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Long Zhiyuan blinked as he entered the Zanbar system, an otherwise unremarkable Tier 1 planet. It had only been captured and locked into the network of Great Powers because no one wanted their populated planets to be directly linked to another. Having an uninhabited buffer zone was like having a fence, and everyone knew fences made good neighbors.

While his eyes did drift to the planet, as the almost unnatural clean delineation of environments along the planet's latitude lines was a unique sight, what surprised him was the gargantuan ship under construction. The ‘ship’ was in the early stages of fabrication, with only the main spine finished. At five miles long, it was substantially larger than even the obsolete super dreadnoughts that the Great Powers had fielded as capital ships a few hundred thousand years ago.

Those ships had been discontinued because, after a point, size didn’t translate into more offensive or defensive power, merely a larger target. The current limit of battleships was a half-mile-long dreadnought, which was already large enough to carry dozens of armies and had the firepower needed to quickly blast through even the heaviest of planetary shielding. Even they had their issues, mostly speed in chaotic space and maneuverability in both real and chaotic space, and they were a tenth of the size of the ship in front of him.

It made him ponder.

Was it being made deliberately large because they simply wanted it to be a show of force, something only really possible when the three Great Powers worked together? If so, he was uncomfortable with what that meant for the rest of the Harmony Accords.

On the other hand, if they could make a ship like that really mean something in the war, then maybe it was necessary for the type of missions the Harmony Accords would be undertaking. That thought sent a thrill down his spine. He liked the idea.

It felt fitting for any team that he was a part of to be so outfitted.

Even the armor, at least what little he could see being constructed off to the side in orbit, was five hundred feet thick.

He took it all in and allowed his Talent to simulate it. Minkalla had bestowed upon his First Revelation the ability to simulate far more of the world around him for his spiritual clones, and with his Second Revelation, he had devoted himself fully to the planning abilities it had granted. Now, instead of an ever-changing yet ultimately meaningless background, it would display a very concrete simulation of a place or situation, down to the finest detail.

It was mercifully easy, too, unless he was attempting to learn about something warded against divination, or simulating a creature he didn't have enough information on. Thanks to the veritable centuries he had spent within the Thousand Lives Mountain, his willpower was a finely honed and sharpened blade, and he could use that to determine a plan for any situation.

Between his own Revelations and a bit of information obtained from the local Sects network, Long Zhiyuan adjusted his simulation to behold the final ship, then closed his eyes to explore the area. His Tier 25 Talent allowed him to turn his attention wholly inward to accelerate the pace at which his spiritual clones worked, and while it was remarkably taxing on his spirit to do so while modifying skills or working with his Revelations, something as trivial as exploring the ship was scarcely more difficult than breathing.

Of course, he usually utilized the ability to form instantaneous plans, which his Revelations further empowered, giving him the power to instantly develop devastating and immeasurably well-practiced plans in the literal blink of an eye.

That was how he earned not one, but two, Tier 40 escorts.

The Tier 47 Smithing Hands Sect valued him because, while he had fallen off the Young Master program, he was stronger than anyone they had been able to throw at him.

Once he had a satisfactory understanding of the ship, he fed that information back into his clones and simulated what it would be like to fight alongside it.

It was…impressive.

Though not designed for normal combat, its shields were designed to shrug off direct hits from dreadnoughts, and it was armed with a massive cannon capable of cracking planetary shields. With it by their side, they would have an invulnerable fortress that could fell all but the most potent of normal anti-siege shields.

The thought made him smile.

The Great Powers didn’t just create the ship as a token gesture but instead made something that could make an impact.

More than that, the ship was a mobile fortress meant to house ten Tier 25 armies to fight alongside the Harmony Accords or secure planets they took over. The ship, once fully created, would also be fully self-sufficient, and the Harmony Accords would never need to retreat to heal, resupply, or rearm. The ship would have healers, supplies, and the finest crafters the Great Powers had to offer. The Republic had even managed to link the ship itself into the Between, though the ship would need to sit for an entire week to establish the link to the mystical transportation space. That meant if they ever did need supplies, they could get them no matter where they were on the war front.

It was glorious.

Or would be when it was finished.

