop at defensive measures. Atop each
tower was a dome that grew brighter and brighter until it discharged a massive ball of
energy. The spheres shot into the approaching horde and exploded in a massive area.
Dimming after each shot, the domes immediately started charging for another.

The other fortress was a cloud pyramid, covered in dark-red hexagonal plates. Some
of the plates retracted into the cloud stuff, replaced with massive stylised eyes. The eyes
shot out beams that came in two varieties. One was thick and shot out with a deep,
resonant hum. It cut lines through the undead horde, gouging out trenches and annihilating
the unliving. The other beam was much thinner, accompanied by a high-pitched buzz. It
struck one undead, and then immediately started chaining through the enemy forces. Each
struck undead exploded on the spot, turning the beam into a violent game of connect the
dots.

Most of the beams shot from the pyramid were orange, and effective even against the
most heavily armoured abominations. It would occasionally shoot out blue beams that
proved more effective against the less common ethereal undead. These were mostly the

minions of the priest who himself was a shadowy giant.



The appearance of the fortresses also saw Asano’s aura restored to full strength,
further blunting the undead wave. The timing was perfect for saving the defenders from a
costly collapse and the turn in the battle was immediate and clear.

Garth knew that Asano had to be taken off the board now. He was beginning to have
doubts about his strategy when he got his own lucky timing. Not only was his latest guess
at Asano's next destination right but it was exactly right. Asano rose from the shadow of an
undead, almost within arm's reach. Asano, being this close, noticed the aura gap that
Garth was occupying and turned his attention Garth’s way.

Asano wasn’t a match for Garth’s gold-rank reflexes, although he was startlingly
close. Garth was surprised at how fast Asano reacted, but it wasn’t fast enough. He
reached out, placed a hand on Asano’s shoulder and activated the power bestowed by his
newest heart.

*kk

Miriam said a rude word.

Miriam had been ducking in and out of the front lines, alternating between
commanding the defenders and adding her gold-rank power to the fight. She returned to a
bunker made out of cloud-stuff, the defensive structure oddly beautiful with its swirl of
sunset colours.

The worst case was Jason dying, making everything else pointless. Dimensional
isolation was definitely better than that, but it still wasn’t great. She felt Jason’s aura vanish
from everywhere but his cloud pyramid and the strength of the undead shot up
immediately.

Miriam started spitting out orders in response, mobilising assets she'd been holding in
reserve. The initial defensive infrastructure was abandoned in places where it had already
been compromised, allowing a smoother withdrawal than if the defenders waited for
collapse. The sprawling complex of Emir's massive cloud fortress became the new front
line when other places had been pushed back. She directed Amos Pensinata to focus on
aura attacks, doing his best to disrupt the priests now that Jason was not holding them
back.



After putting out the worst fires, she concentrated on what had happened to Jason.
Dimensional isolation sounded like the duelling powers used by messengers. The pallid
messengers hadn't had that power before, but that wouldn't be the first new ability they'd
demonstrated today. But, as they were all silver-rank, challenging Jason was pointless.
Even at their full strength he could easily handle one, and their new power had come with
an attendant weakness to Jason's undead suppression.

It wasn’t hard to detect where Jason had been. The was a near-empty space in the
battlefield where most of the undead in it had vanished at the same moment the
notification appeared. Only a handful of skeletons and zombies were left standing around
before they resumed their charge forward. Pulling back from the front line of fighting,
Miriam opened a voice channel to Hana Shavar, the High Priestess of Healer, and Clive
Standish.

“‘Commander?” Clive asked, sounding distracted.

‘I don’t have time to be deployed elsewhere,” Hana said. “The undead just got a lot
stronger and the injured are coming in thick and fast.”

“High priestess,” Miriam said. “You've campaigned against the messengers more
than most. Are you familiar with their challenge powers?”

“Yes. Why? We aren’t fighting messengers. These pasty-looking ones the Undeath
priests claimed can’t use that power. Or can they now?”

‘I don’t know,” Miriam said. “Is it possible the Undeath priests found a way to awaken
that power in their messenger slaves? Then modified it so that a large group of them could
challenge one person?”

“Questionable,” Clive said. “Very little is impossible when you really get down to it, but
| would count it unlikely. To the best of my understanding, the duel powers are predicated
very heavily on the concept of balance.”

“He’s right,” Hana said. “I've never seen a challenge power that could affect anyone
of a different rank, let alone multiple combatants versus one.”

“Maybe if they found a way to have the ability gauge balance on actual power and not
on rank?” Clive postulated. “Perhaps a group of their silver-rank messengers could

challenge a gold-ranker together.”

>
>

“Who is distracting the high priestess when we’re already scrambling to heal

everyone?” Neil demanded.



‘I had a question,” Miriam said.

“Is this about Jason and whatever ridiculous thing he’s gotten into now?” Neil asked.

“Yes,” Miriam said. “I'm deciding how to respond to—"

"You leave him alone, that's what you do," Neil scolded. "It's Jason; he's always going
to get locked in an astral space or an underground chamber that's slowly flooding. Or he’ll
get killed and resurrected in a different universe; it doesn't matter. We don't have time to
worry about whatever fool came looking for trouble and is about to get a melodramatic
sack full. Jason will do what Jason does, and we need to do what we do. You, priestess,
get back to healing. You, commander, get back to commanding and leaving the healers

alone.”

>

“He knows we’re both higher than him in the chain of command, right?” Miriam asked
Hana. “He’s lower than you in the church hierarchy as well.”
“‘He’s a journeyman priest, so a lot lower,” Hana said. “It didn’t seem like he especially

cared. Also, he’s not wrong. If you'll excuse me, commander, | need to return to healing.”

>

“We’re not exactly one of those teams who does what they’re told,” Clive said, his
tone not particularly apologetic. “And Neil is right. We have neither the time nor resources
to mount some kind of investigation and rescue of Jason. All we can do now is trust him. If

you’re that worried, see if Shade is around. He’ll know more than anyone else.”

>
>

“Shade?” Miriam asked.

“What can | do for you, Tactical Commander?” Shade’s voice came from her own
shadow.

“What is happening with the Operations Commander?”

‘Il am now cut off from communication with Mr Asano and my bodies that are with
him, so | can only speak for up until the moment he was sealed away. He was abducted
into a dimensional space by an unusual undead. It had no discernible aura, so | cannot

confirm its rank. Based on its ability to eliminate its own aura and use a power rarely seen



outside of messengers, | suspect it may have been the Undeath high priest, Garth. Whom
| now suspect of being a zemravore.”

“A what?”

“A rare form of undead that can eliminate its own aura and steal powers by claiming
the hearts of the living.”

"Claim the hearts of the living?"

“Yes.”

"Is that a metaphor?"

“No, Tactical Commander. It is a gruesomely literal statement.”

“And they use these hearts to use the powers of whoever they belong to.”

“Just the one power per heart, as far as | am aware.”

“But that power could be the duelling power of a messenger.”

“Indeed it could.”

“But the high priest should be gold-rank. How could he use a challenge power on a
silver?”

"Zemravores can use the powers they have stolen at their actual rank or a lower one.
They mostly use it for schemes that involve leaving deceptive power traces. It's an
interesting loophole, and what convinced me that a zemravore is most likely what we'’re
dealing with.”

“Interesting? It means that Asano is locked in a dimensional bubble with a gold-
ranker!”

“Yes, but | believe that this situation may have been engineered by someone
antagonistic to the high priest. My guess would be the messenger Boris Ket Lundi.”

“What makes you think that?”

“He is the only one who plausibly knows enough about Mr Asano, messengers and
zemravores. He also has access to the Undeath priests, given that he and his messengers
appear to be residing on that mountain over there. Someone had to convince the high
priest to claim the heart of a gestalt physical-spiritual being.”

“Why does that matter?”

“Because the high priest has now used that heart, which means he is about to

experience something exceedingly rare for an undead: indigestion.”



Chapter 820
Bit of an Odd Bloke

As soon as the bony hand landed on Jason’s shoulder, the world around him swirled
into incomprehensible nonsense, like a stick of dynamite going off in a drum of paint.
Jason was both familiar and inured to dimensional displacement, so was already moving
when the world reformed an instant later. He kicked out behind him, hitting something solid
enough that he moved rather than it. He span, spotting an undead creature draped in
ragged cloth, only his skull face and skeletal feet showing.

“‘Garth?”

"Hello, Asano. We meet in person."

The monstrous high priest wasn’t moving, seemingly happy to talk, so Jason stopped
as well. It gave them both a chance to look around and take in their surroundings. They
were standing on a walkway of black and white marble, inside a building straight out of an
MC Escher drawing. It was the size of a castle but filled with open space, crossed with
walkways, stairwells and arching bridges to nowhere. It was a place of impossible
geometry; optical illusions made manifest. None of it had any discernible purpose and
shouldn’t have been physically possible. Jason could feel the dimensional anomalies that
turned illusion into reality.

Jason’s void cloak was never affected by the wind and there was none in this space.
The air was dead still, chalky on the tongue and dry with the scent of age and
abandonment. Yet his cloak whipped around him as if he stood in a gale, impacted by the
dimensional anomalies whose proximity to one another stirred up astral winds beyond the
touch of mundane senses.

Jason had developed an instinct for understanding astral phenomena and suspected
he could perceive enough about the dimensional anomalies to use them in the fight ahead.
All he needed was enough time to explore and examine them with his magical senses,
which meant stalling for time. He hoped the Undeath priest was a talker, and he seemed to
be from the one time they had spoken previously. This time he would not have the safety
of using Shade as an intermediary, however.

The dimensional castle was crawling with Garth’s undead, for now wandering
mindlessly on stairwells and over bridges. Only the walkway Jason stood on was clear,
other than for Jason and his foe. Jason couldn’t sense any aura, but that was unsurprising.

Any gold-ranker with stealth powers should be able to elude him.



For the moment, the priest seemed happy to join Jason in taking in their battleground.
When he saw the priest look his way, he faced his enemy in turn. Jason’s nebulous eyes
of blue and orange met the red glow in the eye sockets of Garth’s skull.

“You know,” Jason said, “I've been accused of looking sinister from time to time, but |
think you’ve got me beat.”

“'m standing right in front of you,” Garth said. “Even so, you're still full of cocksure
bravado. You are not hiding behind a familiar this time, Asano. You are mine to deal with.”

“You should be careful with statements like that,” Jason said. “My friend Clive’s wife
said the same thing, and that turned into a whole mess. | mean, worth it, but still.”

"What gives you that confidence?" Garth asked. "I must confess curiosity about what
makes you so special. Everyone from my god to my rivals have warned me about you. Not
to underestimate you. The importance of killing you. The fact that you, of all our enemies,
are the one that can claim this realm and threaten our actual objective."

“I can tell you that, but let’'s make it a show-and-tell. I'm curious as to how you pulled
us in here. This is a messenger duelling power, right? Or something very close. How did
you get that power, and how did you get it to work on someone of lower rank than you?”

“Stealing power is a part of my nature,” Garth said. “Normally that is something | take
great care to hide.”

“But not from someone you’re about to kill?”

“But not from someone I’'m about to kill,” Garth confirmed.

The rags wrapped around Garth’s body were torn apart as he unfurled all six arms
and four legs.

“Strewth. You were playing Skeletor when you were secretly General Grievous the
whole time. Not sure that’s an upgrade, to be honest. Are you packing lightsabers? | think
that'd clinch it.”

“l answered your questions. You have yet to answer mine.”

“That’s fair; my bad, bloke. It was what makes me special, right? It's not just one
thing, really. It's more of a situation where I've been in the wrong place at the wrong time
so much that now | am the wrong place and time, for whatever poor sod trundles into my
path. Which, today, happens to be you.”

“Clearly, you have something to rely on in this fight. Something significant, based on
what | keep hearing about you.”

“Would you believe rakish charm?”

“I've spoken to you for some time now, so... no.”

Jason laughed.



“That stings a little, I'm not going to lie. Is it weird that | kind of like you? I'm still going
to kill you with the great plan I’'m definitely not lying about having, but | think we’ve got a
good rapport going here.”

“You still haven'’t told me the source of your confidence. Is it the power to rise from
the dead? | have been warned to kill you until you stop coming back to life. Are you
expecting to die, have that fulfil the release condition of the power trapping us here and
then flee when you resurrect?”

“No, although now that you say it, that’s pretty good. Wow, thank you. That’s a good
plan. | might...”

Jason felt an aura start to rise from Garth, but it wasn't a simple aura projection. It
came in fits and starts, like an engine trying to turn over in the cold before finally erupting
into life. Jason's jaw dropped, although Garth couldn't see it, shrouded in the dark of
Jason's hood.

“You were stalling,” Jason said. “You weren'’t just suppressing your aura. You
completely turned it off somehow. You were letting me talk so | wouldn’t hit you with a soul
attack.”

“You can make soul attacks? The Adventure Society lets you get away with that?”

“It's not a matter of ‘let’'s’ as much as—"

Garth became a blur and one of his bony hands passed through Jason’s head.

-

Garth’s hand hit no resistance as it passed through Asano’s head, his claw-like hand
jutting out the other side. Asano leapt from the side of the walkway they were on, his head
unharmed as if Garth’s arm didn’t exist. Garth held out all six hands and a chunk of bone
shot from each, going only a short distance before exploding into Razor shards. The tiny
blades peppered both combatants but injured neither. Garth’s skeletal frame was
unaffected by his own power and Asano’s cloak absorbed them harmlessly.

That exchange had taken place in less than a second, both men blindingly fast. Garth
shot larger bone spikes from his hands to intercept Asano, but the strange environment
proved tricky. Rather than falling down, Asano fell up, throwing off Garth’s prediction. Most
of his attacks missed Asano, only one spike impaling his leg. Asano rose out of sight,
moving behind a solid set of stairs.

Garth was not going to underestimate Asano. He had the rank-advantage but he was
more general than warrior. His body had been built to serve as a vessel for his god's
power, and it was usually when filled with it that he waded into battle himself. By contrast,

Asano was clearly experienced at facing more powerful opponents. Whatever the magical



boon to his speed was, it allowed him to face a gold-ranker without being entirely
outclassed.

Garth was going to take his time. He would catalogue Asano’s defences one by one
before taking them, and Asano, apart. He already had an amount of information to go by.
The cloak intercepted weak projectiles, which was not too burdensome. It ruled out less
powerful blanket attacks, meaning precise strikes would be called for.

To hit Asano with precision, he would need to get past whatever trick Asano had
used to avoid his initial strike. Intangibility was the obvious answer, but Garth dismissed
the possibility. There would have been some feedback, if only to Garth's newly restored
magical senses. It was more likely space manipulation, which didn't bode well. If Asano
was versed in using dimensional forces, their battlefield would be to his advantage.

He already knew that Asano could jump between shadows, and they were not in
short supply. There was no clear source of light, but the arches and walkways cast
shadows onto one another in ways that never quite made sense.

The final question Garth had about the powers he had seen from Asano was his
speed. If Asano lost that, he would lose the fight. It was a powerful enhancement, allowing
him to almost rival a gold-ranker. That suggested a power that traded off limits or
conditions for power, which Garth could potentially exploit. There might be conditional
triggers for the power, a lengthy break between uses or a mana cost so high it could only
be used in short bursts.

Garth ran the possibilities through his mind, planning out how to test his ideas in
future exchanges with Asano. There would be many, as silver-rankers were hard to put
down. Some gold-rankers could put one down quickly, mostly assassin types, but that was
not Garth. He would dig out Asano’s secrets and counter his abilities until, in the end,
Asano would die. How quickly was a matter of how annoying he was to bring down.

—

Inside Jason’s soul realm, Marek Nior Vargas slowed his descent through the air until
he was floating in front of a portal. With him were two other gold-rank messengers. They
all looked at the avatar of Jason standing by the portal, which was situated in an English-
style country estate garden.

“I've been trapped in a challenge power by a gold-rank undead who stole it from
some messenger,” Jason said. “I'd appreciate it if you could jump out and help me.”

“‘Appreciate it enough to let us finally leave?” Marek asked.

“Honestly?” Jason said. “I've been working on that for a while. | have a diamond-rank

friend who is approaching the goddess Liberty about smoothing things over so | can let



you go without my own people dragging me over the coals. That's been happening while
we’re on this little expedition.”

“Then we will aid you, Jason Asano.”

Marek flew through the portal which started making crackling, hissing and fizzing
noises. He was flung back out, a tree exploding as he passed through it, barely slowing
down. He did finally come to a stop, at the end of a hundred-metre gouge his passage had
dug in the ground.

-

In the strange dimensional space, Jason closed the portal that was still making
strange sounds like electrified popcorn.

“Well, that didn’t work.”

-

With his aura back, Garth could spread his senses through the pocket dimension. His
ability to sense magic was thrown off by the ubiquitous dimensional energy, but he could
feel a clear link to all of his undead. This proved disorienting as his eyes and his magical
perception pointed in different directions to the same undead. When one of his undead
was destroyed, it took him several seconds to look around and find it.

Asano was on a walkway that, to Garth, was at a ninety-degree angle. Garth tossed
an experimental bone spear and it went nowhere near Asano, shifting direction several
times in the air. Asano looked to be draining life force from the destroyed undead, despite
the fact that it shouldn’t have any. He guessed it to be an affliction specialist trick, given
their propensity for making things vulnerable to their powers, however implausible.

Asano was being guarded by familiars. One was a swarm type, some kind of
lamprey-leech hybrid accomplishing the unlikely task of drinking blood from Garth's lifeless
minions. Even though they shouldn't have any. The other was a strange floating creature
surrounded by orbs that alternated shooting beams and transforming into shields.

As a zemravore and not an essence user, most of Garth’s necromantic abilities came
from ritual magic. He did not have the power to easily boost his minions, something he
relied on subordinate priests for. On the contrary, Asano’s aura was suppressing them and
setting them alight with his damnable ghost fire.

Slow, Garth decided. He didn’t know how Asano had even an echo of Death’s flame
but he would find out over the course of Asano’s slow and excruciating demise. Then he
would animate him taking little care in the ritual. Asano’s body would be a weak undead,

quickly torn apart by his own friends.



Unable to bolster his undead, the best Garth could do was order them to swarm
Asano. Unfortunately, the mindless creatures could not parse the dimensional geography
any better than Garth himself. They chased after Asano but ended up roaming helplessly
throughout the bizarre building.

Garth watched as Asano handled the undead that found him in an almost leisurely
fashion. The silver-rank undead were no challenge, only the rare golds prompting a real
fight. The undead were no match for an essence user like Asano, but the battles did reveal
more of Asano’s power. Each new data point refined the model in Garth’s mind of how to
kill him.,

Garth was at least grateful that his personally animated gold-rank undead had been
pulled in through the link. He had been uncertain whether his zemravore abilities could
deceive the parameters of the stolen ability to that degree, but they had come through.
Losing the gold rank undead to Asano was costly, but worth it for drawing out his abilities.

While Asano fought his minions, Garth attempted to navigate the building himself. He
saw Asano transitioning smoothly from one area to the next, completely confident in his
direction. If Garth didn’t get at least some sense of how to navigate, Asano would always
be the one choosing when and where to clash.

Moving from one area to another was disorienting. Subjectively, it felt like everything
was oriented normally, but it was just the opposite as Garth's vision told him one thing and
his magical senses another.

While he moved, Garth kept an eye on Asano, watching as he revealed his various
powers. He was convinced now that Asano’s speed was maintained by draining life force
from the fallen undead, even though they shouldn’t have had life force to steal. The
solution was to cut off the supply.

Garth decided to get rid of his minions, although he did not do so immediately. His
gold-rankers could still tease out more of Asano's powers and, if he chose the right
moment, he had a heart power that might well be able to end the fight on its own. If his
undead hadn't been so scattered and disoriented, he'd have used it already.

It was now clear to Garth that Boris Ket Lundi had gone to elaborate lengths to set
the odds in Asano’s favour. The minions he had insisted on were proving more liability
than asset. As for the duelling ability power he had taken from the messenger Boris fed
him, it was clear it had been chosen with care. Asano’s knack for navigating the strange
space was his biggest asset.

When Asano finally brought the attack to Garth, it was far from unexpected. He chose

his moment well, though, with Garth distracted in contemplation of a dimensional anomaly.



Asano appeared from a shadow behind him, swinging a black-bladed sword. Garth
managed to deflect the attack with a thick plate of bone on one of his many arms, negating
whatever afflictions the attack had been intended to inflict. He was not quick enough to
counterattack before Asano was gone again, disappearing back into a shadow.

It was not the last attack Asano made but the combatants fell into a détente, neither
pushing for a conclusive exchange. Asano was struggling to land inflictions or inflict
decisive damage while Garth could never pin Asano down. Between shadow jumping and
moving through dimensional anomalies, Asano was a ghost. When he tried to follow
Asano through an anomaly, Garth simply found himself alone with his undead, Asano
somehow in another space entirely.

Garth was not idle in the face of Asano's hit-and-run tactics. His attempts to learn the
nature of the anomalies were slowly starting to pay off and he was able to sometimes
direct his undead accurately. He did so with care and subtlety, the instances of his
directions going wrong helping hide his purpose. Asano, for his part, was paying less
attention to the undead in his attempts to strike at Garth directly. Finally, Garth’s patient
efforts paid off.

It wasn’t as many undead gathered into one area as Garth would have liked, but it
was enough to surprise Asano when he stepped onto the walkway and saw them all. He
only paused for a moment before weaving through them, manipulating space to dodge
between them on the way to his next destination. The leeches, currently looking like a
blood-red clone of Asano himself, followed along as the nebulous creatures flew overhead.

Watching as Asano ran along what was to him, a ceiling, Garth waited until Asano
was fully surrounded by undead before activating his heart power.

-

Becoming a zemravore was something that happened in stages. It culminated in the
claiming of a first heart power, with a ceremony marking the transition from the last
vestiges of living to a true place amongst the undead. Garth had been proud of the heart
chosen for him by the Undeath high priest he served. It came from a creature not native to
Pallimustus, a celestial hound that had come to their world looking to smite the undead.

It had failed, falling to the very beings it had arrogantly sought to destroy. The
Undeath priests ate its flesh, carved from the beast while it was still alive, a ceremonial
final meal for Garth. Then he had taken its heart, the last of his skin, flesh and organs
sloughing from his body as he took the final step from living to unliving. The final step from

simply serving his god to embodying him as one of the undead.



Heart powers had come and gone over the years. It became harder to find
replacements as he curated powers that suited him well. The stealth power was a perfect
fit and other exceptional powers had come and gone. That first heart, though, the
moonlight hound, had always remained. It was not just a nostalgic choice, either. As
someone who commanded more than fought himself, who used forces that could be freely
expended, he needed a power that made use of the undead at his command. Coming from
a creature whose very nature was to destroy the undead, it offered Garth something that
perfectly met his needs while offering something very unusual in the hands of a
necromancer.

Garth activated the heart power, letting out a howl in a voice quite unlike his own. It
had a pure and fierce quality that did not belong to the undead. The undead, in fact, could
not tolerate it at all. Every one of Garth’s undead minions exploded, in every area of the
dimensional space. The undeath energy did not just detonate but was changed as it did,
transformed by the stolen celestial power of the howl.

In the very instant the undead energy detonated, it changed from purple to a
transcendent light of blue, silver and gold. All through the strange dimensional castle,
undead exploded, flooding the space with blinding, transcendent light. Nowhere was
brighter than the walkway where Asano and his familiars had been surrounded by undead.

If his skull face wasn’t perpetually doing so, Garth would have grinned.

Kk

Jason felt like he'd been hit by a train that knocked him into the path of a larger, faster
train. The blast had not just annihilated his conjured clothes but the near-indestructible
boxer shorts he had spent so much money on. His only remaining possessions were his
sword, dropped to the marble floor, and the necklace holding his protective amulet and the
shrunken cloud flask.

Even the floor had not gone unscathed. Transcendent damage had scoured the once
smooth marble to leave a coarse, pumice-stone finish. Jason grimaced as his nethers
scraped against it as he pushed himself onto his hands and knees. He had Colin conjure
fresh robes from the biomass within his body, everything outside it having been
annihilated. That included Gordon whom Jason could barely sense a connection to. A look

over the messages waiting for him confirmed that Gordon had been killed.




Jason grabbed his sword and pushed himself woozily to his feet. He had to be ready
in case Garth had gotten his head around the dimensional maze and was en route to
attack him. He looked around as the transcendent glow faded, rubbing his sore head in
relief as he spotted Garth watching from, in Jason's perspective, the distant ceiling.

-

The red light in Garth’s skull sockets flared, his equivalent of goggling wide-eyed.
Asano’s cloak was gone but he was standing without apparent injury, looking no more than
groggy as he rubbed his messy hair. The transcendent damage hadn’t even burned off his
hair.

Garth’s rage was pushed aside by a sudden sickening pulse from his chest. It was a
sensation he knew: heart incompatibility. Some hearts, because of the power they held or
the creature they came from, did not play well with others.

The solution was simple enough: get rid of the offending heart. It was another trap of
the messenger Garth was increasingly determined to take revenge against. Garth opened
the sides of his rib cage like doors and reached in to pluck out the heart. His hand
snapped back, flung off the heart with a hiss and crackle of energy.

The heart power was still active. It was the nature of messenger challenge powers
that they couldn’t be interfered with until the power had run its course. Having never
claimed a messenger heart before, Garth had no idea, until that moment, that this meant
they couldn’t be discarded while the power was active. He was certain, however, that Boris
Ket Lundi had known exactly that.

That was the moment Garth realised that he wasn'’t fighting Jason Asano, and hadn’t
been from the beginning. Asano was an instrument, deftly played by the messenger as a
distraction while he quietly slipped in the knife. The messenger had been fighting Garth

long before Garth realised there was even a fight going on. The cuts had been invisible,



the wounds unnoticed. Asano wasn’t even the death blow. Boris Ket Lundi had convinced
Garth to deliver that to himself.

Garth had been warned long ago to never keep an incompatible heart. It was both
poison and bomb, weakening him as it ticked down to the final, explosive destruction. But
this heart could not be eliminated while both he and Asano were alive. Until the power ran
its course, Garth was stuck with the heart. Boris Ket Lundi had destroyed him, all while
relaxing on his distant mountaintop.

Garth looked at Asano who looked back with confusion. There was still a chance. He
could force the fight with Asano; put him down before he was killed by his own poisonous
heart. It wasn't much of a chance but it was the only one he had. He started moving,
heading for the nearest stairs.

-
Jason’s aura flooded out of the pyramid fortress and over the battlefield, cutting off

the power enhancements coming from the Undeath priests.

>

“Sorry about popping off like that. | had a thing.”

“Are you alright?” Humphrey asked.

“Yeah, no worries,” Jason said. “l just need to grab some fresh underwear and I'll
come help you fight some evil.”

“‘Underwear?” Belinda asked.

“l didn’t poo myself, just to be clear. It was an underwear mishap related to something
else entirely. On an unrelated note, the topic of your wife did come up, Clive. Bit of an odd
bloke, that high priest.”

“You killed him?” Humphrey asked.

“Actually, he just kind of got lost and then blew up. It was weird.”



Chapter 821
Asking For a Lot of Trust

In the dimension-warped M.C. Escher castle Garth had trapped them in, Jason
watched Garth move across a bridge that was, from his perspective, upside down. The
undead glared at him with the burning light inside the eyes of his skull sockets, but could
do nothing more. Although they could look at one another, they could not fling attacks
across the dimensional boundaries that invisibly segmented the space. Jason watched as
Garth kept hunting him, growing visibly weaker by the minute.

“And you think this messenger set all this up?” Jason asked.

“I do not know anyone else who would have the information and access to put all this
into play,” Shade said. “He knows a great deal about you, by means we have yet to
determine.”

“You could have told me what a zemravore was when Garth did his big reveal.”

“And interrupt your villain banter?”

“Yeah, that’s fair.”

They continued to watch, Jason’s superior grasp of the dimensional properties of the
space allowing them to easily avoid the undead. Garth’s movements grew more sluggish
and awkward with each passing moment, slowing to a crawl as shimmering energy
emanated from inside his bare ribcage. That energy kept growing, shuddering in instability
before finally exploding, scattering shards of bone from Garth’s shattered body.

Jason closed his eyes as he felt the realm collapse. He was hurled through a realm of
twisted astral forces, his senses bombarded with a vortex of colour and howling wind. It
lasted only a moment and Jason opened his eyes when everything went still. He was back
in the transformation zone, deep in the enemy battle line. The undead around him saw his
sudden appearance and moved to the attack.

Jason expanded his aura, suppressing theirs and diminishing the undeath energy
animating them. He picked up the nearby undead with his aura and flung them away,
clearing a space around him. He looked to his feet where the shattered remains of Garth
lay in a pile.

More undead were moving in on him but Jason wasn’t taking a stealth approach for
the moment. A long shadow arm emerged from his back and drew his sword. It whipped
and flailed in a blur of motion while Jason himself stood still. The sword delivered
afflictions, including the ghost fire that was so devastating to the undead. Jason wasn’t

going for the kill for the moment, only warding off those who disturbed his cleared space.



Jason looked over at his pyramidal cloud fortress, jutting above the fray. He extended
his will and the fortress became a beacon for his aura, once more spreading it across the
battlefield. He then joined the voice chat for his team, reassuring them of his safe return
and the demise of Garth.

“You killed him?” Humphrey asked.

“Actually,” Jason said, “he just kind of got lost and then blew up. It was weird.”

“How?” Rufus asked.

“I suspect that’'s something we need to ask Boris Ket Lundi,” Jason said.
“Conveniently enough, he’s heading this way.”

“Who?” Sophie asked.

“A messenger,” Jason said. “One who never seems to meet a faction he won't pit
against another, for reasons that are still unclear. He knows a suspicious amount about
me, though.”

Jason knelt to loot Garth's body when purple runes started carving themselves into
the broken bones as Garth's skeletal body reformed. Shattered splinters united to become
whole, bones mending as if they'd never been broken. At the same time, an aura flooded
across the battlefield, washing Jason's away like a sandcastle before the rising tide.

The avatar of Undeath came stomping through the boundary veil of the territory. It
was too far away to see but the aura was unmistakeable. This territory was claimed by it
and claimed thoroughly, the way Jason did it. This was an entity that could create spirit
domains. The avatar's aura infused everything as it returned, pressing down on the
battlefield and everyone in it. Only the inside of Jason’s pyramid was spared, his spiritual
domain impenetrable to spiritual pressure.

The suppression of the undead by Jason’s aura beaming out from his pyramid proved
short-lived. Quashed by the avatar, the undead it had weakened were returned to full
strength. The aura radiating from Jason himself wasn’t suppressed, the avatar’s influence
more of a broad brush, but it was diminished. The undead hovering around his cleared
space went from a few pushing in to all of them shambling in his direction.

In front of Jason, Garth’s body reassembled itself. Jason looked at the skull where
the intelligent red light in his eyes had been replaced with mindless purple. Jason had
seen the same on countless undead. Everything from body language to aura told Jason
that the true essence of Garth was in the Reaper’s hands now. What remained was
another undead drone; more powerful than those around him but without the spark that

made him a person and not just a thing.



“The plan looks to be working,” Jason said through voice chat as he vanished into the
shadows, escaping the encroaching undead. “Garth just got back up as a mindless drone.
His original aura is gone and the new one is chock full of divine undeath energy. That
definitely came from the avatar.”

Similar reports came in from other adventurers. They had been avoiding killing the
priests until the avatar arrived but it didn't seem to matter. Even those who died before the
avatar's arrival were reanimating, drawing power from the avatar to become powerful but
mindless revenants. Even the ones that had been undead in the first place were rising
once more, although as echoes of their former selves.

Jason could sense the avatar moving closer to the battle at speed as another divine

aura followed it into the territory.

Miriam was using the command channel to direct forces in the wake of the two divine
beings’ arrival. Jason pulled Gary into the team channel to take his report.

“You have a sense of how effective Clive’s plan was, right?” Jason asked Gary. “We
just confirmed on our side that any dead priest will take energy from the avatar, freshly
killed or not. The question is, does killing these pricks off weaken the avatar?”

“It does,” Gary confirmed.

“By how much?”

“By more than we’d feared and less than we’d hoped. We need to kill a lot more
priests.”

“Gary,” Jason said. “You just gave me a little atheist chubby.”

“Little, huh?” Neil said. “I hope you didn’t disappoint—"

"Neil," Clive said, "I swear to your god, if you say a damn thing about my imaginary
wife, your life will become a plague of tiny, hard-to-find ritual magic. Why is Neil's cloud
bed so itchy? Turns out there's a tiny ritual circle. Why does Neil keep sneezing? Turns out
there's a tiny ritual circle. Why do Neil's clothes never quite fit? No ritual circle; he just
keeps wearing the clothes his aunt sends him."

"What do you expect me to do?" Neil asked. "She just keeps sending them. I'm not
going to snub her good intentions and throw them away. She just sends so many; | don't
even know how she always knows where | am. I've been roaming all over for years now.
It's as if..."

The team channel fell silent for a long moment.



“‘Has someone,” Neil asked, his tone suggesting through clenched teeth, “been
sending messages to my aunt, telling her where | am? Maybe that | go through a lot of
clothes while adventuring? Maybe suggesting that they should be robust, as well as nice
and loose to move around in. Padded for cold weather and brightly coloured so the team
can spot me if | get in danger.”

“No,” Belinda said. “Although | definitely would have, if I'd thought of it.”

“I know one of you did it,” Neil said. “Just confess. | won’t be angry.”

“He’s definitely going to be angry,” Sophie said.

Clive let a groan out over voice chat.

“In case you haven'’t noticed,” Clive said, “We’re in the middle of a battle.”

“Thank you, Clive,” Humphrey said.

"That's why," Clive said, "I'll tell you who's been doing it, Neil, on the condition that
you don't make a stink about it until after the battle.”

“Fine,” Neil said.

“That was a little too quick,” Belinda said. “He’s definitely going to make a stink.”

“Okay, | get it,” Neil said. “I won’t seek revenge until after the fighting is done. Just tell
me who it is.”

“l don’t know if | should, now,” Clive said.

“Just tell me!” Neil snarled.

“Fine,” Clive said, his tone reluctant. “It was my wife.”

“Oh, you son of a—"

—

Miriam was keeping a sharp eye on the approaching messengers. They’'d been
happy to observe from their mountain perch thus far, but either the arrival of the avatar or
the death of the Undeath high priest had stirred them to action. The concern was what that
action would be.

“Operations Commander,” Miriam said. “You’re our designated messenger liaison.
Can you go and get a sense of what those messengers are after?”

“What if they kill me?” Jason asked.

“Then we’ll have a pretty good idea of what they’re after.”

“What?” Jason exclaimed.

“What?” Miriam asked.

“You want me to go out and see if they kill me?”

“Sure,” Miriam said. “Or, you know, maybe use the voice chat we’re using right now

so you don'’t have to go near him.”



“Oh,” Jason said. “Yeah, that makes sense.”

*k%

>

Boris looked at the floating window in front of him. It wasn’t the first such screen he’d
seen, with everyone in the transformation zone encountering a few. Jason had imprinted
on the zone, causing such windows to pop up periodically, usually related to events in the
zone.

Having the windows explain the rules had been a large part of letting enemies and
allies alike understand what was happening, how and why. That was especially true for the
messengers that weren'’t Boris himself. They had been the most ignorant going in, but the
messages had filled in a large piece of the puzzle.

“So this is the Asano communication power,” Boris said. “Basing it on video game
chat has made it very organised and efficient by the standards of communication powers.
Are there emojis?”

“Don’t try to bunny-ears-lawyer a bunny ears lawyer,” Jason warned him. “State your
intentions, Boris, or we're coming for you.”

“I think you have bigger issues than me,” Boris said. “That avatar is moving fast. It'll
be here any moment now.”

“It's just power with no intellect behind it, now that Garth's dead," Jason told him.
"You’re good at playing sly but you showed your hand a little killing him like that. You
played us like duelling banjos and | don’t want to end up like Ned Beatty with you telling
me to squeal like a pig.”

“Really? You’re going with Deliverance? That scene? Not a classy reference. |
thought Battle of the Planets or A-Team would be more your speed. Oh, you're checking if
| really have been on Earth. Well, | have. For a lot longer than you."

“Good to know, but that’'s something to get into later. What are you and your friends
up to?”

“I've been watching your people avoid the priests. That’'s smart. If they come back
right after they die, they’ll draw more power out of the avatar than if they’ve been dead for
a while.”

“You seem to know a lot about everything.”

“A lot of experience and a very good memory.”

“Something that makes you exceedingly dangerous.”



“A lot of people say the same thing about you.”

“Yeah. Then they try and kill me.”

“Are you going to kill me as a precaution then?”

“No,” Jason said. “Like | said, people try that on me all the time. It hardly ever works
and turns a potential threat into a guaranteed one.”

“What now, then?”

“Now you answer the question you dodged. What are you and your messengers
doing?”

“Coming to help.”

“You, | can believe. Maybe. But that many messengers?”

“There were more. I've turned these two golds to the Unorthodoxy and killed the ones
who refused. The silvers obey because they’re silvers.”

“You played Garth and me off against one another. If he’d won, would you be flying to
help his side?”

“You’re not so dense as to believe that. You and Garth were both smart enough to
realise that | set him all the way up. The only good outcome for me was you being the one
to come out of that. If you were so incompetent that you couldn't win with everything | put
in place, you weren't worth coming down here for in the first place."

“You came here for me?”

“'m from Earth, Asano. What do you think | came here for?”

“After the way you treated Marla? The lax sexual harassment laws.”

Boris let out a laugh.

“Boris, as far as I’'m concerned, you’re the biggest potential threat on this battlefield. |
don’t think trying to kill you is a good idea, but I've been stuck with plenty of bad ones in
my short but exciting career. If | think for a second that your people are going to turn on us,
we’ll prioritise putting you down over the avatar.”

“And here | thought we were getting along.”

“I think you know what not-getting-along-with-me looks like Boris, and that this isn’t it.
And | think that you’re smarter, older and more cunning than | am. So I’'m going to be very
careful.”

“I thought you’d appreciate a little scheming.”

"l do. | respect it, too, which is why I'm going to be so careful.”

“Well, | guess | can accept that. I'll follow your lead, Asano. Where do you want me to
attack from?”

“The Wangaratta Performing Arts & Convention Centre."



Boris laughed again.

"That may be a little further than is strictly practical,” he pointed out.

"Come at them from the opposite side to where my people are,” Jason said. "Stay
clear of my people and focus on the priests. If we all come through this, we'll talk again.
While you and yours are standing on the ground, right next to my friend Gary."

“That’s asking for a lot of trust from me.”

“You’re messengers.”

“That’s racial profiling.”

“Tough. Your entire species is an Iranian wearing a ‘death to America’ t-shirt through

airport security. You don't like those terms, you can sod off back to your mountain.”



Chapter 822
It Used to Be Completely Dark

The two divine combatants were the unquestionable focus of the battlefield. Looming
as tall as houses, they flung powers back and forth. Gary wielded hammers and conjured
chains, all wreathed in golden fire. He called up his foundry golem summon, far larger than
normal and filled with metal melted by divine fire. The avatar plucked undead from the
ground and pallid messengers from the air, melding them into grotesque whips of dead
flesh. It grabbed fistfuls of undead and flung them like grenades that exploded with purple
fire.

Overall, Gary had a slight edge, but not enough to be definitive. Both were simply too
hard to kill, recovering from any damage instantaneously. The adventurers and their allies
fought to shift this balance, hunting down the priests of Undeath. Each one that fell
absorbed a little of the avatar’s power to rise again as a revenant. They were mindless and
lacked the magical powers of their previous selves, but were stronger, fearless and
extremely hard to kill.

-

Jason watched Boris as the messenger carved a path through the undead. The
weapons in his hands shifted every few blows; a greatsword burst into a cloud of embers
that blinded and scorched the undead before reforming into a rapier and sword-catcher.
Next was a spear, then a sword-staff, then a pair of flails.

As he fought, he employed other powers, all variations of burning embers. Feathers
shot out, burying themselves in enemies and burning them from the inside. Clouds of
sparks and ash exploded like cluster bombs, Boris vanishing into one and emerging from
another.

There was a grace and flow to the way Boris moved. It wasn'’t flashy, just profoundly
efficient in a way that seemed almost prescient. Enemies moved to the attack just as he
moved out of the way; not a dodge but a natural motion, as if they had been swinging to
miss. There was no haste in his actions. Boris moved little faster than a silver-ranker, yet
was always doing the exact right thing at the exact right time.

Jason had never seen anything like it. Not from Sophie, not from Rufus and not even
from Dawn. He didn’t know what to make of fighting that treated the world as a partner in a
dance to which only he knew the steps. Jason knew that gold-rankers had what amounted

to perfect memories, but how many battles did Boris remember? How much cumulative



combat experience did it take to reach that level? Centuries? Millennia? Had Boris spent
more time on the battlefield than Jason's homeworld had been recording history?

Not to say that Boris was invincible. He was a messenger, without the vast array of
powers an essence user held. He was also a specific kind of fighter. He fought in close,
using fire powers to complement his fighting and extend his reach into the mid-range. That
put him in a similar role to Farrah, but a deft needle to her crude hammer.

If it came to a fight, they could take Boris down, but it would be a hard, ugly fight.
Jason could face off against a gold-ranker with enough buffs, but not a gold-ranker like
Boris. That was a place for gold-rankers only, and even outnumbering him, they would pay
a price. Jason was very much hoping it didn’t come to that.

While keeping an eye on Boris, Jason was not idle. He made his way through the
battle, spreading ghost fire and his other afflictions to the undead masses. His role was to
thin out the mindless undead and the pallid messengers, who weren’t brainless but were
far from imaginative.

Given the horde blanketing the ground, Jason was going to need Gordon’s butterflies
to spread his afflictions. Gordon had been taken out by Garth but was more than just a
familiar, now. Gordon’s vessel had been reconstituted in Jason’s soul space and was
again available for battle.

Getting the butterflies to spread in sufficient numbers was easier said than done.
Even ignoring all their minions, the Undeath priests outnumbered both the adventurers and
Boris’ messengers combined. They were also very aware of Jason and the various threats
he posed. They understood the weaknesses of the butterflies and his ghost fire and put no
small effort into hampering them.

The key to the butterflies was to turn enough foes into factories producing more
butterflies. Everywhere that Jason popped up, there were priests ready to wipe out any
butterflies they saw, along with any undead or pallid messengers producing them. They
had minions enough to spare so long as they could shut Jason down.

Jason remembered back to the messenger invasion of Yaresh. For the vast majority
of that battle, he'd been running around in a futile attempt to get a butterfly engine up and
running. The messengers hadn't allowed that to happen and the Undeath priests were
doing the same. During the invasion, he'd tried to avoid the team of messengers tasked
with shutting him down. This time he wouldn't make the same mistake.

Emerging from a shadow amongst a cluster of priests, Jason’s swordplay felt clumsy
after watching Boris. The messenger somehow gave a master class in elegance with what,

from anyone else, would have been a frenzied onslaught. While he was dwelling on the



unflattering comparison, the priests were having a very different experience. To them,
Jason was anything but clumsy and inelegant.

The priests diligently crushed the easily spotted glowing butterflies, along with
destroying any undead producing more of them. The retaliation began when they found
themselves surrounded by what looked like void portals, but they moved around like
people. These were Shade bodies, draped in the same cloak Jason wore.

Jason had Shade spread his many bodies amongst the priests while conjuring his
starry cloak over each one. With all of them moving swiftly, and Jason shadow-jumping
between them, it was all but impossible to pick out the real Jason.

The priests started attacking the Shades and Jason alike. Their direct attack magic
was quite similar to Jason’s, with curses and necrotic magic featuring heavily. This

affected Shade not at all, while each attack came with a price for the priests.

>
>

The priests weren’t completely helpless against Shade. They were masters of the
undead, including deathly shadows and ethereal ghosts. Shade wasn’t an undead, so not
vulnerable to their control, but many had attacks that could harm him. Once they realised
what they were dealing with, the priests started to attack his bodies. Shade focused on
staying elusive and avoiding their powers, but they did successfully cut some of his bodies
down.

It cost Jason a lot of mana to restore one of Shade's bodies. Early in his adventuring
career, doing so had taken a lot of downtime, draining most of his mana to replace just
one. It was still prohibitively expensive in most cases, but not always. Jason had mana to
spare, in vast excess of his normal maximum. He’d drained mana from countless undead
throughout the battle, taking him well above his usual limit. He couldn’t keep replacing
Shade’s bodies indefinitely, but in the short term, he could spit them out as fast as they
were destroyed.

As for Jason himself, the priests realised that trying to pin him down was useless.
They turned to powers that blanketed the area, less powerful but much harder to avoid. A
purple miasma flooded the area, covering Jason and Shade, although it had no effect on
the familiar.

The necrotic damage ulcerated Jason’s skin, but the unfocused attack power was too

weak to impede him. It would have gotten worse over time if not for Jason’s formidable



regeneration, although the hard-to-heal necrosis did prove persistent. The miasma also

carried more insidious effects, but insidious was the wrong move against Jason Asano.
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Jason noted the affliction with amusement, as it was one he could deliver himself. It
wouldn't affect undead, being a disease, but he wouldn't let something like that stop him.
The same power he used to inflict it, his shadow hands, also inflicted Weakness of the
Flesh. That affliction made even the unliving subject to necrosis and disease, meaning that
Jason could turn the power of the Undeath priests back onto them and their unliving
minions as well.

Jason did exactly that, loading the priests up with those afflictions and more,
consuming any sent his way and turning them into boons that boosted his healing and
mana supplies. More afflictions were levied against the priests by the simple act of
attacking Jason and Shade.

Jason’s aura power left everyone who attacked him or an ally with the Sin affliction,
which increased his necrotic damage. With enough Sin, even a small amount of such
damage would melt flesh like it was month-old meat left out in the tropics. And, as it
happened, Jason had a special attack with no cooldown that dealt a small amount of
necrotic damage.

There was a pause in the battle as Jason and the Shades stopped moving. Jason
stood, surrounded by a half-dozen silver-rank priests. Wet blood dripped from his sword’s
black blade onto the red sand of the desert. He looked around at the wary faces of the
priests. Signs of necrosis blackened their flesh, even that of the undead one whose flesh
was not alive. They variously wore combat robes like Jason or more tight-fitting outfits,
suited for combat. They held staves, swords and maces; one even had a scythe that
looked impressive but wasn’t practical for combat.

“You could run,” Jason told them.

“We have faith,” one of them said.



“Good,” Jason said. “I have some specific opinions on faith.”

A staff with a glowing purple crystal at the end was swung at Jason. He smoothly
dodged around it and counterattacked, resuming the fight. He became a dancing shadow
and his sword a black blur. The priests used their full bag of tricks, from dark magic to
exploding minions, to little avail. He consumed their afflictions and avoided their blasts, the
priests unable to tell him from his familiar.

While he felt awkward comparing himself to Boris, Jason was a shadowy demon to
the priests. Every strike he landed split to reveal rotting flesh underneath. Normally the
masters of dark powers, Jason’s aura shredded their resistances, more with each instance
of Sin that piled up. Jason moved through the priests and their undead minions like a
ghost; untouchable, unavoidable and unstoppable.

Some held their faith and fell to Jason’s blade. Others fled and he let them go, as
killing priests was ultimately not his role. There were plenty of adventurers doing that, but
he was the only affliction specialist on the field.

For all that he had ramped up, loaded with boons that increased his speed, bolstered
his healing and left him flush with mana, Jason was not swift at killing. The priests he killed
rose as revenants; mindless but swift, fearless and extremely hard to put down. By the
time he had dealt with them, more priests were moving in to harass him.

“Miriam,” he said in the command channel. “I'm getting more pressure than I'd like
from the priests. I'm practically bait. Can you free up my team to run blocker for me?”

“I need their versatility to handle some of the stranger priest powers,” Miriam said. “If
the priests are chasing you that hard, how about we use you as bait? Pull in some priests,
start a big clash and let you slip free in the chaos?”

“That’ll do.”

“We’ll start small to try and lure them in by stages. I'm sending Rick Geller's team
your way.”

—

There weren’t a lot of terrain features in the red desert. A few scraggly plants, some
rare patches of yellow grass. Mostly it was the occasional rock casting long shadows in the
blazing sun. Jason hid in the shadow of one such rock, in a relatively sparse area of the
battlefield that kept spreading over the flat landscape. He found himself again watching
Boris and his almost hypnotic skill.

“Garth,” he said to himself.

“Mr Asano?” Shade asked.



“Garth was the key. We’re going to win because Garth wasn'’t here to direct the
avatar intelligently. For all it's power, it's mindless. It has no plan to fight back with, or even
the ability to recognise how our plan is weakening it. It's not a matter of win or lose, now,
but how much it costs us. Boris saw that. He knew it from the start and planned the
excision of the problem area like a surgeon. We're all dancing in his palm.”

“What do you intend to do about that?”

“That's the problem. The best course of action is to go along with what he's doing. My
concern is over what happens when what he wants and what we want stops being the
same. Will we have gone too far to do anything about it? Will we even see it coming?
Based on what we’ve seen so far, my guess would be no.”

‘| believe that you’re overthinking it, Mr Asano. The answer is to do what you always
do.”

Jason let out a sigh.

“The best | can with what I've got, | know.”

He stepped out of the shadow, getting the attention of a pallid messenger overhead.
Jason used his aura to crush the messenger's and then yank it out of the sky, smashing it
into the ground. He conjured his black and red dagger and held it over the fallen
messenger. He then jerked the messenger up onto the dagger and then back to the
ground, each stab delivering a special attack. At the same time, he chanted a series of
spells, delivering even more afflictions.

More undead and pallid messengers were swarming in on him, having noticed his
actions. Jason didn’t bother to move, allowing Rick and his team to intercept. They’'d been
rushing in his direction already and flung out powers at the approaching enemy. A wall of
ice, incongruous in the scalding desert, appeared to block some of the enemy. Others
were struck with spears or arrows.

One of Gordon’s orbs emerged from Jason’s body and entered that of the messenger
bouncing up and down under his dagger. It immediately started shedding butterflies that
carried each of the afflictions the messenger was suffering.

“There’s a group of priests heading from over there,” Jason said as Rick’s team
arrived beside him. They looked at the beleaguered messenger and then at Jason.

“What?” he asked.

“Your cloak is different,” said Claire Adeah, the archer. “From when we fought you in
Greenstone.”

“And it used to be completely dark in your hood,” her twin Hannah said. “I can see the
shape of your face a little bit now. Your chin really sticks out.”



“Would you please go fight those priests?” Jason said. “| need to get these butterflies
going.”

“They’re pretty,” said Dustin, Neil’s friend and Rick’s frontliner.

“They’re also plague-bearing harbingers of doom,” Jason said.

“Adorable harbingers of doom,” Claire said.

“You know,” Jason said, “I liked it better when | could freak you all out.”

“We’re not iron-rankers anymore,” Rick said. “Now, we’ll go tie up these priests and
then you can show us why you’re worth getting dragged across the continent every six
months for.”

—

The battle, in the end, was an inexorable but heavily drawn-out affair. The battle that
decided everything was always going to be that between Gary and the avatar, and the
avatar lacked the conscious mind to fight it. All it did was attack, driven by the remnant
arrogance of the god who spawned it. Even as the battle around it slowly sapped its
power, it did nothing but continue the attack. Garth had designated a priest to direct the
avatar, but that priest’s authority to do so had died with Garth.

The field saw many epic battles played out. Team Storm Shredder had lost two of
their members while regrouping after first entering the transformation zone. They went on
a rampage of revenge, cutting down many of the enemy before overextending and being
caught out. Half of the team held the line for the rest to escape.

Zara Nareen, the former Hurricane Princess, was reluctantly forced back by Orin, the
only member of the team with the strength to make her. They were guided back to friendly
lines by the team scout, Rosa. She found a way through the enemy throng that had them
arriving battered but alive, quickly taken away by the healers. The rest of the team,
including the leader, Korinne, fell covering their retreat.

Miriam's team, Moon’s Edge, was the most powerful force on the battlefield other
than the cloud buildings and the two divine entities. Boris was stronger individually, but the
teamwork of the gold-rank adventurers outstripped Boris and his subordinate messengers
who were not up to his standard.

Jason’s team also acted with distinction, handling the more exotic silver-rank threats.
They even took on a few of the weaker, isolated gold-rank enemies. Mostly, this meant the
mindless undead, but not always. The team had plenty of experience and the right powers
when it came to ethereal enemies, so they took down a shadow-giant priest and his army

of undead wraiths.



Team Biscuit also brought about the final demise of Garth, whose revenant Jason
had left behind after seeing it was mindless. The gold-rank revenant had none of Garth's
powers but was incredibly hard to kill. Jason even rejoined his team briefly, just so his
escalating affliction damage could carve through all the corrupted, undead vitality.

As more and more priests fell, it became easier for Jason’s butterflies to become a
swarm that covered the battlefield like a cloud. Rick’s team helped him get started but the
pallid messengers proved a large impediment. Swift and alert, more and more of them
joined the fight to suppress the butterflies. Like the Undeath side as a whole, however,
they fought a slow but losing battle. The more priests fell, the more Miriam devoted forces
to covering Gordon’s butterflies until they reached a critical mass.

The priesthood as an organised force fell apart, falling into clusters that fought in
increasing isolation. Some fled, seeking to escape the battle and find some way to live on.
Most realised that there was nothing but more death out there and fought to the bitter end.
One of the final priests to die was Jameela, Garth’s most trusted subordinate. She refused
to go down easy, fighting to the bitter end. Finally, she died, her beauty destroyed by
Taika's fists and her unwillingness to accept that her cause was lost.

By the time even the most stubborn enemy accepted that it was over, the sky was
hidden under the cloud of butterflies, blazing sunlight replaced with a blue and orange
glow. The pallid messengers had no place left in the sky and were all but wiped out. The
undead horde was faring little better, the numbers that had seemed so endless were
scattered and bedevilled with afflictions.

Only the avatar was still fighting. In death, the priests drained the avatar of power,
turning them into revenants. That power was then snuffed out as the revenants were
destroyed. Everything that could be taken from the avatar had been taken. Its battle with
Gary had become one-sided, the avatar's counterattacks weaker and less frequent. The
adventurers and their allies were freed to pile on ranged attacks and massive blasts of
power came from the two cloud buildings.

The avatar showed no signs of collapsing under the weight of the attacks. The power
that had not been siphoned away was stubbornly refusing to be annihilated. Gold-rankers
were extremely hard to kill while diamond-rankers were touching on immortality. Gods
weren't killable at all, and though the avatar was little more than an echo, it simply refused
to die.

The sky was painted blue and orange with butterflies. At Jason’s behest, Gordon
directed the millions of butterflies to swarm on the avatar. As if the sky itself were moving,

they flooded the avatar, disappearing into it and delivering all the accumulated afflictions



they carried. The sheer number of afflictions was unlike anything Jason had ever delivered
to an enemy. It was unlikely he would ever match the number again. Once delivered, all
those afflictions kept multiplying, over and over, ravaging the avatar until even a diamond-
ranker would have melted.

The avatar did as well, its flesh reduced to necrotic soup, yet it did not fall. Its undead
flesh melted and regenerated so swiftly that it looked less like a zombie than some
corrupted water elemental. It became a roiling humanoid mass of black liquid, lit from
within by swirling purple light.

The avatar became the sole foe remaining from the army of Undeath. A few priests
had fled to other territories, taking some scattered minions with them, but most had been
eliminated. The red desert was painted with black ichor and decorated in shattered,
stained, white bones. The adventurers and their allies had startlingly few casualties, their
healers proving their worth. Most of the fallen were brighthearts and Builder cultists.

Miriam and Jason, the tactical and operations commanders, stood watching Gary and
the strange liquid avatar. They clashed over and again in a stalemate the adventurers had
failed to break, despite how much of Undeath’s power they had managed to siphon away.

Adventurers and brighthearts continued to pour out ranged attacks in support. The
massive buildings struck it with attacks that had savaged entire battle lines, yet the avatar
would not collapse. Jason even turned the countless afflictions into transcendent damage
before firing off execute after execute. He wasn’t the only one using transcendent damage
either, yet the avatar would not fall.

“What do we do?” Miriam asked. “It holds the territories, so it has to die, but it won't. It
just won’t. How do you kill a god?”

Jason turned to look at her.

“What?” she asked, looking at his expression. “You’ve thought of something.”

“You don'’t kill gods,” Jason told her. “You sanction them.”



Chapter 823

He Likes to Name-Drop

The battlefield was oddly stalled out. Undeath’s army was a spent force, the priests
dead or fleeing while the remnant undead were mopped up by the adventurers and their
allies. Few of the enemy messengers with their pallid, corpse-like skin remained. Most had
been killed by the butterflies that had blanketed the sky until they were sent to attack the
avatar. Those that remained were being captured alive. Miriam had ordered their forces to
do so if possible and safe, out of respect for Jason’s sensibilities. The potentially allied
messenger forces, led by Boris Ket Lundi, had been trying to take them alive from the
beginning.

Most of Gordon’s butterflies had been absorbed into the avatar, although it and the
few remaining undead were shedding more. Gordon sent them high into the sky before
detonating them in a chain of blue lights. They flashed like fireworks signalling victory, but
victory could not be claimed until the avatar of Undeath finally fell. Riddled with a literally
flesh-melting number of afflictions, it countered with a regenerative strength that only
divine power could manage. Under the cycle of liquefaction, it looked like a befouled water
elemental.

Jason and Miriam watched Gary and the avatar clash from afar. At this stage, the
giant lion man, wreathed in golden fire, was beating down the avatar in a one-sided affair.
Even so, the abomination rose over and over, putting up enough resistance that Gary had
to maintain at least a little caution.

Scattered across the red desert, the allied forces looked on as well, at something of a
loss. Few still had enemies to hunt down; they had ostensibly won and yet the battle was
not over. It couldn’t end until the avatar fell and Jason claimed the territories it held.

“Sanction,” Miriam said. She was echoing what Jason had told her they needed to do
to the avatar to finish it.

“That’s right,” Jason said.

“Isn’t sanction some unusual affliction? It impedes healing, right? But it's holy when
that sort of thing is usually a curse, wounding or unholy power."

“You’re quite knowledgeable for such a niche power outside of your own power set.”

“Lady Allayeth trained us well. There are times when knowledge makes a better
weapon than sword or spell.”

Jason nodded, acknowledging the point.



“You're right about the sanction affliction,” he told her. “What I’'m talking about is a
different kind of sanctioning. It's how entities like gods and great astral beings punish their
own kind.”

“We aren’t gods. How are we meant to do what gods do to one another?”

“I have a familiar,” Jason said. “The incantation to summon him is more than a little
chuuni, and | never really thought about it that much.”

“Chuuni?”

“‘Don’t worry about that. The point is, there’s a part of that incantation that | never paid
much attention to. | don’t even need it anymore, since | can just call him back up when his
vessel is destroyed now. But given the kind of things | get up to these days, maybe it’s
time | took another look.”

“I think you’d better just tell me the incantation so | have an idea of what you're
talking about.”

Jason nodded as a cloud of nebulous blue and orange light shot across the
battlefield. It arrived next to them and manifested into Jason’s familiar.

“This is Gordon,” Jason introduced. “You'll have seen each other roaming about, but |
might as well give you a formal introduction. Gordon, this is Tactical Commander Miriam
Vance, gold-rank leader of team Moon’s Edge. Miriam, this is Gordon, avatar of doom.
Also, avatar of me, but let’s not get caught up on the details. What do you say, Gordon?
Want to hear the old summoning incantation?”

The orbs floating around Gordon turned blue.

“That means yes,” Jason explained. “Okay, here we go with the incantation: ‘When
worlds end, you are the arbiter. When gods fall, you are the instrument. Herald of
annihilation, come forth and be my harbinger. | have doom to bring.”

“That’s the incantation you used to summon a familiar?”

“Awesome right?”

“Awesome? It sounds like you’re trying to destroy the world.”

“Ironic, | know. Given that saving the world is kind of my thing. And he isn’t even my
apocalypse beast familiar.”

“What?”

“Getting back to the incantation—*

“‘Apocalypse beast?”

“Don’t worry about that.”

“The messengers have been using apocalypse beasts as weapons and you're

walking around with one?”



“See, this is why | asked the Adventure Society to redact that bit from my file. | knew
people would get worked up.”

“Worked up? You have a worm swarm apocalypse beast, exactly like the one that just
wiped out entire towns.”

The joviality fell from Jason’s face as he and his aura became unreadable. When he
spoke, his voice was quiet and forcibly measured.

“You should be careful with your accusations, Tactical Commander. My familiar is not
like those things, and was responsible for annihilating no small number of them.”

“You were there? In the towns?”

“My team was included on the scouting expedition. | was the first into one of the
villages. | saw the dead being marched around like puppets. | found the growth chamber
and the messenger operating it. She died. Her worms died and then the queen producing
them died. All at the hands of my familiar. Before you choose to question the integrity of
my familiar, Tactical Commander, you should choose your words carefully.”

Miriam looked at Jason. She’d always had trouble knowing what to make of the man
and his mix of strange power and stranger behaviour. So often he was overly casual and
distractingly absurd. At other times he showed a terrifying and unhesitant aptitude for
violence. Here she’d scratched the surface and found something new, something she
suspected to be very dangerous.

Suddenly, the moment passed as if it had never been and he flashed her a grin, the
fagade back in place.

“His name is Colin, by the way. Worm swarm apocalypse beast is bit of a mouthful,
and not quite accurate. He’s more of a leech-lamprey hybrid. Look, I'll introduce you.”

Miriam watched as Jason held out his hand and blood seeped from his skin, coating
his palm red. A moment later, the thin sheen of blood became a torrent spilling out,
coagulating in the air as it formed a pile of creatures on the ground.

Miriam didn’t watch it, her eyes staying on Jason’s face. How much of his behaviour
was a mask? It seemed like she’d scratched the surface and seen the reality beneath, but
was his seeming struggle for control another layer of artifice?

While she contemplated Asano, his familiar was turning from a pile of creatures into a
blood clone, melding together to copy Asano’s shape. The clone went from slick, glossy
red to matching the colours and textures of Asano. After a moment, only the eyes were
different, the clone’s not changing from glistening red orbs.

‘I don’t want to eat any of these dead things,” the familiar said. “Can | eat some of

those messengers real quick?”



“No,” Jason said.

“Just a couple.”

“No.”

“What if | promise not to devour every living thing in this pocket universe?”

“You are not helping my situation right now.”

“You mean the god?” Colin asked, looking over at Gary clashing with Undeath’s
beleaguered avatar in the distance. “I'm definitely not going to eat that. Next time you
should fight the god of blood or flesh. I'll tuck right in there.”

“That’s not what | was talking about. And you probably shouldn’t go trying to eat
gods.”

Colin took on a childish, sullen expression, kicking at the red desert dirt.

“I bet if we fought the god of sandwiches you’d eat it,” he grumbled under his breath.

“Colin...”

“What?" the familiar asked, lifting his head with a challenging glare. "What did | do
wrong? | haven't eaten any babies, even though they’re really easy to catch.”

Jason sighed.

“'m sorry, Colin. | know you’re always a good boy.”

Colin looked mollified and Jason reached out to touch his arm. Colin dissolved back
into blood and was drawn back into Jason's hand in a single moment, like water sucked
into the vacuum of space.

“Well,” Jason said. “That didn’t go how | hoped. Anyway, we were talking about the
summoning incantation for Gordon, my other familiar.”

“What's the summoning ritual for the blood monster like?”

“Probably best | don’t say. And | told you to call him Colin. He really is a good boy.”

“You realise most people don’t need to point out that they don’t eat babies.”

“Well, in fairness, he didn’t say he doesn’t eat babies. He said he hasn’t eaten any
babies.”

“Isn’t that the same thing?”

“Not exactly. It's like me never having gone to Vitesse. It's not that I'm a person who
doesn’t go to Vitesse, just that | haven’t gone to Vitesse. Yet.”

“You’re saying he’s going to eat a baby.”

“No, | don’t think he’s going to eat a baby. Once he starts, he’ll probably be eating
them in job lots.”

"Now I'm going to need you to tell me what'’s in that summoning incantation.”



‘I don’t even remember it properly. | don’t use summoning rituals for my familiars
anymore. | have these magic archways in my soul that...”

He sighed again as he looked at Miriam’s expression. She clearly wasn’t going to let
it go and allow him to move on.

“Fine,” he grumbled, sounding a lot like his familiar had earlier. “It's along the lines of
‘something something, all-devouring power of the final threshold, something something,
avatar of life’s annihilation.”

She wanted to say something but she remembered his warning about disparaging his
familiar. However much his mannerisms might be layers of performance, she had believed
that threat.

“Alright,” she said. “Tell me about your other familiar. Why is its incantation relevant?”

“You heard the second line, right?”

“l did, but we've been rather side-tracked.”

“The second line of Gordon’s incantation was ‘when gods fall, you are the
instrument.”

“You think your familiar can kill the avatar?”

“Not alone. | have the beginnings of an ill-advised plan.”

—

Clive and Farrah approached Jason and Miriam, still watching Gary fight the avatar to
a goopy standstill.

“Thank you for coming,” Miriam said to Clive and Farrah.

“Even if it's completely unnecessary,” Jason muttered.

“What exactly is the issue?” Clive asked.

“Jason was explaining—"

“Ah,” Clive and Farrah both said, nodding their heads.

“I'm not that bad at explaining things,” Jason said defensively.

"Let me guess," Farrah said. "He starts not entirely on-topic, heading in the rough
direction of a point as he tries to give context. But in the middle, he offhandedly mentions
something ridiculous like getting into a knife fight with the Builder—"

“I was the only one with a knife,” Jason interrupted.

“...or killing blood cultists by making them argue about gender roles in the
workplace,” Farrah continued, ignoring him.

‘I don’t know what that means,” Miriam said, “but that does sound like the pattern |

was encountering. Did you both know he has an apocalypse beast?”



"Colin?" Farrah asked. "Yeah, he's a good boy. You can't let Jason distract you with
that stuff. He's way too excitable over running down every conversational tangent. And he
loves talking about himself."

“I do not,” Jason said.

“Jason,” Farrah said. “How many times have you died now?”

“That’s actually an increasingly tricky topic. | was talking with the goddess of Death
recently, and |—”

“Also, he likes to name-drop,” Clive said. "What was he trying to explain in the first
place?"

Jason called a cloud chair out of the shrunken cloud flask hanging on his necklace
and dropped into it with a sulky expression.

“He was trying to tell me his plan to deal with the avatar,” Miriam said. “It had to do
with his familiar — not the apocalypse beast one — and something called sanctioning.”

Farrah looked to Clive, raising her eyebrows inquisitively. Clive frowned in thought for
a moment before his eyes went slightly wide.

“You think you can do that?” he asked Jason.

“Yeah,” Jason said. “It's all about will, and the god of Undeath’s will is locked out of
this place. The avatar is just power and the echo of intent. No active will to contend with.”

“There’s more to it than will, Jason.”

“Yeah, but that's what would shut it down. The rest | have covered.”

“Are you sure?”

“Sure enough that I'll try. You have an alternative?”

Clive looked once more at the avatar.

“No,” he said. “When it comes to the practicalities of handling transcendent enemies,
you’re the closest thing we have to an expert since everyone that tries it dies. You just
have that habit of coming back.”

“Would someone care to explain?” Farrah asked. “And by someone, | mean Clive.”

Clive looked at Miriam.

“Alright, I'll try and give the quick and simple version. Be aware that much of what
we're discussing here is a mix of Jason's personal experience, my studies into cosmically
sourced astral magic theory and no small amount of hypothesis. Essentially, guesswork.
Confident guesswork, but I'm not willing to make a definitive—"

“We get it, Clive,” Farrah said. “Just start, please.”

“‘Right,” he said. “Entities like gods and other cosmic beings are essentially made up

of magic. This is something you've heard of?"



“Yes,” Miriam said. “l won’t claim to understand it, but I've heard people say that.”
“Well,” Clive continued, “the highest order of magic is called authority. This is the
magic gods use to perform miracles and great astral beings use to regulate the mechanics
of the cosmos. Birthing universes, governing the rules of life and death. You’ll remember

that resurrection magic became more difficult a few years ago but healing magic got
stronger. This was a large working of authority that would have involved the Reaper, the
Celestial Book, the gods of healing and death and probably a few others.”

“Some of us also occasionally use it for home renovation,” Jason chipped in.

“Quiet, you,” Farrah scolded.

“In short,” Clive resumed, “authority is the magic of the gods. And god-adjacent
entities. We believe it is called authority because it is, in effect, the power with the highest
authority. It has the power to remake everything that is, from the nature of reality to the
laws of life and death. The only thing it can’t do is interfere with a soul.”

“Wouldn’t that make it not the highest authority?” Miriam asked.

‘I don’t know,” Clive said. “| suspect that a soul is, in itself, a form of authority. One
that’s sealed or frozen somehow. Whether through essences or some other magic, we
ascend in rank by learning to thaw out or unseal that power.”

“And diamond-rank is when we tap into it fully?” Miriam asked.

“Not even close,” Jason said. “| won’t go into specifics of what I've seen and
experienced...”

He paused to give Farrah a put-upon look.

“...but diamond-rank is the point where you can truly start to unlock what the soul is
capable of.”

Miriam turned her gaze to the avatar again.

“This authority you’re describing. You’re saying that this monstrosity is made of it?”

“Yes,” Clive said.

“The thing about authority,” Jason said, “is that the most powerful beings who wield it
do so as naturally as a human breathes. They can do so in a deliberate way if they think
about it, but mostly it just happens. They direct it through their will. For most people, will is
just a metaphor for determination, mental fortitude and the like. For gods and great astral
beings, will is an actual force. But you understand that, don’t you, Miriam?”

Clive and Farrah looked confused but Miriam nodded.

“It's something gold-rankers develop as part of aura training,” she explained to Clive
and Farrah. “It's not something shared with lower-rankers because it's possible to awaken

at lower ranks through spiritual trauma.”



Clive and Farrah looked at Jason but he remained unreadable in both expression and
aura.

“| didn’t realise that mortals could develop will as an active force,” Clive said. “| barely
understand the concept.”

“It gets easier once you start tapping into it,” Miriam said. “To understand, anyway.
Using it effectively is difficult. It's a strange thing. It feels like you can impose your will on
the world around you, but you can’t. It’s like there’s something missing. You can only really
affect other people and their auras, and even that much is tricky. It's possible to make
spiritual attacks if you train it enough, but it's hard to learn and I've heard it feels... wrong.”

“It does,” Jason said matter-of-factly.

Farrah turned an accusing gaze on Jason.

“‘How long have you been able to use will like that?” she asked him.

“You know since when.”

“You didn’t tell us,” Clive said. “You didn’t tell me, in all the discussions we’ve had
about intrinsic-mandate magic.”

Jason stood up from his chair like a king rising from his throne. The air around them
turned still and silent as Jason’s aura froze it in place.

“No, Clive,” Jason said, his voice soft and dangerous. “I didn’t tell you. Some things
are not for you to research.”

“He’s right,” Miriam said. “The Adventure Society has shut down wildly unethical
experiments exploring it. That’'s why the information is restricted.”

The air started moving again, the sounds of Gary and the avatar’s battle once more
reaching them. Jason’s expression softened as he turned to Miriam.

“Will is critical to the use of authority,” he explained. “Overcoming someone else’s will
to interfere with their authority is extremely difficult, but unlike interfering with a soul, not
impossible. It's why gods have to team up on one of their number to punish them. Same
for great astral beings. It takes an overwhelming amount of will to overcome someone
else's sufficiently to use their own authority against them. It can be done, though, and
when their authority is used against them, it's called sanctioning."

“And you want to sanction the avatar?” Miriam asked.

“Yes,” Jason confirmed. “As | said earlier, it’s all about will. | might be able to use will,
probably better than you can, but using it against Undeath would be like trying to snuff out
the sun with a glass of water. Not only would it be painfully inadequate but I'd be dead long
before I'd made any real attempt.”

“But the god isn’t here,” Clive said. “His will is locked out of this place.”



“There is a remnant of his will, though,” Jason said. “An echo that drives the avatar’s
basic intentions. Just fighting that echo will not be an easy thing.”

“Before we get to that, though,” Clive said, “there is the question of how we even set
that fight in motion. That's your part, Jason, because | have only the most basic idea of
how it works."

“What do you mean?” Miriam asked.

“We talked about authority being driven by will,” Clive said. “That’s fine if you're a
god, but we aren’t. Jason, with his domains, is closer than the rest of us, but not close
enough.”

“‘He’s what?” Miriam asked.

“Ignore that,” Farrah said.

“Sorry,” Clive said. “The point is, using authority, even if we have any, is hard for us.
We can’t just manipulate it using will.”

Miriam noticed Jason’s eyes narrow as if he were about to disagree, but his
expression went blank again and he said nothing.

"We have to use a special form of magic," Clive continued. "It's called intrinsic-
mandate magic and Jason can access it through his familiar, Gordon. We aren't sure how,
but that doesn't matter right now. The point is that he can do it.”

“I can,” Jason confirmed. “I've had Gordon working with an avatar in my soul realm
for months to try and understand this kind of magic better. It's still very early days, but |
believe | can do this with Gordon executing the actual magic. My job will be employing will
to guide the authority.”

“There’s more to it than just using a special ritual though,” Clive said.

“Yes,” Jason agreed. “Authority has affinities. Authority is flavoured by the nature of
the one that holds it. The Builder’s, for example, is about remaking reality, while that of the
World-Phoenix is about dimensional forces.”

“Why does that matter?” Farrah asked. “Isn’t the point of this sanctioning that the
authority changes?”

“We can only change it so much,” Jason said. “When | stole some of the Builder's
authority, | used it to modify the cloud flask and create my astral throne, which is all about
modifying reality. The authority | stole from the World-Phoenix | turned into the astral gate,
which is about using dimensional and cosmic forces. | think. I'm still getting a handle on it,
if I'm being completely honest.”

Miriam was looking at Jason wide-eyed.



“What do we do with the avatar’s power then?” Farrah asked. “I'm guessing that
Undeath’s authority is quite specific and unpleasant.”

“Yeah,” Jason said. “l do have a solution for that.”

“Which is?” Clive asked.

“Well, | was talking with the goddess of death recently, and...”



Chapter 824
He Isn’t Always Evil and He is Not Always Wrong

Jason floated in the scorching desert air, standing on a small cloud platform. In his
hand was his cloud flask, spewing out fog that was adding to the half-complete sky fortress
forming in the air. It was all thin lines and sharp angles, more decorative than practical. As
sections were completed, the white material turned the dark shade of a storm cloud.

He turned his gaze to the ground far below where Gary continued to beat on the
avatar. It mounted token resistance but was well past the point of having any real defence
beyond a refusal to be destroyed. Farrah rose to meet Jason, bright wings of fire driving
her ascent. He shuffled aside on his small platform, making room for her to join him and
she let her wings vanish on landing. She looked at him and he looked back with sad eyes.

“You know what I'm going to ask,” she said.

“I can guess. | try to avoid reading people’s emotions if | don’t need to, but your aura
isn’t exactly hiding them.”

“It's not possible, then?”

“No,” he said, his voice tired. “It is.”

“Then why don’t you sound hopeful?”

He plucked an oval object from his inventory, holding it in his hand.

“Hero gave me this before the transformation zone took us. To save Gary.”

“What is it?”

“Sort of like a skill book for intrinsic-mandate magic.”

“God stuff.”

“God stuff,” Jason confirmed, returning the item to his inventory. “It shows me how to
work with extremely higher-tier magic, like authority. To tweak it in specific ways, like
taking something that is fuelled by one high-tier magic and switching that source with a
different high-tier magic.”

“Like swapping out Hero’s authority, which will go back to Hero once we’re out of
here, for the authority in that avatar.”

Jason nodded.

“We’d still need to refine Undeath’s authority into something else first,” he explained.
“Otherwise, that authority would do the same thing as Hero’s and return to the god the
moment we’re out of this place.”

“Then, why don’t we do that?”



“Refining authority into something else isn’t a simple matter, Farrah. You need
something to refine it, to work with the affinity it already has. Meeting those conditions is
hard and the affinity can only be changed so much. Given that | have almost no idea what
I’'m doing, the fact that | have the right combination of knowledge and tools is a miracle.”

“You're saying we got lucky.”

“No, I'm saying it's a miracle. | think Death knew what was coming when | brokered a
deal with her and made sure I'd have the right tools for the job. Telling me in advance
would have been nice. | have to stop hanging out with gods.”

Farrah gave him one of her signature flat looks and he chuckled. Then his expression
saddened again.

“I'm sorry, Farrah. Swapping out Hero’s authority for Undeath’s would have the same
result in the end. Worse, because we’d be turning Gary into some manner of undead
demigod for however long we remain here.”

“What about giving him the refined power?”

“It'll be too different. Right now, Gary and the avatar are mostly clumps of raw
authority. Something too processed won'’t work. What I'm going to refine Undeath’s
authority into isn’t something we could use to keep Gary alive.”

“Is there some way we can stop the power from leaving Gary? Prevent it from going
back to Hero?”

“Yes,” Jason said. “If he stayed in my soul realm forever, | could keep the power
trapped. But that would only delay Gary’s death. He would still die.”

“Why?”

“Gary was silver-rank, and now he’s got divine energy flowing through him.
Transcendent-rank. Not contained and manageable, like my astral gate and astral throne.
This is the raw stuff, blazing with power. It's slowly killing him from the inside out.”

“But it changed him. Altered his body to contain it.”

“Yes. He’s now a gold-ranker, filled with not just diamond-rank but transcendent-rank
power. Beyond anything a mortal body is meant to hold. His body was modified on the
premise that he would only need to hold that power for hours. Luckily, it did the work
above spec and Gary’s been fine, but it won’t last. We've been here what, two months?”

“How long does he have?”

“My experience and senses make me better than most at gauging what that kind of
power does to a body. Best guess, I'd say he has another four to eight months before it
starts turning his body into a worn rag. How long before it finally gives out, | don't know. It

could be fast once the degradation begins or he could hang on.”



“It doesn’t matter, though,” Farrah said. “We’ll be out of this place before then.”

“Most likely. Many territories are yet to be claimed, maybe a third of the total, and
they’re going to get more dangerous with time. By the end, Gary may be the only one
strong enough to fight the anomalies.”

“And then we leave and he dies.”

“Yes,” Jason said. “We leave and he dies.”

“If stealing Undeath’s power isn’t the reason Hero gave you that oval thing, why did
he? How did he expect you to save Gary? Or did he leave that for you to figure it out?”

“‘He did. And | have.”

“You still don’t sound hopeful.”

“Gary has a choice to make, once we’re done with this place.”

“What is it?”

Jason looked down at Gary bringing his hammer down on the avatar again, gooey
flesh spattering across the red sand.

“Gary should hear it first,” he said. “If he wants help making that choice, he can ask
us.

-

After being completed, Jason's cloud palace looked like a monstrous spider, dangling
on an invisible thread as it eyed-off the unsuspecting prey below. There were too many
legs and too much chitin, armour panels of dark glossy red covering sections of the stormy
cloud structure. At the base was a gaping maw filled with dark mist, like a mouth waiting to
devour. Inside the mist, blue and orange light flashed rapidly, leaving behind a glow that
grew brighter over time.

Watching from below was a group comprised of most of the leadership from the
expedition, the adventuring teams that made it up, and their allies. Conspicuously absent
was Jason, along with Boris Ket Lundi. Jason was somewhere up in his fortress while the
messenger was keeping his forces well clear of the spell-happy adventurers.

The messengers might have fought on their side, but that didn't make them allies.
Given that the Builder cult had managed to become allies, it spoke volumes of the trust
any in the group had for the messengers.

“m surprised the avatar isn’t getting out from under that thing,” Humphrey said. ‘I
know it belongs to Jason and even | don’t want to stand there.”

“‘Knowing it belongs to Jason is why | don’t want to stand there,” Rick told him.

Humphrey snorted a laugh at his cousin’s comment.

When they saw Boris fly in that direction alone, the group stirred.



“‘Don’t worry,” Farrah said. “If that guy makes trouble in Jason’s cloud palace, he’s not
coming back out.”

Miriam glanced at her, uncertain, but saw nothing but ease and confidence in her
expression. Taking a rude peak at her aura she saw the emotion was genuine. The
underscore of worry in her aura was directed at Gary, not Jason.

—

Inside what the observers below had dubbed the ‘smoky maw’ of his cloud palace,
Jason stood at the side, on a platform jutting from the wall. The open-bottomed chamber
was the size of a large house, filled with dark mist. Inside the mist, Gordon was filling the
space with an elaborate ritual diagram in three dimensions. The dark mist did not obscure
Jason’s vision as it was all a part of his domain; a part of Jason himself.

He sensed the approach of the gold-rank messenger, moving alone. Boris rose into
the space, pausing as he crossed into the area of Jason’s domain. He floated at the
entrance to the maw, wings gently undulating as their magic held him in place.

“Interesting,” he said. “I| knew from Earth that you’d learned to imprint on physical
space. Being able to carry around and reshape that space is unexpected. I'll bet the gods
started quietly attempting to replicate it the moment you showed back up in this world.”

“They don’t have mobile temples?” Jason asked.

“They do, but they’re massive temple boats and sky fortresses. Slow. Cumbersome.
Certainly nothing you can carry around in a jar. Cloud flasks are hard to make, and
modifying one to the extent that it can do this would be quite the feat. How did you?”

“The same way | do most things: it just happened when | was busy trying to save the
world without dying in the process.”

“It seems to work for you.”

“It half works. I've gotten pretty good at saving the world. It's the not dying part that
has always been the trick.”

Boris flew up to hover in front of Jason on his platform.

“Once you're done with this place, dying won'’t be a concern anymore.”

“No,” Jason said. “It won’t. Did you come up here for anything other than implying you
have vast knowledge you’d be willing to share if maybe I’'m more open-minded about you
and your people?”

“No. | do have a lot of knowledge, though, and there are things | need.”

“You’ve dropped the quirky Earth mannerisms.”

“They served their purpose. I'll pick them up again. It's the version of myself | like
being the most. I've seen your personas, Jason. | know you understand playing to the



mask until you’re not quite sure what’s underneath anymore. If even the parts of ourselves
we hide away are real. People like you and | might take it further than most, but everyone
wears different masks. Like in that Billy Joel song.”

“I love that song.”

“Me too.”

“Right now, I'm looking at you and thinking of the line about getting kicked right
between the eyes. You and | are going to have a nice long talk sometime soon, but I'm
kind of in the middle of something here.”

“Yes,” Boris said, turning to look at the growing blue and orange glow in the dark
cloud. As he turned, he tucked his wing to avoid hitting Jason. Jason looked at his back.

“The implication was that you should leave,” Jason said.

“I'm curious why you’re taking this approach,” Boris said, ignoring his statement as he
continued to watch the glowing cloud. “Intrinsic-mandate magic is tricky at the best of
times, and you can’t be very good at it yet. We both know you have the power to breach
transformation zones. It's how you claimed your first domain on Earth. Surely it would be
easier to crack a hole in this one and toss the avatar out.”

“Unreliable. Too much to go wrong.”

“As opposed to using god magic you aren’t even close to ready for?”

“Using power I’'m not ready for is kind of my thing.”

Boris let out a laugh.

“I can’t argue with that,” he said. “Still, | can’t help but wonder.”

“If we kicked the avatar out, | don’t know how much control it would retain over the
territories it claimed. Maybe it retains control and we’d have to go bring it back so we can
destroy it properly. Even if kicking it out severed its connection to its territory, that territory
would likely become unclaimed space. Maybe even divide back into separate territories,
meaning weeks or even months to claim them all ourselves. Worst case, removing that
much power, tied to so much of the transformation zone, could have some unintended side
effects. Maybe disrupt the zone and cause it to collapse.”

“All valid points,” Boris said. “Did Farrah remember you could breach the zone,
forcing you to explain why you shouldn’t when you were explaining the plan?”

“Yes.”

“So. The real reason is that you want the authority.”

Jason didn’t answer.

“| get it,” Boris said. “You’ve been behind the power curve from the moment you
learned there was one. Now you’re on the road to playing with the big boys and you need



to stop falling short. | can respect that. I've been thinking that it might be time to rank-up
myself, with what’s coming.”

“And what'’s that?”

“A fight that isn’t yours. | can’t help but think you'll involve yourself sooner or later,
though. That destiny magic really does drop you into one hole after another, doesn’t it?”

“Yep.”

“You know there are a lot of forces paying attention to you, right? The World-Phoenix
set something in motion by nudging you onto a certain path. Now the Reaper, the Keeper
of the Sands, even the All-Devouring Eye. You're a popular piece in a game that’s coming
to a head.”

“'m a pawn.”

“Yes, but pawns can be promoted. Once we’re done with this little misadventure, you
might just find yourself reaching the other side of the board.”

“What does that mean?”

“That once you're done here, there are already people waiting to reward you. And you
know the reward for a job well done.”

“Another job.”

Boris glanced back with an amused smile before returning his gaze to the cloud.

“You said the All-Devouring Eye,” Jason said. “I've heard of that great astral being,
but | don’t know its area of influence.”

“No one does,” Boris said. “Not for certain. The prevailing theory is that it's the end of
all things, somehow. Or some cosmic, magical force of entropy, which amounts to the
same thing. But your familiar, there, is a genuine avatar of doom.”

“As opposed to a knock-off one | bought from a shady guy at a street market?”

“Not exactly. Avatars of doom are the exclusive domain of the All-Devouring Eye. |
have never heard of the eye ever employing his reality assassins for any task. Instead,
they were loaned to the Sundered Throne. Why, and what relationship the eye has with
the throne, | don’t know. Some say they are representations of order and chaos, not
oppositional but symbiotic.”

“Do you believe that?”

“It's clean, simple explanation.”

“So, no.”

“No,” Boris confirmed. “It has been my experience that most things involve far more

nuance than | am aware of. | don'’t trust clean, simple explanations. The cosmos is a



messy place, whether you’re dealing with mortals on a planet with almost no magic or
contending with great astral beings.”

“So, who is selling these fake avatars of doom in a side alley?”

“I's not quite like that. It's the avatars themselves. There are a few that have
remained attached to the throne since the sundering. The real avatars bolster their
numbers by creating constructs that are, to almost every test, identical to the genuine
article. There is only one practical difference.”

“Which is?” Jason asked.

Boris lifted an arm to point at the glowing cloud.

“Only the real ones can do that.”

Jason let out a groan.

“Bloody hell,” he muttered.

“I've got you intrigued about the chance to ask me a lot more questions, haven'’t [?”
Boris asked.

“Yeah,” Jason admitted.

“Well, there’s a price. | have an astral king’s brand in my soul. | needed it to fool
Vesta Carmis Zell, and while the astral king is a friendly, | still want it gone.”

‘| get that. You know what that means in terms of trusting one another.”

“I have to trust you because I’'m giving you access to the most vulnerable parts of
myself. What do you need to trust?”

“That you aren’t some kind of living, soul-engineered trap.”

Boris turned to stare at Jason.

“Wow,” he said. “That’s actually a kind of brilliant idea. | wish I'd thought of it. | mean,
setting the whole thing up would be a massively elaborate pain in the ass, but yeah, that
would be a great way to deal with you. I'm kind of disappointed that I'm not trying to kill you
now. That would have totally worked.”

“Except that | was the one suspicious of that being what you’re doing,” Jason pointed
out. “I'm also suspicious of your reaction being a disarming way to convince me that you're
not some kind of living trap.”

“You're a suspicious guy. You know that messenger plans usually come down to
deciding they’re the best and throwing power at things until they break, right?”

‘I met an outworlder who turned out to be a naga genesis egg that was transformed
through soul engineering and sent to Pallimustus twenty years before the messenger
invasion began.”

“Really?”



“Yeah.”

‘I may have been on Earth too long. These messengers are getting sneaky.”

Both men turned to look at the cloud that was now pulsing with blue and orange light.

“Time to go, Boris,” Jason said. “We can pick this up when | don’t have a god to kill.”

“I know that’s technically inaccurate on a number of levels,” Boris said, “but that is a
great line. Which | kind of ruined by talking about it instead of just leaving, | guess. I'm just

going to go.”



Chapter 825

New Power and a Freshly Cooked Batch of Smugness

Jason plunged from his cloud palace head first. His cloak trailed behind him, a black
scar against the clear blue sky. His cloak was not a graceful tool of flight, but he had
learned from the messengers how to compensate. They flew using the magic of their
wings, enhanced by their ability to use physical force with their auras. Jason did the same,
descending in a spiral to approach the ground with poise.

Close to Gary, currently four times his height, Jason floated in the air, producing a
cloud disc to stand on. His cloak stopped mimicking wings and was whipped wildly as if by
a gale, despite the hot still air. The forces Jason was mustering far above were causing
ripples in the unstable fabric of the transformation zone.

Gary was continuing his endless but one-sided beating of the avatar. With Jason's
arrival, he kicked the avatar in the chest, sending it tumbling away across the ground.
Every bounce left a wet stain in the sand; the same dark, thick oil now coated Gary’s
armoured boot. He frowned at it standing on one leg and the golden flames wreathing his
body flared. The black and purple goo was burned away and he set his foot down with
satisfaction.

“This isn’t the place to be, Jason,” he said, not taking his gaze from the avatar as it
finally rolled to a stop.

“This is the place | need the avatar to be. | need you to stop it from running.”

“Easily done,” Gary said, pointing with his hammer. The avatar was rushing at him
and he pulled back his hammer arm. The avatar accelerated into a blur that Jason couldn’t
follow, Gary moving just as fast. From Gary’s pose a moment later and the avatar sailing
through the air, Jason deduced that an upward swing from Gary had sent it flying.

“I'm beating it like steel on an anvil,” Gary said, “but it comes back every time. It won’t
run.”

“It will.”

“It hasn’t run from me and I’'m a demigod right now, Jason. Your project up there is
hardly subtle but the avatar hasn’t given it a second glance.”

The avatar charged it again. Gary and the avatar became a blur of motion and the
avatar was knocked away once more.

“The avatar isn’t smart enough to understand what I’'m doing up there,” Jason
explained. “It’s little more than power and instinct; it doesn’t recognise the threat. It doesn’t

run from you because it knows you can’t destroy it. Once it realises | can, that will change.”



“If you say so. It's not like anything I’'m doing works. But you know that I'm flooded
with divine power right now?”

“You’re enormous and covered in gold fire, Gary. As reminders go, it's a pretty good
one.”

“And your giant sky spider fortress is designed to destroy the avatar, which is a big
lump of divine power.”

“Yep.”

“Should | be worried about standing under that thing?”

“Nah, you're good,” Jason assured him. “Until | get my hands on a soul forge, | can’t
do much to Hero’s power. You and | need to have a conversation about that later, but right
now I've only got the tools to mess this thing up. | couldn’t put a dent in you if | tried.”

“Why do you need a soul forge for me and not the avatar?”

“It doesn’t have a soul. There’s no one home to say no when | ask the power it’s
made of to change into something else.”

“Jason, exactly how well do you understand what you’re doing?”

“Well, no time to hang around here,” Jason said. “You just make sure it stays put,
yeah? | need you to keep it as directly underneath the cloud palace as you can.”

Gary conjured a golden harpoon and threw it at the avatar and it moved in a golden
streak. Until it stopped, impaled in the avatar, Jason didn’t even see the golden chain
attached to it. Gary was already hauling on it, pulling the avatar closer.

“You do what you have to do, Jason.”

Jason pushed the hood of his cloak back to reveal his smiling face.

“Always reliable, Gary,” he said, and then ascended into the air.

-

Essence users had excellent control of their perception, able to isolate specific smells
and sounds, or dampen their senses against horrifying stenches or blinding light. The
adventurers observing from the ground deadened their hearing to avoid the alien howl
coming from Jason’s spider palace, but it didn’t work. Miriam quickly realised there was a
spiritual component, piercing through mundane senses to affect the magical ones.

Amos Pensinata was a step ahead of her, telling the group through voice chat to
restrain their aura senses as much as possible. Miriam looked to their allies who didn’t
share the precision control of the senses that essence users had. She could see that the
brighthearts and Builder cultists were suffering, their hands clamped over their ears and

their faces twisted in anguish, especially the silver-rankers.



Miriam next turned her gaze to the messengers in the distance. Most had landed on
the ground, something they were loathe to do. Sitting or resting on their knees, they were
sweating as they all looked up at the palace. Miriam hadn’t even known they could do that.
Their expressions were not of pain but worry, anger and fear. Their auras, normally so
controlled, were barely masking their emotions.

Only the trio of gold-rankers remained floating in the air. They too looked like the
desert air had finally gotten to them, their skin slick with sweat. Boris Ket Lundi turned to
meet her gaze. He smirked to himself and cast his eyes back upward.

There was another inhuman shrieking, but this one was pure sound and easy enough
to block out. It came from the avatar as it clawed at the rocky, sandy ground, trying to
scramble free of the golden chains binding it. It ignored Gary as he brought his hammer
down on one limb after another, rendering them useless for only a brief time before they
snapped back into shape.

A column of faint light had come down from the palace maw to shine on the avatar
and the demigod. This was what the avatar scrambled to escape, unable to get free of
Gary and his chains. The light had been barely perceptible at first but grew stronger by the
moment. Colours could be made out now, the signature gold, silver and blue of
transcendent power.

The light eventually grew strong enough to affect the avatar. Black and purple flakes
started rising from it like ashes from a fire. It was slow at first but more flakes broke loose
of the avatar as the light grew brighter. With each passing moment, more of them drifted
up toward the palace. They rose through the light, bursting into white flame as they neared
the gaping maw of the palace, filled with dark smoke and flashing orange and blue light.

Miriam focused her attention on the flakes as they burned on approach to the palace.
She had seen such fire before, ghost flames burning off the undead like dry scrub. The
flames were weak when the flakes first combusted, like those of Jason's ghost fire. They
grew brighter as they approached the maw, blazing like Death’s miracle by the time they
vanished into the smoke.

All of this was accompanied by an oppressive aura washing over the landscape from
the cloud palace. It was Jason's aura at its most unyielding and merciless. His cloud
palace and whatever strange magic his familiar wielded made it far stronger than anything
Jason could accomplish alone. His aura brooked no challenge, but there was a
benevolence to it as well, with the protectiveness and condescension of an adult to a child.

The aura seemed utterly unassailable, so Miriam was startled to sense it falter. It was

only a brief moment; the silver-rankers were unlikely to have sensed it. But it told Miriam



that whatever fight Jason was fighting, it was not the one-sided affair of Gary and the
avatar.
—

Jason wasn'’t truly conscious inside the cloud palace. As his body reclined in a cloud
chair, his soul was clashing with Undeath’s power in a kaleidoscopic mindscape. It had no
true form, paying against his senses as a maelstrom of colour and power. It was strange
but Jason knew what to do, pitting his will against the echo of the absent god.

It was a battlefield Jason had experienced before when the Builder had tried to force
him into accepting a star seed. He had no true memories of the conflict, just echoes
marked on his soul in scars like hieroglyphs on a tomb.

As Jason fought the amorphous will of the god in the mindscape, his body reflected
the battle. It was a battle of the soul and Jason’s body and soul were the same thing. Lying
in the cloud chair, his body thrashed and flailed like someone caught in a night terror. His
skin crawled and undulated as if Colin were trying to dig his way out. Light blasted from his
eyes, sometimes blue and orange, other times the transcendent mix of silver, blue and
gold. Occasionally they would flash purple.

The dead remnant of Undeath was a paltry thing compared to the active will of the
Builder Jason has fought in the past, but Jason lacked his singular advantage from that
battle. Against the Builder, he had the shelter of his soul; an impregnable fortress that
could only be breached if he opened it himself. This time, Jason’s soul was already open.
It was a necessary part of the process, something he had told no one. They would have
tried to stop him.

Jason’s cloud palace was also his spiritual domain. It was a physical expression of
Jason’s power, like the sanctum of a god’s temple. Jason had shaped the entire thing into
a platform for Gordon’s massive working of intrinsic-mandate magic, linking it to Jason.
That was the first tool he needed to sanction the avatar’s authority.

The other tool he needed was something that could work with the authority’s affinity
of undeath. A forge to reshape it into something Jason could claim for himself. Authority
could only be altered so much, but death and undeath were all but identical; pure or
corrupted versions of the same power. Jason did not have any divine power, but he had
something close.

The goddess of Death had shown Jason how to make fire in his soul, lacking in
divinity but still shaped in the way that gods used power. And now some divinity had

conveniently turned up. Jason was using the ghost fire to reforge the god's authority,



turning the corrupt power of undeath into the clean power of death. Jason was then
spending that authority to fuel his ghost fire, turning it from a pale echo to a divine weapon.

The shape came from Death and the power from Undeath, but the result belonged to
Jason alone. It was no mortal weapon of sharpness and steel; it was a flame that would
annihilate any undead power, second only to the goddess of Death herself.

Forging a divine weapon was no small undertaking, and Jason was not done. He was
stealing from a god, and even the echo of it threatened to crush Jason before his work was
complete. The danger was existential as he’d opened his soul to take in the authority. If he
failed to eliminate the corruption of undeath, that corruption would claim him, undeath
taking root in his soul. If his will fell short, Jason would become Undeath’s new agent, as
Gary was to Hero.

Jason's plan wouldn't have been possible if Undeath had even the meagrest sliver of
active will in the fight. Jason could no more have taken the god’s power than he could
have swallowed a mountain, be it in the shape of his own head or not. Even just the
leftover touch of the god, driving the avatar’s simple instincts, threatened to crush Jason’s
will.

The battle of wills was something Jason had anticipated and believed himself ready
for. His soul had his body scraped off it as it was cast through the depths of the astral. It
had felt the touch of gods and the all-out assault of a great astral being. He had thought
himself strong, ready to face the challenge. He had been naive, once again failing to grasp
the magnitude of the forces using him as a pawn in their games.

All he’'d done, all he’d endured, was barely enough to get him into the arena alive.
Without those experiences, just his first brush with the echo of the god’s will would have
annihilated his mind. In the wild mindscape, he was a tiny man with a knife, fighting a giant
in a hurricane. Jason steeled himself and gathered his resolve; he was going to fuck that
giant up.

The fight was imaginary; a clash in Jason’s mind that played out on his body very
differently. As he absorbed and reforged the power of undeath into death, the corruption
flowed out of his body. Viscous olil, like raw crude, ran from his eyes, nose and mouth. As
more and more poured out, Jason’s skin started to crack, more oil oozing out.

Inside Jason’s body, Colin worked to keep Jason alive through the process,
preventing his body from giving out before his will did. Countless leeches fell from Jason’s
flesh dead, coated in the purged filth of corruption.

Inside the mindscape, Jason fought on. The will of the god was absent, yet Jason

was caught up in the aftermath of its presence. Like a man caught in the wake of a ship



that had already sailed on, he was constantly on the verge of drowning. He scrambled to
keep his head above water, desperately swimming through the ocean of power trying to
inundate him.

Jason took it all and remade it, turning it into power for himself. But he could not use
it until he was done, unwilling to risk breaking the magic that Gordon had forged. The
power of undeath kept coming, as indefatigable as the avatar he was stealing it from. It
seemed limitless, while Jason himself was not. He fought on, the spirit willing as his
resolve never wavered, but his body and mind were beginning to flag.

ok

The observers watched as Jason’s cloud palace started to break down. Sections fell
away from the whole before dissolving into smoke. The ashes of Undeath’s power grew
closer and closer to the palace before burning up in white flame and Jason’s aura faltered,
pulsing like an unsteady heartbeat. The piercing noise was not gone but had been reduced
to the point of background noise, to the relief of everyone.

Boris Ket Lundi flew away from his own people, the adventurers and their allies wary
as he approached them alone. He moved directly to Miriam who moved out to meet him.
On arrival, he looked back up at the palace before he spoke.

“We need to be ready if Asano fails,” he said. “If he does, he will become something
like the lion demigod.”

“Will he have the same power?”

“No. Asano has turned much of Undeath’s power from undeath to death. Those two
forces will be conflicting inside him. You must use your demigod to contain him until those
powers destroy him.”

“‘How do we save him?”

“You don’t. Once he dies, the territories he and the avatar control will become
unclaimed and we will have a lot of work ahead of us. Even more, for me, once we’re out.
Without Asano to save his world, | will have to do it myself. An ugly necessity that will have
unpleasant consequences for the Earth.”

Boris looked past Miriam as Jason’s team and other companions approached.

“Jason won't fail,” Humphrey said.

“Your confidence in your friend is admirable,” he said, then turned his gaze on
Sophie.

“Hey, girl. Ever been with a winged man in a booth?”

“Really?” Miriam asked. “Now, and in this situation, you’re acting like that?”

Boris grinned and turned to look at the cloud palace once more.



“I think,” he said, “| might have some confidence in your friend as well.”

“I hope you’ve got confidence in yourself,” Sophie told him. “Once | get to gold-rank,
I’m going to kick you square in the balls.”

He turned to look at her again.

“What happened to a good old slap to the face?”

Humphrey’s hand slapped him in the face with a sound like thunder cracking. Boris
rubbed his jaw while letting out a groan.

“I guess | had that one coming. Are you really silver-rank? Might essence?”

"You'd best watch your mouth," Humphrey said, "or at gold-rank, you'll find me
standing in line behind the lady."

“You know messengers are some kind of fruit or something, right?” Belinda asked.
“'m not sure he has the equipment for either of you to kick.”

“This is not the time,” Miriam said in the incredulous voice of the only sane person in
a world of madmen. “We need to be ready if Asano fails.”

“He’s not going to fail,” Neil said, sounding bored. “He’s going to almost kill himself
and come back with some stupid new power and a freshly cooked batch of smugness. |
always tell people and they never listen. Nothing’s going to happen to Jason.”

As Neil finished speaking, the cloud palace exploded.

“I'm sure it’'s fine,” Neil said.

"Uh... that might not be great," Neil said.



Chapter 826

Instinctively Protected

Clan Asano had two domains. One was in Saint-Etienne, France, covering most of
the city. The other was close to Nitra, Slovakia, on formerly agricultural land. Both
contained astral spaces rich in magic, producing far more magical manifestations than on
Earth. This meant essences, awakening stones and quintessence, although far more than
any of those, it meant monsters.

There were geographical restrictions on the manifestations that cities on Pallimustus
would have waged wars to learn the secrets of. Within the city walls, manifestations rarely
happened, as infrequent or even more so than on Earth. When they did, however, it was
always treasure and never a monster. In the wild territory outside the walls, things were
very different. The rich magic was given free rein, spawning hordes of teeming monsters.

Close to the walls, the magic was thick but not very strong. This produced the iron-
rank monsters that the clan used to train their fledgling essence users. The further one
moved away from the walls, the stronger the magic became, affecting both the landscape
and the monsters.

The clan’s essence users delved deeper into the wilds as they grew in strength, but it
was still early days. The clan had raised an impressive contingent of bronze-rankers using
the stockpile of magical items, training materials, essences and awakening stones left
behind by Jason and Farrah. Those stockpiles had diminished at first but were now being
restocked from finds in the astral spaces.

The clan only had a few silver-rankers, mostly core-users taken in from the Network
as it fractured into factions. They had reported seeing gold-rank monsters in the outer
reaches of the territory where the astral spaces grew unstable. What little they knew of
those zones came from very distant observation. Not only were the monsters too strong for
their current forces but the landscape itself was dangerous, shifting and changing.

Going that far out was strictly forbidden by the clan matriarch, Yumi Asano. She was
Jason’s paternal grandmother, although she looked a third of her actual age. Her flesh-
shaping powers not only made her appear younger but offered true physical revitalisation.
Wielders of body-morphing essence combinations were often looked at as creepy on
Pallimustus, and they weren’t known for their power. Neither fact hampered the popularity
of such combinations when they offered a lifespan lengthy even by essence user

standards.



Yumi stood at the window of a zeppelin flying over the Nitra astral space city. Within
the high walls, the city could be mistaken for the life’s work of a mad steampunk elf.
Looming towers looked like skyscrapers built by industrial-age furnace makers, all rough,
dark metal. The defensive walls looked much the same, only thicker and without windows.

The towers rose from a city that otherwise did not match them at all, full of pleasant
cloud buildings and sweeping expanses of green. It was a sprawling metropolis in size, but
not at all built for cars. Instead of street grids and freeways weaving like veins, it was a
space built around walking and public transport.

Walkways passed through parks and tramways wove through gardens. Monorails ran
along the ground or up and over trees. There were also zeppelins docked at the massive
metal towers, or smaller towers made of cloud stuff. The central hub for the zeppelins was
the centre of the city and its one truly unique building. A massive pagoda, taller than any of
the metal towers, was topped by an ominous blue and orange eye, floating in the air. This
was the administrative and travel hub for the city, including the portal aperture leading in
and out of the astral space.

The city’s transport infrastructure was all steampunk in design. Overelaborate
reflections of a period on Earth that never existed, they blended Victorian and modern
technology with magic. The steam engines were driven by a mix of fire and water
quintessence; there was no coal. There weren’t a lot of accurate physics, either, several
scientists and engineers had assured Yumi.

It was not hard to get people interested in the chance to examine the city’s
infrastructure. There was an arms race going on, both in magic and the combination of
magic and technology. The astral space cities both offered access to examples unlike
anything on Earth, which had helped Yumi’s recruitment efforts. Researchers were high on
her list of recruitment priorities.

Magitech was the next arm’s race, at least until more essence users reached greater
heights of power. There was also the matter of the Engineers of Ascension and their vault,
left to Jason by the enigmatic Mr North. Jason had directed her to seek out ethical ways to
continue EoA's terrible experiments.

From the zeppelin, Yumi could see people moving through the city below. The vast
city was mostly empty, most of it a restricted zone. There wasn’t any danger, just a lack of
people to fully populate the vast city. Even the waves of refugees were unable to fill up all
the space.

The residents were an eclectic group, fewer of them human than not. It had taken an

amount of political wrangling, but almost every country affected by transformation zones



had allowed those transformed into non-humans by the zones to emigrate to Asano
territory. Getting the other nations to acknowledge clan land as sovereign was a whole
other thing, but vampires holding most of mainland Europe had led to smoother relations.
Desperate for friendly territory, Yumi had bled them for concessions before allowing their
forces access to Asano territory.

The clan’s territorial defences attacked those of ill intent, driving away many soldiers
and even some of the refugees. This had been a major point of contention, but Yumi
wouldn’t have compromised the protective magic even if she could. She had enough to
deal with already, without adding spies and vampire attacks to her slate.

Now there was a new problem. There had been incidents in the past she was certain
led back to Jason; thunderstorms out of nowhere or the sky turning red. One day, without
warning, the sky within Asano land turned to night while it remained day outside. Another
time, the domain had been covered in a dome of bricks for several minutes, after which the
landscape of the territories and astral spaces heavily reconfigured themselves.

This latest incident was worse than what had come before. It had the potential to
bring everything down, and for the first time, Yumi was genuinely worried. There was
sudden and rapid degradation in city infrastructure, most notably the walls. It had only
been a matter of minutes yet the city was on the way to looking post-apocalyptic. The
growing state of alarm was visible even from this height. The people on the ground were
moving with swift agitation, like ants whose nest had just been kicked.

Yumi turned her gaze to the largest problem, which was the walls and the territory
beyond it. The walls of the astral space city had built-in defences against the outside,
made even stronger when the city had been reconstructed. In the Nitra city, this was
embodied in automated Gatling gun turrets atop the walls, each emplacement the size of a
delivery truck.

Normally, the defences were unnecessary. Monsters rarely took a run at the walls,
the guns mostly dealing with the occasional flyer. But the degradation of the city was
matched by a degradation in the monsters. The living monsters were turning undead. In
the short time it had taken Yumi to enter the astral space and board a zeppelin, a horde of
unliving monstrosities had come shambling to besiege the city walls. Worse, bronze-rank
monsters that usually avoided the city were starting to arrive.

If silver and gold-rank monsters started arriving, things would get markedly worse.
The wall turrets radiated gold-rank power, but even if they were enough, how long would
that remain true? Like all the other city infrastructure, there were signs of the wall and its

turrets starting to break down.
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The remains of Jason's cloud palace spread across the desert sky, streamers of dark
cloud combusting explosively in the air, trailing fire as they burned up. On the ground,
Jason's companions all watched in worry, aside from Gary. He was looking down at the
avatar, now a shrivelled husk, motionless inside the gold chains binding it to the ground.
He gave it an experimental kick and the body crumbled like charcoal, throwing up black
dust as it fell apart. Shrinking down to normal size, still head and shoulders above
everyone but the messengers, Gary moved next to the others in a blur.

“What's happening?” he asked as he joined the rest in looking up. “That system
message about Jason didn’t sound good but the avatar is finally dead. Did we win?”

“No,” Boris said. “Asano failed to refine all of the god’s authority before it entered his
soul. The battleground has shifted to inside Asano himself.”

“Isn’t that good?” Belinda asked. “He’s all-powerful in his soul realm, right?”

“He has god-like power in there, it’s true,” Boris said. “But he allowed an actual god’s
power in there as well. By inviting that power in, he gave it a certain purchase within his
spiritual realm.”

“Why would inviting it in matter?” Sophie asked.

"Gods have their own rules," Clive said. "What is impossible to us is easy to them
while the reverse is sometimes also true. Jason is fighting by their rules now."

“He’s right,” Boris said. “Like my kind, Asano exists on the border between the
physical and the cosmic, between mortal and immortal. We messengers fall mostly on the
physical side of that line, moving further towards the cosmic as we grow closer to
becoming astral kings. Jason is growing ever closer to that line, and in this battle has one
foot on each side. As this person said...”

He gestured at Clive.

“...sorry, | didn’t catch your name. But as he said, Asano is fighting by their rules
now.”

Sophie glanced at Humphrey standing beside her, his face a storm of anger.

“We need practical solutions,” Miriam said. “What do we do? Where even is he? In
that exploding cloud?”

The cloud was still a maelstrom of darkness from which burning trails of smoke shot
out like fireworks.

“We might be alright,” Boris said. “I believe that Asano converted more of the power
than got into his soul unchanged. Those forces will be at war within him right now, and he

may win. If not, it will be obvious when he comes out of there as an undead monster.”



“‘How do we help him?” Neil asked.

“Short of going into Asano’s soul and joining the fight, | don’t think we can,” Boris
said.

“That’s as good an entrance line as | could asked for,” Nik said. "Thanks, two-piece
feed."

They all turned to see the Rabbit man and Shade standing in front of Jason’s soul
portal.

“Two Piece Feed?” Boris asked. “Are you talking about me?”

“That’s right, you chicken-wing motherfu—"

“Alacrity is our watchword, Master Nik,” Shade pointed out.

“Right, yeah,” Nik said, then jerked a thumb at the portal with one hand while pointing
out Jason’s team one by one with the other.

“You lot, you're plan B. Get in there.”

“Only silver-rankers?” Miriam asked.

“Two Piece Feed can come too,” Nik said. “And the therapy lady.”

“Mr Asano’s soul realm is rather unstable right now,” Shade explained. “Those he
implicitly trusts and relies on will be instinctively protected, but others will be in danger.
Messengers are able to endure exotic dimensional forces, so they can also bring aid.”

“Then | will bring all my people,” Boris said.

“Hold on, chicken wings,” Nik said. “There’s no way you nuggets of shi—"

“Please bring them all,” Shade said. “And do so with—"

Colin staggered out of the portal in his blood clone state, but significantly worse for
wear. Parts of him looked identical to Jason and others were glossy red. There were large
wounds all over his body and dead, purple-stained leeches dropped from rotting flesh.

"Faster,"” Colin growled in Jason's voice, then staggered back through the portal.

—

Ketevan Arziani stood next to Yumi, likewise surveying the city. After factional conflict
within the Network had broken up the branch she had been director of in Australia, Yumi
had snapped her up. Her combination of administrative expertise and familiarity with magic
had proven a boon to the Asano clan during their rapid initial expansion. More than
anything, she had proven a loyal ally to the Asano clan.

“This seems worse than previous incidents you’ve described,” Ketevan said.

“Yes,” Yumi confirmed. “The combination of the walls being compromised and a wave

of undead monsters attacking them is something | don’t have a solution to. The cities in



the astral spaces are our fallback position if anything happens with the territory on Earth. If
the cities fall, we lose everything.”

“Then, what do we do?”

“This is beyond us. Literally. This can only be something happening with Jason. All
we can do is get people away from the walls and hope that whatever this is, Jason deals
with it before we start losing people.”

“What is happening to him that this is going on?” Ketevan asked. “If the undead
overtake this place, it will turn into another Makassar.”

‘I don’t know what’s happening to him,” Yumi said. “I'm not sure he told us everything
he went through here, let alone in a world full of magic.”

“So, we just wait?”

“No,” Yumi said. “We wait and trust. If we’'d done that a little more when he was here,
he might not have left so angry.”

Ketevan didn’t respond, knowing it would do her no good. While she didn’t strictly
disagree with her new boss, she had her own views on how Jason had conducted himself.
His anger and refusal to explain what he was doing in the wake of his brother’s death was
understandable, but also counterproductive.

Perhaps it was because Jason wasn’t family to her, but Ketevan found herself
struggling to have the faith in him that Yumi did. She looked at the massive metal wall
rusting right in front of her and felt fear. Leaving her fate in the hands of someone else,
unable to affect the outcome, was unsettling. He was so far out of reach, in circumstances
she would likely never learn. | felt like being trapped in the hand of some capricious god.

Both women’s attention was drawn to the top of the wall. The turrets, even the ones
that had been broken and stopped working, were blazing with white-silver light. They spat
out lines of light like tracer rounds, savaging the undead below.

“See?” Yumi said. “The boy is dealing with it.”

Ketevan didn’t say anything. One change did not mean the situation was resolved.



Chapter 827
No Limit

Jason’s world was breaking. Trees were rotting and falling over. Buildings crumbled
as whole sections fell away, leaving them unable to support their own weight. The ground
was turning to purple-black sludge. Ghostly white flames resisted the encroachment but it
was a losing battle. The fire was driven by Jason’s will and his will was spent.

Jason stood in the middle of a field, exhausted and barely standing. It had been a
long time since pain had bothered him, after years of severed limbs, impalings and even
decapitation at the hands of his foes. More than anything else, nothing had been the equal
of his first encounter with the Builder. The great astral being had scoured his soul,
scraping away at the exterior so Jason would let him in.

This was worse. The power of Undeath was devouring him from the inside out,
stripping away his soul and claiming it for itself. It was still driven only by a mindless echo
of an absent god, yet that echo struck Jason like thunder, battering him over and over. And
once the power had claimed him completely, it would own his will, leaving Jason as
nothing but a hollowed-out puppet.

He wanted to keep fighting. Keep resisting and claw back what had been taken. But
there was no reprieve, as there had been with the Builder. No clock to run out if he just
held on long enough. Jason wasn't rolling over, but there was no more fight left in him
either. There was nothing left to fight with.

The soul realm was breaking down, not just physically but in its very nature.
Everything was in flux, vulnerable to manipulation by anyone with the will to do so. His
sense of the space was shaky at best; his former omniscience failing him. He'd focused
enough to shore up certain areas. The space Sophie's mother lived in would hold out
longer than most places, as would the underground caverns of the brighthearts. But
nothing would last forever, and when Jason fell, so would they.

Jason didn't even notice that he'd closed his eyes. Despite the pain, he felt an urge to
lay down, as if gravity was growing stronger. He wanted to drop, to close his eyes and let
go. He drew a sharp breath through clenched teeth, fighting back against his desire to give
up.

Jason opened his eyes and looked at the avatar in the distance. It stood still,
unmoving, towering over the trees like a kaiju. He knew the physical avatar was dead, but
that had always been a shell. The true essence of it was the power of Undeath, and now it

was inside of Jason’s soul. Even this avatar didn’t matter. It was just a representation in



his mind, unconsciously created by Jason himself. The power was everywhere, as was the
damage it dealt, chewing up the landscape.

Despair tainted Jason’s mind, which in turn tainted the land around him. Colour
leached from what remained uncorrupted while the corruption grew more vibrant, parts
even showing a purple glow. Unable to hold himself upright, Jason dropped to his knees.

“Is this it?” Shade asked with scornful disappointment. “Is this all you amount to, Mr
Asano?”

Jason looked up at Shade, pain and hurt written across his expression.

“Shade?”

“What are you doing, Mr Asano.”

‘I thought... | thought | could...”

Jason bowed his head, tears pushed out of his eyes as he closed them tightly.

“I thought | was enough,” he whispered in shame.

“And now you think you aren’t?” Shade asked.

“'m spent, Shade. | don’t have anything left.”

“You think will is like mana? That you can burn it off by throwing out a few powers?
Use it all up in a fight? Who convinced you it was such a small thing?”

‘I can’'t—"

“The brighthearts are here, Mr Asano. Everything that remains of their entire
civilisation. What do you think they are going through right now as all this happens around
them? How helpless are they? How fearful?”

“I want to fight, you know | do. | just don’t think | can.”

“If the spirit is willing, do you think it matters if the body is weak? In this place? You
think that’s air you’re breathing?”

“'m not breathing. Wait, did you just quote The Matrix?”

“I know you are in more pain than you have ever felt. | know that you are only
clutching onto sanity because all the pain that came before has prepared you.”

“I's not enough,” Jason choked out.

“You think that you are at your limit, Mr Asano, but the will has no limit. The only way
that your will can be exhausted is if you choose to quit. If you give up on yourself, on your
friends, on all the people taking shelter here. You think you cannot fight, but you are
fighting. Every moment you don't surrender, the battle goes on. You think you have
exhausted your willpower, but it cannot be exhausted. Will has no limit so long as you
have the resolve to keep fighting, keep standing.”

“l don’t know if | can.”



“Mr Asano, | have known you for some time, now. Do you know what makes you
special? What has made you the focus of so many powerful forces, both ally and enemy?
Why are people willing to risk everything for you?”

“Rakish charm?” Jason asked, the pained, half-sobbing delivery undercutting the
attempt at humour.

“‘Resolve, Mr Asano. The resolve to help people for no more reason than they need it.
To stand when no one else can or will. To make the insane choice because it has to be
made, even if it kills you. Time and again you do this, and now you have to do it again.
Stand because you have to. Because people need to. Stand, even if you don’t think you
can. | think you can. | know you can.”

Jason looked up and Shade, realising that Gordon and Colin were beside him. Colin,
more intimately connected to him than the others, was barely standing, ravaged by
undeath like the land around them.

“On your feet, Mr Asano. | know you think you’ve reached your limit, but there is no
limit.”

“It feels like there’s a limit.”

“The Builder once tried to convince you that was the case through pain. It was a lie
because he knew that all you had to do was tell him no forever and he could do nothing.”

“It didn’t feel like nothing.”

“No, but it was still a lie that you might surrender your soul. And now you are telling
yourself that lie. Giving yourself an excuse to give up. To surrender to the pain. We need
you to embrace that pain, Mr Asano. To accept it and the fight it represents. Do you have
the resolve? Or will you surrender Colin to the god of Undeath? Will you give up on Miss
Wexler's mother, on everything left of the brightheart people?”

Jason looked up at Shade as hope, fear and doubt warred across his face.

‘I don’t know if | can.”

“You can, and | will tell you how. You have forgotten the most fundamental lesson
about what this place is, or perhaps you never truly learned it.”

“What?”

“You have not been human for a long time, Mr Asano, but it is what you still are in
your mind. It's why you give yourself limits in a place where you have none. Perhaps you
fear what happens when you truly let go of who you are, but that fear is a false one. That
isn't who you are but who you were. You left that behind a long time ago, but refuse to
admit it to yourself. You keep telling people you aren't human, as if saying it is a talisman

that will let you keep hold of your humanity. I'm sorry, Mr Asano, but that slipped through



your fingers long ago and you need to accept that if you’re going to put up a fight. There is
only so far you can push a human, Mr Asano, but you are not human. You’ve simply used
the power of this place to turn yourself into one. When you let go of that idea, you let go of
the limitations it imposes on you. It is not the spoon that bends; it is only yourself.”

Jason took several sobbing breaths. He leaned forward, putting his fists on the
ground to help him get unsteadily to his feet.

—

Jason's friends, Boris and his messenger army moved through an increasingly
miserable landscape. Ethereal ghost fire and glowing purple corruption were all over, with
everything else drained of colour and life. They were being led by Nik and one of Shade’s
bodies, heading for an obvious landmark: the towering avatar.

“I thought that thing died,” Sophie said.

“No,” Gary said. “The avatar | fought was just a vessel for Undeath’s power. When
the power moved in here, the vessel out there was left empty and inert.”

“So, you can fight it again?”

“‘Unfortunately,” Shade said, “The divine power infusing Mr Xandier will not avail him
in this place. Not unless he uses it to try and take over Mr Asano’s soul. Which | will thank
him not to.”

“Why won't it work?” Sophie asked.

“Because Jason’s soul realm isn’t a true physical space,” Clive said. “We’re basically
roaming around in Jason’s imagination.”

“‘Really?” Neil asked.

“No,” Clive said. “but it's as good an explanation as you’ll get. The reality is nothing
like that, but the full explanation is wildly complex and involves metaphysical theory that
would take several years of study to grasp. | don’t have the time to teach and you don't
have time to learn.”

“Or the inclination,” Neil said.

“Or the ability, let’s be honest,” Sophie said. “There’s no way | get through one lecture
by Clive without falling asleep, let alone years of them.”

“You don’t know what you’re missing,” Belinda said. “A lot of people would jump at
the chance to study under Clive.”

“Thank you,” Clive said.

“Mr Standish is correct in stating that Mr Asano's soul realm operates by different
rules to a normal physical reality,” Shade said. “That is more true now than ever. Because
of the nature of this space, your essence abilities will be ineffective.”



“Then how do we fight?” Humphrey asked.

“In this place, unless you start trying to take it over for yourselves, as Undeath’s
power is doing, the only thing that you can use is will. The intent to impose yourself upon
the world around you.”

“Using will as an active force is something only gold-rankers can do,” Arabelle said.
“Barring outliers like Jason.”

“The nature of this place changes that,” Shade explained. “As long as your intent is
focused, you will find that enacting your will on the space around you is not just possible,
but natural. It will even be a useful head start once they do reach gold-rank.”

“How do we use it?” Humphrey asked.

“As | stated,” Shade explained, “the key is focus. Having a structure to use as the
framework for that focus should be extremely helpful. | would recommend attempting to
recreate your usual abilities, as not only will this give you a familiar framework but allow
you to act in accordance with your own experiences.”

“Wait,” Sophie said. “You said that using our essence abilities would be ineffective,
but now you’re saying that the best thing to do is use them?”

“No,” Shade said. “I am not telling you to use your essence abilities. I'm telling you to
exert your will upon the world around you in a way that replicates the nature of your
essence abilities.”

“Which basically means using them while really, really wanting them to work,” Sophie
pointed out.

“That is... not entirely inaccurate,” Shade reluctantly conceded. “But | would not call it
genuinely representative of—"

‘I can see why you're Jason's familiar,” Sophie said. “You're awful at explaining
things.

—

Jason stood with eyes closed, shutting out everything. He set aside his sense of the
world around him, his own body. His emotions, his exhaustion. Reaching a state of empty
mind, he was even able to set aside the pain. Each thing he set aside was left for him to
examine in his state of meditative calm.

As always, Shade had turned out to be right. Standing apart from them, he could see
how much of what he’d considered his core nature to be artificial. In his soul realm, even
his mortality was a fiction he created for himself.

The things that were real were all external to himself; aliens to his personal realm. He

could sense his friends, moving to his aid. The terrified masses of the brighthearts



underground. There were also the messengers, both his prisoners and those who had
arrived with his friends.

The last thing that was real was the pain. That was the power of Undeath, growing
like a cancer to take over everything it could. It was the only thing that challenged Jason’s
absolute control; the only thing that could change the rules of his world. Jason could turn
off death and keep his friends safe, but the enemy could revert that change and kill them.
That was unacceptable. If there was going to be a fight over his soul, Jason was going to
choose the battlefield. He would set up a fight where his friends would not be sacrificed.

He cast off almost every part of himself, cutting them away until there was nothing left
but will, power and the resolve to fight. The pain he would have to keep, to let back into
himself in order to fight it. He opened his eyes and found himself before the avatar. He

moved forward to accept the pain.



Chapter 828

The Hegemon

The contingent making their way through Jason’s soul realm had two groups. One
was Jason’s companions, led by Nik and one of Shade’s bodies. The other was Boris and
his group of messengers. At the advice of Shade and Nik, both groups moved swiftly but
not at a breakneck pace. With the world crumbling around them, even flying through the air
they could run into a sudden breakout of corruption. They moved quickly, staying close to
the ground but not on it. The messengers could fly, while the adventurers who could not
floated along in Onslow’s shell.

Being in a half-formed astral kingdom in the process of being devoured by a god was
the rarest of things for Boris: a completely new experience. For his messengers, it was
unnerving in the extreme and he used his aura to keep them settled.

They made their way through gardens wilting with rot and forests where the trees
were falling around them. The ground underneath them randomly turned into venomous
bog. Tremors shook the ground and air alike, at least once with each passing minute. The
cloudless sky occasionally shot lightning and shifted from day to night, swiftly and without
warning.

Boris understood what was happening more than anyone in their contingent save for
possibly Shade. The nascent reality of Asano’s soul realm was unravelling, moving from a
physical realm to a nebulous conceptual space. If it moved too far down that path,
everyone inside it would be annihilated.

Their destination was the avatar, a looming monolith in the distance. It wasn’'t moving
because it didn’t need to. The real power was infesting the land around them. Boris
understood it was just a conceptual representation of Undeath’s power, but that didn’t
mean it wasn’t useful. It was something for them to focus on in their attempts to aid Asano.

As they drew closer, the building-sized avatar seemed even taller. Belinda leaned out
from one of the open sides of Onslow’s shell to look up at

“What'’s it doing?” she wondered aloud.

“The avatar is just a representation of Undeath’s power,” Shade said. “Its attack is not
against any specific thing but the realm itself. The corruption going on around us is the
damage it is causing.”

The group pulled up in a large forest clearing mostly occupied by the avatar’s feet.
The space around it was oddly clear of its corrupting influence.

“What do we do now?” Taika asked. “Hit it in the ankle?”



“Something like that,” Nik said. “I'm going to mess this thing up.”

“Is it safe for you to be here?” Humphrey asked. “You don’t have essences.”

“Were you not listening to Shade’s terrible explanation?” Nik asked. “Essences don’t
mean a damn thing. It's no more or less dangerous for me than for you.”

“And this is not truly the avatar,” Shade said. “This is a creation of Mr Asano.”

“Why would he make the avatar in here?” Taika asked.

“So we have something to hit,” Sophie said. “Isn’t that what you were talking about
with frameworks and will and whatever? The evil power is all over, rotting this place from
the inside out. Running around punching trees and dirt won’t get us far, but this place is all
imaginary. Jason imagined up something we can stick the boot into. If we can visualise
something to hit, we can hit it.”

Everyone turned to look at Sophie.

“What?” she asked.

“I think,” Belinda said, “that they just realised that you find magic theory a lot more
comprehensible when the end result is punching something.”

“We’re adventurers. If the end result isn’t punching something, what'’s the point?”

“Miss Wexler is correct,” Shade said.

“She is?” Neil asked.

“‘About Mr Asano’s purpose, not about punching things.”

“'m completely correct about punching things.”

“Mr Asano,” Shade continued, ignoring her interruption, “created this representation
for you all to focus on. There is a danger, however. The same factors that allow you to
employ the representation of the avatar as a target allow the power of Undeath to embody
the representation.”

“Meaning what?” Humphrey asked.

“Meaning the avatar might decide to fight back,” Boris said, moving to join the
adventurers. “That would be a good thing, though. We’re here to divert as much of this
thing’s attention as we can. If we can push it to inhabit this thing and fight us, that will be a
major diversion.”

“The suspicious man with the wings is correct,” Shade said. “If you can prompt the
power to inhabit the representation of the avatar it will significantly reduce the challenge of
Mr Asano’s task.”

“And standing around here having a nice chat will do nothing,” Nik said. “I'm going to
attack that thing.”

“‘How?” Taika asked. “Are you going to throw a carrot at its knee?”



Nik started blowing air from his mouth with a sound like a wind passing through a
gorge. He rapidly waved two fingers from one hand in front of his face, making a sharp
swooshing sound. A small cloud appeared in the air and rushed down towards them.

“Bro, is that the Monkey Magic cloud?”

The cloud stopped in front of them and Nik climbed on. He then reached into the
cloud at his feet, pulled out a massive flamethrower and slung it on. The cloud took off in
the direction of the avatar, spewing white fire. Taika watched it all play out, jaw hanging
down.

“What the hell was that?” Taika asked.

“The reality here is not reality at all,” Shade explained. “This place is only a concept,
and that concept is breaking down. It affords a unique opportunity for a will without vast
power behind it to shape the world as a god might. Master Nik understands this better than
most as he has an affinity for this place. But | would advise replicating your essence
powers as the most effective—"

“Bugger that for a bag of chips,” Taika said as a giant robot descended from the sky.
Nik immediately came flying back, shouting swear words.

“What are you doing?” the rabbit man shouted.

‘I summoned Voltron, obviously,” Taika shouted back.

“You summoned vehicle Voltron!” Nik accused.

“It's the best Voltron!”

“I'm a month-old rabbit who’s never left the pocket universe he was born in and |
know that’s the worst Voltron.”

“‘How?” Taika asked.

‘I don’t know. | think knowing that vehicle Voltron sucks is a fundamental aspect of
my species.”

“Yeah, he was created by Jason alright,” Farrah muttered. “Can we please stop
talking about Voltron and go fight some evil?”

Farrah stepped forward, conjuring her massive obsidian sword. It was currently in its
greatsword state, the blade made up of ragged stone protrusions like a crude saw.

“'m going to use my essence powers as a framework,” she said, “but if we’re just
making stuff happen...”

Music started blasting out of the sky and Farrah flew into the air, carried on wings of
fire.

“Nutbush,” Taika said. “Nice. Let’s go, Voltron!”

“Pick a better Voltron!”



“Suck it, rabbit!”

Shade watched Taika get picked up by the giant robot, Nik flying alongside as they
continued yelling at each other.

“I wonder if Anthony Hopkins needs a familiar?” he wondered.

“Who is Anthony Hopkins?” Clive asked.

“Was that out loud?” Shade asked. “Oh dear.”

—

The adventurers all moved to the attack while the avatar remained still. It showed no
signs of injury from any form of attack, which Shade assured them was normal. The goal
was to threaten the power, spreading its focus and buying Jason time. The only path to
victory was Jason converting what remained of the power from undeath to death energy.

The messengers also went on the attack. Under the direction of Boris, they all started
shooting feathers from their wings. The feathers all changed from their original colour
during flight, glowing with the silver, gold and blue of transcendent power.

Half of the adventurers followed Shade’s suggestion and fought as they normally
would. Sophie, Humphrey, Rufus and Arabelle all fought as they normally would,
expressing their will through confidence in their abilities. Gary fought like his mortal self,
although he was still larger than normal with a mane of gold fire.

Stash did not follow Humphrey’s example of fighting normally, as much as the shape-
shifting dragon did anything normally. He turned into a massive version of Humphrey, as
large as the avatar and Taika’s robot. He had a bushy moustache and was naked other
than for a sandwich board with VOLTRON written across the front and back.

“DID | GET IT RIGHT?” giant Stash bellowed.

“Still not the worst Voltron!”

“Shut up, rabbit!”

“STASH!” Humphrey roared. “Put on some pants!”

Neil, being a healer, ignored his essence abilities and joined Nik and Taika in taking a
more imaginative approach. He was standing on the ground, sending a line of massively
overweight Jason clones awkwardly waddling towards the avatar, many of them tripping
and having trouble getting back to their feet. On reaching the avatar, each one tried to
crawl up its leg, failed miserably and exploded.

Onslow floated into the air with Clive and Belinda inside his shell. Clive waved his
hands like a conductor as lines of gold light filled the sky, drawing dozens of ritual circles.

Not only did they surround the avatar but also stacked up like slices of sausage.



“It would be a waste not to experiment with some of my combat ritual plans for gold-
rank, given the opportunity,” he said.

Ritual circles appeared over Onslow’s shell, one in front of each of the runes on
Onslow’s back. Clive reached his hand out and the little humanoid tortoise that was
Onslow reached up to grab it. Clive smiled down at him.

“Go ahead.”

Elemental attacks blasted from the runes on Onslow’s back; lightning and fire,
scouring winds and razor-thin jets of water that could cut steel. They all hit the ritual circles
in front of them and vanished. They reappeared, replicated many times over as they
emerged from the circles surrounding the avatar. They passed through the layered stacks
of circles, growing larger and more powerful with each one they passed through. Each
attack became a storm of elemental power that crashed down on the avatar in a blinding
cataclysm.

“I think we need some help,” Belinda said over voice chat.

“How is the voice chat up?” Humphrey asked. “Is Jason doing it?”

“‘Nope,” Belinda said. “It’s just that we can do essentially anything. Made sense to use
the weird magic thing to talk to each other at least. | blocked Taika and the rabbit from
joining in, through.”

“You said we need help,” Humphrey said. “What kind of...”

The land shook with the thunder of footfalls as a fourth giant appeared alongside the
avatar, the robot and Stash. It looked like Clive, except with the clothing, physique and
hairstyle of a woman.

“Belinda,” Clive said through clenched teeth.

“Yes, Clive?” She asked, innocent as a puppy.

“What is that?”

“I think you know who that is, Clive.”

“That is not my wife!”

“Oh,” Belinda said with an awkward wince. “Marital problems?”

Clive’s response died in his throat as they all turned to stare at the avatar as it finally
started to move.

—

Hegemon was empty. It had cast away almost every part of itself, from its mortality to
its name. There was no space, no time. There was only will, power, resolve, and the pain.
It needed to embrace the pain in order to destroy it, but it was unsure how. The pain was

strong and hungry.



It was an external thing, something that did not belong. Then, there was something
else. Something dancing around the pain like dry leaves floating on the hot air of a bonfire.
If the fire flared they would be burned up. Hegemon found that unacceptable but could not
remember why. It just knew that they belonged while the pain did not. It would not allow
the pain to burn them.

It knew what to do now. How to fight. Not like a man, as it was not a man. It was the
hegemon, and it was time for the pain to understand that. It would not let the pain harm the
things around it, even if Hegemon still didn’t know what they were. It knew that they had to

be protected, and protected they would be.



Chapter 829

Miracles Work on a Different Scale

The avatar of Undeath in Jason’s soul realm wasn’t the melting, beleaguered mess
the real thing had been when fighting Gary. It stood as tall as a fifteen-storey building, in
the fullness of its might. Skinless, red-purple flesh; wounds that showed not weakness but
power, purple light shining from within.

Jason’s companions had been attacking it by means ranging from the ordinary to the
absurd, the messengers piling on as well. Through it all, there had been no sign of the
avatar even noticing. From fire to explosions to transcendent energy, neither essence
powers nor bizarre tools of the imagination showed any visible impact. Nothing they did
could damage it, but they got what they wanted: a reaction from the avatar.

The looming undead behemoth turned to look around, purple light blazing from empty
eye sockets. It took in the giant distaff Clive and the robot made from cheap toy plastic. It
didn’t blink at the humungous moustachioed Humphrey, naked but for a sandwich board,
or the swarm of smaller combatants scattered around it like insects.

The aura of the god of Undeath crashed over everything like a tsunami. The raw
potency of it washed away the expressions of will being used to attack the avatar. Essence
powers faltered; Mrs Clive and vehicle Voltron vanished, along with Clive’s ritual circles
that had, moments earlier, filled the sky. Stash was returned to his natural form of an
elephant-sized dragon with iridescent rainbow scales. The Tina Turner music stopped
blaring and those flying suddenly found themselves falling.

The avatar reached out for the largest of its falling enemies, Stash, moving quickly for
its massive size. It grasped only air as thunder went off like a bomb, rocking the avatar
back while leaving everyone else untouched. The thunder sounded out a word that shook
the air, rumbling but unmistakable.

NO.

The avatar recovered and grasped at Stash a second time. A cloud of sparkling light
appeared around the avatar’s hand, completely arresting its motion. Although the cloud
seemed thin, just motes of blue and orange light, the hand would not shift. As the avatar
tugged its arm helplessly, more clouds appeared to catch the falling people and deliver
them gently to the ground.

The cloud holding the avatar’s hand did not budge, no matter how much the avatar
yanked at it. It finally pulled its arm free when the undead flesh tore apart, severing the

arm at the wrist. Light sprayed from the stump in fits and starts, like spurting blood. The



hand, still inside the cloud, was bleached to a sickly grey. Leached of colour, it burst into
ethereal white flame.

On the ground, Jason’s companions and their messenger allies were regrouping,
recovering after being blasted by the avatar’s aura. That aura had been pushed back hard
from the moment the peal of thunder had echoed through the sky. Without it pressing on
their minds, they could once again muster up the will to fight.

—

“Are we winning?” Neil asked as a trebuchet wheeled up next to him. “Getting a
reaction is what we wanted, right? I'm assuming those clouds are Jason getting in on the
fight.”

“They are,” Shade confirmed. “Mr Asano seems to have resumed converting the
power of Undeath for his own ends. The question of whether he will succeed remains
unanswered. My connection to him and my fellow familiars feels very odd right now and |
am uncertain as to their conditions. | recommend continuing to distract the avatar.”

“On it,” Neil said. “This whole thing is bizarre.”

“Yeah,” Clive said, watching Neil pick up a van-sized bundle of Jason clones,
squished together inside a net. “That’s what'’s strange here.”

Neil loaded the ball of Jason’s into the trebuchet and pulled a lever. The trebuchet
rocked as it flung the Jasons who let out squeals of terror until they splattered against the
avatar.

“'m not going to lie,” Neil said. “This day is going much better than | expected.”

“Neil,” Clive said. “People have died today.”

“Yeah, but not many, given the circumstances. Can you honestly say you expected
casualties to be this low?”

“No,” Clive admitted.

“Then take the good news where you can,” Neil said. “We haven’t gotten a lot of it
since we first crawled into that giant hole. | want this all over and done with so | can see
some sunlight again.”

“I think we’re all ready for this to be over,” Clive said, “and | think it soon will be, one
way or another. | just hope we can endure the consequences.”

“You’re not wrong,” Farrah said, placing a hand on Clive’s shoulder as she joined
them. “But don’t get too caught up in how grim things can be. Jason can be a slow learner,
so | hope you figure out faster than he did to take your fun where you can. And since this

is the most Jason fight you'll ever have, you may as well go wild.”



“Hey,” Taika called out. “Does anyone know how to attach a chain gun to a pogo
stick?”

—

The avatar did not dwell on its missing hand, instead turning its attention back on the
people preparing to attack it. As it took a step towards them, a giant, nebulous eye
appeared in the air in front of it. The avatar reached for the eye as it fired a beam of
transcendent light. The beam was thick as it left the eye but narrowed to a pinpoint as it
reached the avatar’s remaining hand. It swiftly carved a sigil into the monstrosity’s palm,
the symbol shining with gold, silver and blue light. The moment the beam finished drawing
it out, the sigil changed colour to blue and orange and the hand went limp, dangling from
the avatar’s wrist.

The beam immediately moved on, this time carving sigils into the avatar’s forearm.
More eyes manifested around the avatar, one after the other, each immediately drawing
sigils across the avatar’s body. The avatar started producing glowing purple ichor from its
eyes, mouth and the missing sections of its body.

Glowing brightly, the viscous liquid crawled over the avatar’s flesh. It erased any
partially inscribed sigils but did not affect the completed ones. Those had already set in,
paralysing parts of the avatar’s body.

The avatar paid no more attention to Jason’s allies as it concentrated on erasing the
sigils. It was a losing fight as there was not enough of the liquid to cover its entire body.
The progress was slow, but one sigil after another was completed, each one paralysing a
body part. A foot, a forearm. An entire leg, although that was not enough to make the
avatar topple. It floated in the air, the foot of one leg and the entirety of the other hanging
limp.

On the ground, while the others renewed their attacks, Clive stood peering at the
sigils being etched into the avatar’s flesh.

“Those look like divine marks,” he muttered to himself.

“What are divine marks?” Taika asked distractedly. Most of his attention was on the
large round bomb he was manhandling into the sidecar of a motorcycle. He was rushing to
get it done before the fuse finished burning down. After getting it in, he slapped Nik, who
was sitting astride the motorcycle, on the back. The rabbit man gunned the throttle and
tore off in the direction of the avatar, tyres kicking up dirt and grass. Taika then moved
next to Clive.

“What are divine marks?” he asked again. “Is there another god sticking their head
in? Isn’t it Jason doing that?”



“I have no idea,” Clive said. “Divine marks show up when gods perform miracles.
Churches record and study them, as you might expect. Mostly they’re hard to see, like soft
etchings carved into the landscape around the area where the miracle took place.”

Taika pointed at the sigils glowing brightly on the avatar.

“Those aren’t hard to see, bro.”

“Sometimes they’re very easy to spot,” Gary said, moving to join them. His conjured
armour vanished, revealing glowing gold sigils carved all over his bare torso.

“These are Hero’s divine marks,” he said.

“They look different to the ones on that avatar,” Taika said.

“Each god has their own,” Arabelle said. She strolled over while streams of energy
flew out from a jar floating over her head to attack the avatar. “| saw the site of one of
Healer's miracles. Those markings were hard to find, mostly drawn into dust and dirt on
the ground. We had to rush to record them before the wind blew them away.”

“The symbols being drawn on the avatar belong to Jason,” Boris said. “They are his,
and his alone.”

The others turned to look at Boris, still leading the messengers some distance away.
The tan, muscular messenger’s long blond hair was whipping around him, the air kicked
up by the storm of feathers constantly erupting from his wings. There were so many that
they partially obscured him as they rushed forward in a deluge, transforming into
transcendent energy as they went. The other messengers were attacking in the same way,
but none with Boris’ capability. Not only was he throwing more feathers than the others but
his formed a torrent that shifted back and forth like a slithering snake.

The group looked at each other and back at Boris who didn’t seem to be paying them
any attention, yet his voice had appeared right amongst them.

“I'm manipulating sound with my aura to reproduce my voice,” Boris explained, his
voice once again coming from the air right next to them. “Technically, I'm employing an act
of will to replicate my aura manipulating sound to reproduce my voice.”

“What do you mean by those divine marks belonging to Jason?” Clive asked. “He’s
not a god.”

“Divine markings is your term,” Boris said. “l imagine you ended up calling them
divine markings because gods are the only people on your world using that magic. The
marks are the after-effects of using powerful intrinsic-mandate magic. When your gods do
something to physical reality, they’re using authority. If they want to project their image into
a town square or send a message into the head of one of their worshippers, just having

authority is enough for something like that. They don’t need to expend any of it. Miracles



work on a different scale. Authority isn’t intended for use in physical reality, and when you
use enough of it, it leaves a mark. For gods, that tends to be subtle because intrinsic-
mandate magic is like breathing for them. Unless they use it to alter a person, it's a smooth
process. Jason is still feeling his way through it, though. What he’s doing is like carving his
name in the laws of nature with a blunt knife.”

“l didn’t think Jason understood intrinsic-mandate magic enough to use it like this,”
Clive said.

“Oh, he’s not,” Boris said. “He’s done something to himself to make this possible. |
told you that gods have a natural understanding of it. | think Jason has used the fact that
he’s basically a god in here to make himself more like an actual god.”

“| believe that my intervention was responsible for that choice,” Shade said. I
convinced Mr Asano to take a characteristically drastic step. As | feel the bond with him
grow more muted, however, | become increasingly fearful of where the course | have set
him on leads.”

They all looked up at the suffering avatar. There was little doubt that it was losing out
as it hung in the air, mostly paralysed as it thrashed like a strung-up animal.

“What's happening to it?” Neil asked as he stuffed Jason into a cannon with a stick.

“Our efforts have given Jason the chance to play spider,” Boris said. “While the power
of Undeath was distracted, he snared it in a web. Now it's tangled up and he can slowly
devour it. The good news is, we've won. We just have to wait for Asano to finish the job.”

“What's the bad news?” Neil asked.

“The Reaper’s shadow may have understated when he said Asano did something
drastic,” Boris explained. “Whatever Asano did to himself, | don’t know how much of him
will be able to come back from that.”

“I think | know what he means,” Farrah said. “My bond with Jason feels like what
Shade described. Muted; blanked maybe. Like parts of him are gone.”

“Bond with Jason?” Taika asked. “Have you secretly been his familiar this whole
time? Is that how he brought you back from the dead?”

“No,” Farrah said. “We do have a bond, and yes, it was formed when we came back
from the dead together.”

“You're totally his familiar.”

‘I am not his familiar!” Farrah snapped. “Once Jason started down this astral king
path, that was when he realised the bond was there. We discussed it and decided to
strengthen it, even though he had no idea what he was doing. We barely notice it, even

now. Not unless one of us is really in distress, which is inevitably him, obviously.”



“Get back to what Jason has done to himself,” Clive said. “You said he’s been
blanked somehow? What did you mean by parts of him are missing?”

Boris answered in place of Farrah.

“There are conclusions we can draw based on what we've seen here and what the
Reaper’s child and the lovely Farrah have described,” he said.

“Might | suggest,” Shade interrupted, “that you avoid harassing one of Mr Asano’s
most precious friends while he is in the middle of a rampage using the same mechanisms
as a god does when performing a miracle.”

“That is an excellent point,” Boris said. “Anyway, | believe that Asano has given over
his mortal aspect to the part of himself that is becoming an astral king. But that astral king
part is incomplete and his mortal aspect is too weak. He’s in danger of losing himself.”

‘I know,” Jason’s voice said. “Scary, right?”

They turned to look at what looked like Jason standing behind them in his blood
robes.

“Colin,” Shade said. “You’re his Voice of the Will; your connection to Mr Asano is
stronger than anyone. Do you know what is happening to him?”

“Yep,” Colin said. “Dad basically put himself in a box so he could go full god mode.”

He winced in pain and staggered as the front of his head turned into smooth,
featureless skin. His blank face shifted as if something was crawling under it before
returning to normal.

“That was rough,” he said, his voice strained. “As | was saying, he put himself in a
box so he could go back to normal when he was gone playing god, and I'm the box. The
problem is, while being so close to him meant he could copy himself onto me, he wasn’t
exactly precise about wiping himself away.”

“Whatever he did to himself,” Clive said, “it’s spreading to you.”

“Yeah,” Colin said. “I’'m going to need some help from someone else with a bond
once he’s done with his little project. As soon as he’s done consuming the power, we need
to turn him back to normal.”

“What of Gordon?” Shade asked. “He’s not a Voice of the Will, but he did bond with
Mr Asano as an avatar. His connection is stronger than mine or Miss Farrah’s.”

Colin waved at the sky full of eyebeams.

“Dad roped him into making all that work. | don’t think he’ll be up to it.”

“Well, then,” Farrah said. “I guess you'd best tell us what we need to do.”



Chapter 830
Right Now

The avatar was gone. Pieces of it had been wrenched away, one by one, and
consumed by white fire. The final destruction of the avatar marked the final excision of the
god of Undeath's power and Jason's soul realm immediately grew more stable. White
flames kicked up into an inferno that was harmless to the living but swept across the
landscape. Where it passed, damage was repaired and the marks of corruption were
wiped away.

From the moment that process had begun, Shade, Farrah and Colin had been trying
to contact Jason. They stood facing each other in silence, eyes closed, as everyone else
looked on. They stayed that way for a long time, no one saying anything.

“So,” Nik said. “This is exciting.”

“Hush, you,” Arabelle told him.

“You’re not the boss of...”

Nik trailed off as he met Arabelle’s gaze. As he bowed his head, Rufus gave him a
brotherly pat on the shoulder.

Colin opened his eyes, followed by Farrah.

“This isn’t working,” Farrah said.

“We’re reaching him,” Colin said. “He’s not reaching back. | don’t think there’s enough
of him left to understand who or what we are. If we can just get him to connect with me, it
will all—"

He was cut off as his facial features were once again replaced with blank skin. It was
happening for longer each time, and with each restoration, more of Jason’s divine
markings were being etched into Colin’s body.

“We have to find a way to make him reach out for me,” Colin said. “I don’t know how
much longer before I'm as blank as he is and we’re both lost.”

“We need something that resonates with Mr Asano,” Shade said. “Something that
links him to the parts of himself he left in Colin, but is still part of him as he is now.”

“He purged all of that and put it into me,” Colin said. “There’s nothing left.”

“Some things are left,” Farrah said. “God Jason didn’t just defend himself against
Undeath’s power; he protected us. He left enough of his normal self in there to know what

was important. Part of him is still in there.”



“That is what we need,” Shade said. “Something from Mr Asano’s very core.
Something so intrinsic to who he is that it remains a part of him, no matter how much of
himself he casts aside.”

Farrah paced around, rubbing a hand over her tired face. She froze when her eyes
fell on Nik.

“Something intrinsic,” she said.

“That’s right,” Shade said. “To connect him with the aspects of his identity that he set
aside, we need to find a fragment of his original identity that he retains even now.
Something fundamental to who he is.”

Farrah grinned.

—

Hegemon was uncertain. It did not know the path forward. It had understood exactly
what it needed to do: excise the antagonist, take the pain and consume it. That was done
and now its purpose was gone. Its realm was clear. There were outside elements it did not
understand, but they were not the antagonist. They were not the pain. They were from the
outside, but they belonged.

Prisoners; friends; refugees. Hegemon knew the words, if not their meaning; taken
from memories put aside because they kept it from being what it had needed to be. What it
knew was that they'd needed protection, so protect them it did. Now, some of them were
reaching out, but Hegemon did not understand. Strange connections reached out but they
meant nothing. They spoke to parts of Hegemon that had been sent away that he might
become what he was.

The connections stopped. It felt a loss but was unsure why. Then they came back,
with one message, not the scattered meaningless garble of before. This was singular,
speaking to a part of Hegemon that it did not realise remained. Something buried deep
within itself, like the key to a lock. He heard a voice and thought of strawberry blond hair
and a savage smile.

“Vehicle Voltron is the best Voltron.”

Hegemon felt something surge up from within. A response, driven by a part of itself it
did not know still existed.

Well, that is some bullsh—

-

“—it right there,” Jason said, suddenly standing between Farrah, Colin and Shade.

He blinked as if waking up to find he’d been sleepwalking. He was naked but for a pair of

lion Voltron boxer shorts. Colin slammed into him, wrapping him in a hug.



“Oh, hey, buddy. You did good.”

“'m so glad you’re back,” Colin said.

“Me too.”

“I want to eat people again like normal.”

“‘He meant to say ‘eat like normal people again,’ right?” Neil asked.

“Sure,” Jason said unconvincingly.

“All 've wanted to eat since this started was sandwiches,” Colin complained. “It's
been awful.”

"l know, buddy," Jason said, patting him on the back.

‘I haven’t thought about marinating Neil’s thighs this whole time.”

“Wait, what did he just say?” Neil asked.

“Don’t worry about it,” Jason said.

“'m extremely worried about it!”

“Neil, it’s fine,” Jason assured him. “Colin’s a good boy and he’s done very well.
Which is why he deserves a treat, and since you’re a healer...”

“Absolutely not! | want a soul portal out of here right now.”

One popped up right next to him and he immediately all but jumped through it. A
moment later, he came back out with a glower on his face.

“Jason,” he said through gritted teeth.

“Yes, Neil?” Jason asked as Colin finally let him go.

“That portal did not lead outside your soul realm but into a kitchen.”

“Did it? The old powers must still be a bit wonky. | just fought a god, you know.”

*kk

The messengers were shuffling through the portal to leave Jason’s soul realm. Boris
stood beside him, watching his people leave.

“Not you,” Jason said and Tera Jun Casta was plucked out of the group as if by an
invisible hand, loudly protesting as she was whisked away.

“Who is that?” Boris asked. “She’s not one of mine.”

“She’s... it's complicated. She challenged me with a duelling power and | had to do
something drastic to keep us both alive.”

“You survived a duel power?”
“Yeah. But | had to break her to do it. Torment her soul until she opened it up and |

could shut the power down. | purged her brand while | was at it, but | had no idea what |

was doing. | still don’t know how much damage | did. She’s a true believer, and she hates

”

me.



“That’s good,” Boris said.

"Really? Because everything | just said seems bad to me. She's in my soul, so | know
everything she does. Everything she feels. The loss of purpose; the loss of faith. How she
hates what I've made her as much as she hates me for doing it. Sometimes | wonder if it
wouldn't have been kinder to kill her."

“The hate is good. She’ll need to get past it, but it means she’s fighting. There’s
passion there. The trauma of having your soul attacked until you capitulate and open it up
is something few come back from. Most just shut down. Of course she’s damaged, but
she’s alive and she’s fighting. There’s a path forward, however long and rocky it might be.
That’s good. And setting her free is good, even if she hates you for it. | have no time for
that ‘slavery is good because house elves like serving humans,’ crap.”

‘I don’t know what to do with her. | have these other messengers who are keen to join
the Unorthodoxy but that also makes her angry. And they’re a bit zealous. | don’t think
fanaticism from the other side of messenger politics is what Tera needs.”

“You have messengers that want to join the Unorthodoxy?”

“I don’t think they realise how many of you are out there,” Jason said. “Their leader
seems to think it's a few isolated cells. Keeps talking about ‘the seeds of revolution’ and
such. | don’t think he’ll know what to do with himself when he finds out the rest of you are
out there. Can you take them off my hands?”

“I can do that. I'd like... could | prevail upon you to keep this conversation private?”

The air around them shimmered as a privacy screen was set in place.

“Thank you,” Boris said. “As | was saying, | would like your aid in erasing my soul
brand, and sooner rather than later. The astral king | used is an ally but | don’t like not
being my own man.”

“That’s a lot of trust, letting me in your soul.”

“I'm in yours right now.”

“And what does being in mine tell you?”

Boris chuckled.

“That making you an enemy would be a very bad idea. | would like your trust, Asano.
Jason. | know that’s hard when I'm a messenger who knows so many answers you want.
So much about you, and you aren’t sure how or why.”

‘I know you have to have been on Earth, and not for a short time. | know that Earth

went through a lot and | didn’t see you coming out to help.”



"We were there, and we did what we could from the shadows. Do you think a secret
army of angels appearing would have calmed things down? When magic had just been
revealed, the monster surges were happening and the religions were already in a frenzy?"

‘I can see there would be complications.”

“There was also the matter of an agreement made long ago. To hide ourselves from
you until the time was right.”

“An agreement with whom?”

“Noreth. You might know him as—’

“Mr North. The rune spider.”

“We were wondering how much he revealed to you.”

“I knew he had more secrets. Things he refused to tell me. For my own good, so he
claims.”

“For what it is worth, | believe he was right.”

“Then you won't tell me what he was hiding? Other than your existence, obviously.”

‘I won't. | realise that will make it harder to gain your trust.”

“Not as much as you’d think. Someone | already trust also warned me not to try and
find out. That it would do more damage than it would prevent.”

“You speak of Dawn?”

“You know her?”

“Only by reputation. And occasionally spotting her with you when there was footage
of you on the news. Farrah is a somewhat known quantity to the people of Earth, but Dawn
remains a mystery. The internet theories are—"

‘I know what internet theories are like.”

Boris laughed again.

“So, the issue of trust. It seems that if | want your trust, then giving you mine is a
strong, perhaps even necessary first step. And since | need someone to go into my soul
for some spring cleaning, that works out nicely.”

“You’ve done this before, haven’t you? Taken on a brand to infiltrate messenger
operations?”

“Many times.”

“You’d have to have a fairly well-developed soul space then.”

‘I do. There's no budging a brand without an astral king's help, though. | can finish it
myself, once the process has begun. I've done it enough times that I'm an old hand at it
now, but | need someone to loosen the jar before | can get at the pickles.”

Jason nodded.



“Once | step out of here, I'm going to get hit with the side effects of having claimed
around a quarter of the whole transformation zone from the avatar. Once | get over that I'll
doit.”

“What about side effects from your fight in here?”

“It's fine. I've rampaged through here a few times myself. Used my astral throne and
astral gate more than | should.”

“You’re an incomplete astral king. You shouldn’t be using them at all.”

"l know, right? But I've battered things up in here enough that I'm pretty much inured
to the level of damage Undeath's power did. It'll finish healing up before I'm done
absorbing that massive chunk of transformation zone."

“You are a dangerous man, Jason Asano.”

“| suspect, Boris, that you are more dangerous still.”

"I've had a long time to work on it. You're younger than Jurassic Park and I'm older
than the Jurassic period. By a considerable margin."

“How considerable?”

“‘Enough that | suspect I'll be dodging your friend Clive and his questions for some
time.”

‘I might have a few questions of my own.”
"As | said, there are some | won't answer. | suspect | have a lot of historical context to
offer, but knowledge is power, and power does not come cheap."

“How about we start with why you're still gold-rank if you're that old?”

“That is an important secret of the Unorthodoxy. Sharing it would be a greater act of
trust than letting you in my soul. It imperils not just me but my entire people.”

"You're telling me that the Unorthodoxy has some secret that no enemy astral king
has dug out in the last however many squillion years?"

“That’s not a real number.”

“But that is a real deflection. You're trying to sell me a secret the other side probably
found out before my planet existed.”

Boris let out a villain's laugh.

"You can't blame a guy for trying. It is a secret, though, just not from the enemy astral
kings. It's from the rank-and-file messengers."

“Because it’s related to how their astral kings drain their potential for authority?”

“Exactly. What we've discovered is that we can learn to tap into our own potential.
Stall ourselves out at a given rank in return for more power at that rank. We can’t generate

authority from it the way an astral king can, but it gives us what amounts to overcharged



mana that we can use to enhance our abilities. | wasn’t lying about its importance to the
Unorthodoxy. It's one of our key weapons.”

Jason looked around, despite it not being necessary to know anything happening in
his realm. He had an odd sense that if he didn’t take the time to act like a mortal he might
fall out of the habit.

“Your people are almost all out,” he said, “and mine are getting suspicious about my
secret talks with the enemy.”

“I'm not your enemy.”

“I'm not going to start putting everyone with wings into camps, Boris, but the
messengers have a lot to answer for. Fair or not, it's going to take a lot to build goodwill
with people. Including with me. At some stage, we need to talk about why you’re here and
what you want.”

“We do. But, as you said, my people are all out and yours are looking at us funny.
That’s my cue to go.”

—_—

Jason’s companions followed the messengers out through the portal until Jason and
Humphrey were watching the last of their friends depart.

“Not going?” Jason asked.

“Jason, you and | need to talk.”

“It seems like my near future involves a lot of serious conversations. Is right now
really the time to do this?”

“Yes, Jason. This is the time and the place.”



Chapter 831
Leadership Isn’t Easy

Jason walked across the wide grassy meadow where his companions had confronted
the avatar. Humphrey followed as they headed for the forest surrounding the area, moving
around holes left by giant feet. The sky darkened, day turning to night by the time they
reached the trees ringing the space. Jason led them into the woods and they soon came
across a much smaller clearing. A few logs were set up as makeshift benches around a
campfire.

A glass-fronted refrigerator stood incongruously off to the side and Jason took out a
couple of glass mugs full of beer. He handed one to Humphrey and they sat, looking at
one another across the fire. Humphrey sipped at his beer and then peered into the mug,
his expression startled.

“This tastes like... the feeling you get when a litter of adorable puppies jumps all over
you.”

“Yep.”

“‘How is that even possible?”

"My house, my rules. Are you sure you don't want to do this somewhere we're on
more even footing?"

“'m not afraid of your power, Jason. Or of you reading my emotions. When we get
out of here, you’re going to be praised for doing yet another impossible thing. Deservedly
so, but | need you to understand something before you get caught up in all that.”

Jason nodded.

“You’re disappointed. And angry. Why?”

Humphrey looked down at his feet, not speaking for a long time. When he finally did,
he asked a question in a quiet voice without raising his head.

“Do you still want to be a part of this team?”

Jason jumped to his feet.

“How can you even ask me that?”

Humphrey looked up, a sad smile on his face.

“Have you ever considered what it’s like being on your team from the perspective of
everyone else?” he asked. “Did you realise that since you and | formed this team, you've
spent more time away from us than with us? Dead, or presumed so. Convalescing. On the
other side of the world.”

Jason opened his mouth to reply but Humphrey raised a hand to forestall him.



‘I know,” Humphrey said. “There are always the best of reasons. But something being
justified doesn’t mean it didn’t happen. It doesn’t make the ramifications go away. We
accept that you spend so much time apart from us, Jason, but that doesn’t make it easy.
We've spent a lot of time figuring out what our team is without you in it. We’ve had to.”

“‘Humphrey...”

“Don’t, Jason. Let me talk.”

Jason looked unhappy but nodded and sat back down.

“I know how important trust is for you, Jason. It is for any team, but what you went
through while you were away from us made you especially sensitive to it. So | know how
much our trust means to you.”

Humphrey let out a sigh.

“l also know that you're afraid, Jason. Afraid that what you are in this place will take
you away from us. We're afraid of that too, and it almost happened today. The problem is,
we didn’t know what was happening or why. Not for far too long. There were dangers here
we had no idea about because you didn'’t tell us.”

Jason looked at the ground, unable to meet Humphrey’s eyes.

“It had to be done.”

“Yes,” Humphrey agreed.

“I was afraid you’d try to stop me.”

“Why?” Humphrey asked, loud and angry. “Why in the world would you think that?
How many times have we been here, Jason? When did we ever not go along with one of
your lunatic, self-sacrificial plans? When did we try to stop you? Was it when you
overcharged your portal to get us out of that underwater complex, even when Clive said it
would probably kill you? Which it very nearly did. Or when you got into a knife fight with the
Builder, which actually did kill you. We went along with it all because that’'s what needed to
be done, consequences be damned.”

Humphrey got to his feet and stalked back and forth in front of the campfire in short,
jerky steps.

“We supported you, Jason, even when we were sure we would lose you. You've
always had our trust, always, but today we didn’t have yours. You didn’t think we would
trust you, so tell me when that idea crawled into your head. Tell me when we ever gave
you a reason to doubt that we would do anything but stand by you.”

“‘Never,” Jason whispered, tears welling in his eyes.

“‘Never,” Humphrey echoed. “You didn’t tell us that you would have to open up your

soul. What that would mean for us. You made a plan and only brought us in when you



absolutely had to. Instead of giving us a chance to prepare, you had your minions tell us
when there was no other choice. If we’d known, if we’d been ready, we could have done
more. Done better. At the very least, we could have had some understanding of what we
were walking into.”

Humphrey stopped pacing, his voice growing louder as he talked.

“Instead of being warned by our teammate, we learned half of what we needed from
a messenger and the rest we had to figure out ourselves. We had to figure it out when
everything was already on the line because you wouldn’t trust us to trust you. To support
you. To be there for you the way we have been every time. Every single time.”

Humphrey sat down hard enough to make the wood of the log creak. His shoulders
slumped, and when he spoke again, his vitriol was gone. All that was left was a weary
hollow voice.

“As your team leader,” he said, “that is unacceptable. As your friend, you hurt me. We
battled a god today, Jason, but the greatest wound | suffered came from you. You’re so
afraid of losing our trust that you’re acting like you already have. We deserve better than
that.”

Jason nodded, too ashamed to meet his friend’s gaze.

“You do. I'm sorry.”

“I don’t want your apologies, Jason. They don’t matter. What matters is that you don’t
trust us the way we trust you.”

‘Humphrey, I—”

“Don’t,” Humphrey said. “We both know your mouth moves faster than your
judgement. Instead of saying the wrong thing quickly, do the right thing slowly. Let the way
you act going forward be your response. We're not going anywhere, which is the whole
point. We’re always with you, Jason. You're the one who keeps leaving us behind.”

Jason nodded again, his head bowed. Tears landed in the dirt.

“This isn’t what you want to hear,” he said, “but I'm going away again. After we get
the soul forge. | don’t know how long it’s going to take, but becoming a full astral king won'’t
be quick. Or simple.”

Humphrey stood up, moved around the campfire and placed a hand on Jason’s
shoulder.

“We’ll be waiting when you get back. We always are.”

-
Jason stepped out of the portal and looked around. He waited for a moment and then

smiled.



“I think it'll be okay,” he said. “I don’t feel anythiaaaARGH!”

He fell to the ground, twitching and groaning in the red desert sand. Humphrey
leaned over him, looking down with concern.

“‘Jason?”

Jason let out a whimpering moan.

“I went to the toilet on myself.”

—

In Jason’s mountain lair, he was lying on the couch in his office with a bag of frozen
peas on his face. Gordon, still recovering from being Jason’s weapon in his hegemon
state, was floating around the room unsteadily. The double doors swung open to admit
Farrah. She leaned against the door frame in a relaxed pose.

“You should have knocked,” Jason said with a groan.

“You’ve been dropping everyone who knocks through the floor trap in front of the
door.”

“I'm going to miss this place.”

“Not if we don’t get out of this transformation zone. Are you up for claiming some
territories?”

“Territories plural?”

“You’ve been recuperating for almost two weeks. We may only be mostly using gold-
rankers to clear them but we’ve got a few set up for you to take. If you feel up for it.”

Jason’s response was a groan.

“Where did you even get frozen peas?”

"The supermarket. In the freezer section that you cleared all the ice cream out of."

"There was other stuff in there? Anyway, are you up for claiming some territories or
not?"

“I'm still feeling pretty seedy. I'm not sure if claiming more territory before I've fully
recovered from claiming the last one is a good idea. Ask Neil and Carlos to come check
me out. If they give me the all-clear, I'll do it."

“Speaking of healers, Arabelle has been waiting to talk with you since the battle.
She’s worried about the impact of what you went through.”

Jason groaned again.

“'m definitely not doing that until my everything stops hurting.”

"Is there something you don't want to talk about with her?"

“No.”

“Nothing about Humphrey telling you off?”



"No, it's... it's like I'm waiting to not be okay after what happened. It feels like | should
be more messed up than | am. | think I've been waiting for it to hit me harder before | talk
to the person who can help me fix it."

"You think you're not messed up in the head enough? That's pretty messed up in the
head."

"Go away."

Farrah stopped leaning against the door frame and moved further into the room.

“Jason you—’

She yelped as a trapdoor opened underneath her and she fell through. The trapdoor
closed behind her, all but invisible set into the floor.

“I'm definitely going to miss this place.”

-

“Since you finally claimed those cleared territories,” Miriam told Jason, “I've
completely excised all silver-rankers from the teams clearing territories, even under gold-
rank supervision.”

They were walking down the middle of a street that ran alongside the water. It led to
the marina in the replica of Jason’s hometown and the car park being used as a staging
area.

“I thought you already cut out the silvers,” Jason said.

“There were a few exceptions. People whose power and skill sets made them both
useful and likely to survive. The territory that Boris handed over was an appreciable
amount of land, even without the territories we cleared during your convalescence. Now
that you've claimed them, the power of the anomalies has passed a risk threshold I'm
willing to send any silvers into. I've even started consolidating the gold-rank groups.”

"What about Boris and his messengers? You decided to use them in the end?"

"They're not any less trustworthy than the Builder cultists, and I'm using them. I'm
only using the gold-rank messengers. They only have three, but Boris himself is a
monster. You know they say that messengers are closest to matching an essence user
rank-for-rank?"

"Yeah, but I've never seen one close to an elite adventurer. Boris seemed strong from
what little | saw on the battlefield, though. You think he stacks up?"

"More than stacks up. Other than our demigod, | don't think any of our gold-rankers
could take him one-to-one. Maybe Lord Pensinata."

“Boris makes you uneasy.”



“There’s very little I've encountered since meeting you that doesn’t make me uneasy,
Operations Commander. If ’'m being honest, you unsettle me more than he does.”

“‘Really?”

Miriam pointed to the sky where a pair of messengers were flying overhead. Their
hair and eyes were white and their skin was pale. Their wings were mostly white feathers,
with a few scattered black, red and gold ones amongst them. Their wings were also
wreathed in ethereal white flame.

“Boris Ket Lundi is strong,” Miriam said, “but strength | understand. You've turned
those corpse-looking messengers we captured into something else. Something that looks
alive, and you did it with death energy, of all things. You're reshaping people. Reshaping
reality.”

She glanced up at the image of Jason’s head carved out of a mountain.

“Your battles, your enemies,” she continued. “They exist on a different scale to
anything | understand. And | don’t mean just further along the power scale; | mean on a
different track entirely.”

She stopped walking and turned to look out over the water.

“Jason, your conflicts are spiritual. Cosmic. I've taken reports from everyone who
witnessed your final battle with Undeath’s power, if you can even call it a battle. None of it
makes any sense. You fight invisible wars where metaphors and imagination are deadly
weapons. Where the prize is reality itself. You're a silver-ranker fighting gods and that only
works because there's a plane of existence | neither see nor understand. It doesn't align
with the world in which | exist.”

She gestured around with her arms.

“But now I'm here, in some liminal space where the laws of nature and magic are
reduced to guidelines at best. | don’t know what the rules are and | barely understand the
stakes anymore. Death and destruction, spilling into the real world? What does that even
look like now that we’ve dealt with the undead?”

“If we don’t settle this transformation zone cleanly,” Jason said, “what will result is a
seeping wound in reality. How bad, | don’t know, but it's enough that the god of
Destruction was hoping for an outcome a lot like this. | chose to create this transformation
zone; it was my plan. It's my responsibility to put an end to it, but | can’t do it alone. Not
even close.”

They looked to the distant horizon and the tree jutting to the sky, impossibly tall.

“So,” Miriam said. “You’re saying it's a vaguely defined but extremely bad thing if we

don’t capture the big magic tree?”



“Yeah.”

“Honestly,” Miriam said, “you aren’t the one | want to be talking to. You’re what | want
to talk about, not who | want to talk about it with. But | was trained better than to vent to my
subordinates and you're the only one who doesn’t answer to me.”

“Leadership isn’t easy. | highly recommend speaking with Arabelle Remore. She can
help you, plus she understands me and my secrets better than almost anyone. I'll give her
permission to talk about some of that if it will help you work with me. She’s also oath-
bound to the Healer to maintain privacy. An oath | can assure you she takes very
seriously. You can speak with her without compromising the dignity of your position.”

“Didn’t | hear that she’s been chasing you around?”

“I have no idea what you’re talking about.”



Chapter 832

A Decision Made Poorly and in Haste

Jason and Boris were at the beach in Jason’s replica town, sitting in cheap folding
chairs. Boris had put away his wings and shrunk himself down to human size, as he
typically did around humans. His long blond hair was teased by the ocean wind, leaving it
dancing around his square-jawed features. The sun shone from his tan, muscular chest.

“Could you please do your shirt all the way up?” Jason asked. “You look like the
cover of a romance novel from the eighties, and don’t even try and tell me it's not on
purpose.”

Boris laughed and left his shirt how it was.

“How are your messengers doing?” Jason asked.

“Not great,” Boris admitted. “I railroaded them into all this and it doesn’t sit well. Being
around non-messengers without subjugating them goes against all their behavioural
programming.”

“They aren’t ready for the Unorthodoxy?”

“They are not. On one hand, messenger indoctrination works. On the other, your aura
is everywhere here. They can feel it in the territory you've claimed, even when you tamp it
down. The incomplete but unmistakable feel of an astral king, but without the power. It's an
undeniable refutation of everything they’ve been taught about who and what they are. The
promises they’ve been made about their futures. The conflict between their indoctrination
and the evidence of their senses is causing some dangerous cognitive dissonance.”

“Some of them had to have at least had doubts. The gold rankers?”

“One of my two gold-rankers was ready, thankfully. All she needed was to get away
from her astral king and get a little nudge. She’s been key in helping me keep a lid on all
this. The other gold-ranker wasn’t ready for this, but he’s adapting. The silver-rankers are
the issue. I've removed them from a life where they can only follow orders and don’t have
any choices, but | didn’t give them a choice about it and I've been ordering them around
ever since. This is not the way we like to do things.

“But circumstances didn'’t allow that.”

“No,” Boris confirmed. “No, they did not. We go slow and careful when bringing
people in, like cult deprogramming. That’s just not possible with everything going on. | was
stuck choosing between killing them all or forcibly bringing them along.”

“'m glad you kept so many of the messengers you claimed from the territories alive,”

Jason said.



“'m glad that you’ve done the same,” Boris said. “I'm sure many argued against it.
How are your messengers doing?”

They looked up, spotting messengers on the wing. There were always a few to be
seen in the sky over Jason’s town. Disregarding living anomalies, and with the destruction
of the undead army, the most populous group in the transformation zone were
messengers. Only a fraction were under the command of Boris. Most had been sealed
away in the territories of the transformation zone, then unsealed as territories were
claimed.

These messengers were born with the power to speak every language and an
understanding of the cosmos that some spent lifetimes striving and failing to achieve. Yet,
they were children; amnesiacs without history or identity. Jason had freed all that he and
his allies could safely steal away from the enemy, but many had been killed.

The survivors now lived within Jason’s mountain fortress and could be seen flying
around it and over the town. At first, they had been extremely hesitant to emerge from their
dormitories. They clustered together like herd animals cornered by a predator. Slowly they
had grown more confident, and while they still kept to themselves, they claimed the sky as
their domain. A place they belonged and could feel free.

“I'll admit that I'm at something of a loss,” Jason said. “I have no more idea of what to
do with them than they have of what to do with themselves.”

“It's good that you freed them from outside control,” Boris said. “Even yours, which |
appreciate. With enough patience — or ruthlessness — they represent a lot of power.”

“Getting more power has never been difficult for me. It's holding onto my decency
that’s proven the hard part.”

“Freeing them wasn’t hard, was it? Freedom is part of the problem with my
messengers. They’re still branded by Vesta Carmis Zell and know that she’ll kill them the
moment they leave this place. Obviously, you removing their brands is the solution to that,
but most of them aren’t ready to take that leap. Letting you into their soul might be harder
for them to accept than joining the Unorthodoxy. You had no such problems with the
territory messengers, though.”

“No. | didn’t have to dig through their souls and find a mark to erase. It’s like they
were waiting for someone to give them a destiny.”

“That is how young messengers are,” Boris said. “Astral kings need to imprint
something on them; it's a normal part of our reproductive cycle. In the beginning, the astral
kings guided newborn messengers in forming their own marks, in their own souls. It laid a

groundwork for them to forge their own destinies.”



"Obviously not how it works anymore."

“Not outside of Unorthodoxy birthing planets.”

“Are there a lot of those?”

“No. The orthodox messengers are diligent about hunting them down. If we have too
many birthing planets, we get noticed. More resources are put into hunting us down. We
hide because we lack the numbers to fight using different methods to mask our presence
in each place. That way, losing one site doesn't expose all our methods."

“Is Earth one of your birthing worlds?”

“Not enough magic for the birthing trees. What would you do if I'd said yes?”

“Nothing,” Jason said. “Every people deserves to live, and yours would have been
there for a long time. Like the vampires. If | can tolerate vampires, | can tolerate
messengers. How many of you are on Earth?”

“l don’t know the exact number. Less than a million, | think.”

“A million?”

“We live amongst the humans, leading mostly ordinary lives. We're citizens of Earth
and have been since before the first civilisation. It's our home. A home many of us wanted
to protect more actively as magic came into the open and the monster surges began. It
was the most contention we’ve had amongst our people in centuries.”

“But you didn’t act.”

“We did more than you think, and more still, after you left. We’ve become increasingly
active in the Cabal, especially after the vampire schism.”

“What is going on with the vampires on Earth?”

"It's war. Not open battle; more like skirmishes between elite forces, but a lot of them.
Combat began in earnest shortly after you left, as if the vampires were waiting on your
absence. | think you made an impression on the vampire leader, Elizabeth.”

“What is the state of the war?”

“When | left, it had quieted into a stalemate. The vampires have most of Europe,
although there are holdouts. The Cabal holds some of the UK and Scandinavia. The
Network have set up in Greenland. Your domains are clear. The magic around them is too
strong, making the sunlight dangerous for vampires. Your grandmother has been
leveraging that, letting the human forces use your territories as staging areas.”

“How unified are the vampires? | know at least some of them were fighting against
the vampire lords.”

“Most of the vampires chose not to follow the risen vampire lords. Like my people,

they have been around longer than any of the short-lived humans. They only obeyed the



vampire lords when they were forced to through bloodline magic or the threat of death.
The priority of the Cabal has been freeing those vampires from the control of the risen
lords.”

“Weren’t the Cabal vampires the ones who dug the old vampires up?”

“Yes, and there were eager collaborators even amongst those who weren'’t involved
in bringing the lords back. But most of team Eat People to Death are new vampires,
created by the lords themselves. The Cabal vampires escaped their influence as soon as
they could. The whole mess caused a schism in the Cabal and cleaning house was ugly.
We cast out any vampires that sided with the risen lords willingly.”

“What happened to the vampires who went against the vampire lords? Humanity
doesn’t have a great track record of accepting people while at war with others of the same
group, and that’s when everyone is human.”

Boris glowered.

“About what you’d expect,” he said in an almost-growl. “The vampires siding with
humanity should be one of their greatest assets, but the humans are as you’ve said. Most
governments and magical factions are killing vampires on sight.”

"Not even internment camps?"

“Camps mean logistics,” Boris said.

“Ah,” Jason said. “They’re not going to set up a supply chain of human blood.”

“No. Some did try holding vampires at the beginning. Very quietly. Smaller groups,
containment facilities. The kind of experiments they’ll be talking about fifty years from now
in high school history classes.”

“Only at the beginning? They stopped?”

“l imagine there are some still operating, but we liberated most of them. We think.”

“We?”

“The Cabal. Some sympathetic members of the Network factions and even some
within government groups. Humans can be crappy, but they can also surprise you at how
far they can go to do what'’s right.”

‘I have a vampire friend. | hope he’s alright.”

“Craig Vermillion was alive and well the last time | saw him,” Boris said. “Alive-ish,
anyway. It's a grey area with vampires.”

“You know him?”

‘I didn’t, but he’s Cabal and we’ve been investigating you as best we can. Your friend
is residing in secret with your clan. Vampires have long been good at hiding, and they

have allies. Ultimately, a relatively small number were caught or killed.”



“Relatively small is not the same as small.”

“No,” Boris agreed. “No it isn’t, and what the humans are doing is only turning would-
be allies to side with the vampire lords. Fortunately, most of the refuges aren’t secret, so a
few vampires going over to the murdery side isn’t hurting us.”

“‘Refuges?”

“There are safe zones for vampires who aren’t turning to the lords. Mostly in areas
where the Cabal holds sway, where we’ve displaced the Network factions and openly
joined or even completely ousted governments. Scandinavia, parts of Russia and Africa.
Sulawesi and Papua.”

“Sulawesi? Where Makassar is?”

“Yes. Indonesia is one of several countries where the rise of magic has turned old
fractures into fresh breaks. Sulawesi and Papua have both declared independence with
Cabal support. Military crackdowns failed miserably as the government’s Network allies
were too busy with their own factional conflicts to go up against the Cabal. The Cabal, on
the other hand, has been getting stronger very quickly. So many of our members had
stalled in power because of Earth’s low magic. Now that magic has risen, it’s like a drought
has broken. Our people are growing stronger and stepping into the light.”

“Will | even recognise Earth when | go back?”

“It will have changed,” Boris said. “But will you have changed any less?”

“I suppose not.”

They sat in silence for a time, looking out over the water.

“We are going to do this, right?” Boris asked. “Clear off my brand?”

"I still have doubts," Jason said. "When you first showed up, you said that Vesta
Carmis Zell was your astral king and you needed to clear her brand."

“Technically, | implied it. Quite heavily, I'll admit. | was hoping you’d rush over and
purge the brand if you thought it was hers.”

‘I was a little busy.”

"It's months later and I'm still branded, so | figured that out."

"Lying to me didn't help your case."

“Oh, like you’ve never let someone make the wrong assumption for your own benefit.”

“Sure | have. And | understand why they didn’t trust me after.”

“It was a decision made poorly and in haste, I'll admit. Far from the first, and
doubtless far from the last. With age comes wisdom, but if you stop making mistakes,

you’ve stopped living. New experiences are key to going through immortality without



calcifying. All | can offer in my defence is the desire to stop being a slave. A chain is a
chain, even when the one holding the other end is nice enough not to yank onit.”

Jason sat quietly contemplating Boris’ words.

“I've been inside the souls of messengers,” Jason said. “I've seen the mark burned
into their souls like cattle brands. | can see why you would want that gone. But what else
do you want, Boris Ket Lundi? Why did you come looking for me? Why risk yourself to
intervene? You said yourself that you and your people were meant to be hiding your
presence from me.”

“Things have been moving beyond the scope of our original agreement with Noreth.
He certainly never predicted you becoming an astral king, and these linked planets are
drawing a lot of attention. The great astral beings are moving their agents much more
actively around Earth and Pallimustus.”

“They are?”

“Your friend Dawn is not alone in taking an interest in these worlds, and you are a
focal point of that activity. Did you know it was the prime vessel of the Keeper of the Sands
who killed Mah Go Schaat to protect you?”

“No. Why would they do that?”

“I don’t know. | imagine you will, soon enough.”

“Why are they focused on me?”

“You're a catalyst. You became an outworlder through chance, at the exact right
place and time. The World-Phoenix was the first to take advantage of that and nudge you
onto a certain course, but that set into motion far more than she intended. You were close
enough to a confluence of events that other powerful entities followed the World-Phoenix’s
course in nudging you this way and that. Knowledge. Dominion. The Reaper was quite
open when he connected you with your shadow familiar, but what about the other two? A
sanguine horror and an avatar of doom, both born right as you were calling for familiars?
We’'ve already talked about the rarity of a genuine avatar of doom, but do you know how
hard it is to get something like a sanguine horror?”

Jason thought back to the Red Table cultists who attempted to sacrifice Jason and
his friends to summon a sanguine horror. All the time, effort and expense they put into the
endeavour, yet Jason had picked one up with an awakening stone and a half-learned
ritual?

“It seems | have been quite the pawn.”

Boris laughed.



“‘Aren’t we all? But don’t think of it in terms of someone picking up a piece and
moving it as they desire. Great astral beings work on a macro scale. Their thoughts, if you
can even call them that, don’t encompass mere decades or a scope as small as a planet.
That’s why their vessels are more important than many realise. They don’t just let great
astral beings act on a mortal scale; they allow them to think on a mortal scale. It's why
their vessels have such a large impact on their small-scale actions.”

“And why ancient beings sometimes do things that are very stupid.”

“Sometimes. As a relatively ancient being myself, | can tell you that we don’t need
help doing something stupid. But my point is that great astral beings don’t play chess with
pawns and kings; they play with the butterfly effect. They reach out and gently flick the
cosmos and then wait for the ripples to shape events in ways they can use. That is when
they deploy their vessels and agents to handle the finer details.”

“And the World-Phoenix flicked me by giving me a token while my soul was passing
through the astral.”

“Right place, right time. But the ripple of her action sent you in the direction of that
confluence of events | mentioned, prompting others to move. To use you as a catalyst.”

“What confluence of events?”

“The Builder. The old Builder. The link between worlds. The Sundered Throne, if my
guess is correct. Events on a scale beyond my power to influence. Trying to involve myself
would be a good way to end a very long life.”

“Isn’t involving yourself exactly what you did here?”

“This? A transformation zone and an undead army? Some god of undeath doing what
gods of undeath always do? No, this is my level. I'm comfortable with this level of stakes.
Even if we mess it all up entirely, it wouldn’t even destroy the planet.”

“You're comfortable with this?”

“Yes. And you should be the same, given your history, but you're not and that’s
fascinating. You bet against a god with your soul as the ante, to save what? Ten thousand
brighthearts and a city that’s already destroyed? You saved the Earth. Billions, and you
still need to do it again. Yet, here you are, putting it all on the line.”

“Someone will save the Earth if | fall.”

“Yes. Me, you idiot, and | won'’t do a great job. And that's compared to you, who has
frankly been half-assing it this whole time.”

“You?”

“Yes, me. Who else? You think dimension-hopping gestalt entities grow on trees?”

“Well... yes.”



Boris looked at Jason, blinked a couple of times and both men burst out laughing.

“Okay,” Boris acknowledged once they settled. “That may not have been the best-
made point.”

“Which has veered quite far from my original question. Why come looking for me?”

“Well, as | explained, events have become a lot more complicated than Noreth
anticipated. Unsurprising, given that he never operated on a cosmic scale. We
messengers do, and there was a growing number of reasons to be concerned. Not the
least of which was Pallimustus suddenly becoming thick with messengers, one
dimensional link away. That did not make those of us hiding from them on Earth very
comfortable.”

“Wouldn’t coming here just draw their attention?”

“The greater concern was you becoming blindly antagonistic towards all messengers.
The deal was to reveal ourselves when you returned to Earth under certain, specific
circumstances. We realised that if you’d already been poisoned against all messengers,
having a million of us appear out of nowhere and claim to be your allies wouldn’t go well.
Especially given how things went with the other allies you’'ve had on Earth.”

“You're right about my lack of trust for Earth allies. And I'll admit | have wondered if all
messengers needed to be killed off.”

“But you decided that wasn’t the case. I'm assuming, based on all the messengers
you've freed.”

“They aren’t that free. | keep boxing them all up in pocket universes.”

“That’s just a matter of logistics. | can help you unload them.”

“Whether they want anything to do with you is their choice to make,” Jason said.

“| appreciate your compassion for them. One of the reasons it was decided that |
would come to Pallimustus and look into you was that you were not showing a lot of
compassion by the time you left Earth. You were hurt. Angry. Reacting quickly and with
definitive violence. The reasons were obvious enough. Loss. Emotional isolation from your
support structure.”

“That might have been a good time for an ally who understood to step in.”

“There were those who argued we should.”

“Were you one of them?”

“No. | argued that you would regard us as untrustworthy at best and refuse to work
with us. At worst, you would see us as an enemy. One too powerful to fight, prompting you
to do something extreme as you have done time and again. The very reason that Noreth,

Dawn and now | refuse to tell you about certain things in your future."



“What did you do? Anything?”

“We came close to revealing ourselves not just to you but to the entire world. Trying
to stop the race for reality cores. In the end, it was decided that the results would have
been too unpredictable. We did put a stop to core chasing within the parts of the Cabal we
controlled at the time. Unfortunately, that came at a point where the vampires had seized a
lot of power within the Cabal. Their overt actions had diminished our quiet influence and it
took time to properly re-establish that and excise the troublemakers.”

‘I understand that,” Jason said. “I've made a lot of bold moves and watched others
suffer the consequences. There’s wisdom in moderation, but moderation never seems to
be an option for me. Or maybe it is and | keep making the wrong choices.”

“When facing extreme circumstances,” Boris said, “there is often little choice but
extreme actions. And extreme circumstances find you with some regularity. Or do you find
them?”

“A bit of both. | imagine that you, of all people, are familiar with destiny magic.”

“I had wondered if that was in play. It certainly explains a lot.”

Boris let out a sigh.

“Asano, | will confess a hesitance in sharing the part | and my people played during
events on Earth. In revealing our inaction. | feared it would anger you.”

“I've learned to let go of my anger over that time. | hope. | don't think I'll know for
certain until | go back to Earth.”

Boris nodded.

‘I am glad that you found your way to feeling compassion for my kind. When | arrived
on Pallimustus and discovered that you’'d started liberating messengers from Vesta Carmis
Zell, that’'s when | decided to help you. | got a lot more than | bargained for in that deal, but
| think it's worth it. You and | are going to know each other for a span of time you're too
young to even comprehend.”

“Then you really shouldn’t have lied to me.”

“It wasn't, strictly speaking, a...”

Boris saw Jason looking at him from under raised eyebrows.

“No,” he said. “I shouldn’t have lied to you.”



Chapter 833

Binaries

Boris was human-sized and without his wings, but Jason couldn’t help but notice the
messenger was still a lot taller. They were still on the beach, Jason in a floral shirt and tan
shorts. Boris was wearing what Jason could only describe as a blouse with only two
buttons at the bottom done up. Like his hair, it was being gently tousled by a sea breeze
that wasn’t enough to cut through the scorching heat of the day. Jason looked down at
Boris’ legs.

“Are you wearing pantaloons?” Jason asked.

“I'm not going to take fashion criticism from someone dressed like a Japanese tourist
in an American movie. From the eighties.”

“Better that than the cover of some bargain-bin bodice-ripper. You look like you
washed up from a pirate ship and have zero interest in consent.”

“Are we going to do this or what?”

“Well, we were. The problem is that I'm starting to feel like the plantation owner’s
busty-yet-naive daughter.”

“I thought the problem was you suspected me of being a soul-engineered trap.”

“What? Oh, yep. That’s the problem. | didn’t forget.”

Boris shook his head and Jason raised a hand, one finger primed to flick.

“‘Really?” Boris asked. “You don’t have a more mature way to—"

Jason flicked him on the forehead.

—

Jason and Boris stood facing each other, barefoot in the sand. Jason looked around
Boris’ soul space. It was a blank, unnaturally flat desert that stretched out to the horizon.
There were no rocks, no dunes, no clouds in the azure sky. Just a flat expanse of sand
and a sun with its merciless heat.

“This is quite a soul space you’ve got here,” Jason said.

“An astral king first helped me form this space before your planet existed. I've had a
lot of time to work on it.”

“And this is the foyer. All your secrets, far off where no one can see them.”

“We both know that you could find them with little effort. This is my space, but | don’t

have the tools you do.”



“I'm not going to go rummaging,” Jason said. “| only came in here because there’s no
other way to clear the brand off your soul. Taking advantage of that would be a violation of
the highest order.”

“I could show you around a little. That might help you trust me more.”

“You just told me how long you’ve had to work on this place. Are you telling me that in
all that time, you couldn’t have sculpted up a reassuring and thoroughly deceitful
playground to lead someone through? A theme park where the theme is you not being an
evil scheming prick?”

Boris laughed.

“I could have done that, yes. In fact, | might get started on it as soon as we’re done
here.”

“Put in a bouncy castle. Bouncy castles are awesome.”

“If you aren’t going to go poking around, | should lead you to the brand. It's located in
the traditional throne room.”

Jason lightly tapped his foot and sand rippled out from it like pond water after a rock
was dropped into it.

“That get it done?” Jason asked.

Boris tilted his head as if listening for something.

“Yes,” he said, surprise in his voice. “I do believe that is enough that | can take it from
here.”

“Good. I'm leaving before any more of your sketchy pirate friends show up.”

—

Jason and Arabelle stood in the middle of a residential street in Jason’s replica town.
There was no traffic, although there were parked cars. They were looking at a particular
house.

“So, this is where you grew up,” Arabelle said.

“Yeah. My sister and her family own it now. | think. Their living situation got a bit
complicated there for a while, as did society as a whole. Looking back, I hit Earth a bit like
a bomb.”

“You blame yourself?”

“For what happened on Earth? Absolutely not. My arrival may have changed the
exact outcomes, but things were going pear-shaped long before | turned up. With or
without me, magic was going to go public sooner rather than later. The Builder's shonky
door was waiting for an outworlder to claim it hundreds of years before | was born.”

“I was more thinking on a personal level.”



“If I hadn’t returned, my family wouldn’t have had a normal life because no one would
have. Things would have played out a little differently, but the existence of magic was
coming out. There was no stopping it and that was just the beginning. It could have turned
out fine or gone full zombie movie, | don’t know. Earth isn’t made for regular people
anymore, and my showing up or not couldn’t change that. But | made my family not regular
people anymore, and | left them as safe and well-off as | was able.”

“But you have regrets?”

“I don’t think there’s such thing as a life without regrets. | wasn’t equipped mentally
for what Earth had waiting for me, but | did the best | could with what | had. There’s no
shame in doing your best, even when it doesn’t work out.”

Arabelle gave him a side glance and he chuckled.

‘I know,” he said. “Normally, after one of these crazy fights, I'm laid up for months and
more than a little broody.”

“This was more than a crazy fight, Jason. You risked not just your life but your soul
and your very identity. | saw your soul being corrupted and broken down.”

Jason nodded and started walking down the street, Arabelle following.

‘It wasn’t actual damage,” Jason said. “Well, it was a bit, but not as much as you'd
think. My soul is used to being knocked around from the inside and what you saw wasn’t
actually happening. It was a metaphor for control; a board game playing out as my will
clashed with the echo of Undeath’s.”

“‘How does that even work? How does willpower have an echo?”

“Gods,” Jason said and he clapped his hands together. “When | do that, it makes a
sound. Something you and | can do because we’re physical in nature. A god is spiritual in
nature, and exhaustively powerful.”

Jason clapped again, this time doing so with all of his silver-rank strength to cause a
loud crack of noise.

“How loud could a diamond-ranker clap?” he asked. “Could they knock over these
houses with the sheer force of it? A god is far more powerful than even a diamond-ranker,
so when they spiritually clap, it has power. Power enough to give the avatar something
that mimics a will of its own. More power than | can handle as a mortal man. | have one
foot in the spiritual realm, which is what allowed me to fight at all, but a god is a god.”

“And in your soul realm, you are the closest thing there is to a god.”

“Yes. But | had to let myself become more god-like in order to act like one. Once | did,
the remnant of Undeath’s will was a paltry thing, but | had to put both feet on the spiritual

side to get there. Coming back wasn’t easy.”