Currently, it looked like the picked over bones of a fish, spine and ribs exposed with none of the meat that would eventually fill the ship.

As they approached the main shipyard, one of the elders handed Long Zhiyuan a storage ring. A Tier 15 storage ring.

Odd, but Long Zhiyuan simply waited for the elder to speak. “The Sect Master wanted us to give this to you before we arrived. He said you would know what to do with it.”

The man then very studiously looked away.

Curious, Long Zhiyuan sent his spiritual perception into the ring and grinned. Despite all his training, he couldn’t help it.

After carefully committing the contents to memory, Long Zhiyuan squeezed his hand, obliterating the ring and all the contents inside the pocket space just as they were nearing the docking yard.

Long Zhiyuan bowed slightly to the two elders to show his respect and appreciation for their guiding him here before leaving the shuttle.

The moment his foot touched down on the floor, a flood of messages contacted his [Spiritual Self] containing the rules of war he needed to know, must follow, should follow, and those he could disregard.

One of his clones studied and diligently read the information several times over, held within a frozen moment from his Talent. It wasn’t a perfect transfer of information but still gave him the knowledge as though he had thoroughly read through it. Better than relying on immortal memory, as good as it was, or even his [Spiritual Self]. Truly reading the information several times was the best way to fully grasp the information. That same clone even meditated on the information, looking for any loopholes everyone else might have missed.

It didn’t find any, but it was good practice.

After he went through those messages, he went through the more personal correspondence. He’d already determined where the Sects quarters were, but as he prepared to go directly there, he saw that his own quarters were elsewhere.

If he was reading in between the lines correctly, he and all the other core members of the Harmony Accords were being housed in a separate space together.

Long Zhiyuan wasn’t sure he liked being surrounded by two other Great Powers’ strongest people but understood he didn’t have the necessary clout to disregard such an order. Not yet, at least.

Contrary to his expectations, the area he was to live in was very well-appointed. He hadn’t expected it to be a simple communal barracks hall, but being greeted with a carefully manicured garden complete with water works was a pleasant surprise.

Someone with a good eye for design had planned this place out, and he immediately felt at ease.

Recognizing that as odd, Long Zhiyuan immediately started scanning himself and his surroundings for mood-altering formations. He went as far as to check the molecular structure of the walls, the layout of the garden and its greenery, even the currents of air being circulated around the room.

There was nothing that even touched upon emotion magic to be found. The effect was entirely mundane.

That eased Long Zhiyuan’s apprehension a little but didn't remove it entirely.

He was still in unfamiliar territory and kept three of his clones simulating everything and everyone who would be on this team.

There were a few that even he was wary of.

Thanks to the sect leader’s gift, he had far more detailed information about his ‘allies’’ abilities than he should, but even the Tier 47 Sect Master had limits on his information gathering abilities. Though Long Zhiyuan suspected a number of the reports he read had been gathered by higher Tiers, despite credit being given to their spies inside the Federation and Republic. The information was just a little too good and detailed for anything but a little friendly rule bending to be explained by.

The rules on higher Tiers noticing things were far laxer with one's allies than they were with enemies, but even that wasn’t perfect as those with truly important secrets hid them behind masks that even the high Tiers couldn't penetrate without making it obvious.

As he inspected the fishpond, he thought he noticed an oddity on the rock next to him, and when he tossed a blade of mana at the spot, a man appeared.

Appeared was the wrong word. That implied he had been invisible or hidden, but once Long Zhiyuan got a look at him, he knew neither had happened. He had simply been ignoring the man in question.

Who?

Long Zhiyuan focused and pushed through the memetic effect and got a good look at Ari Kai. The man's deeply tanned and weathered skin seemed out of place on an immortal, but Long Zhiyuan had seen weirder.

Instead, he looked at…nothing. Because there was nothing and no one there.

It was just a rock.

Long Zhiyuan looked at his clones and saw one of the three still had someone sitting on the rock. Seeing that seemed to break the forgetfulness, and Long Zhiyuan was able to see Ari Kai once more.

That seemed to catch the man's attention, and he finally looked up from the pond and at Long Zhiyuan, though his hand never stopped scratching the head of the small, shadowy dog on his lap. “You’re good at this, aren’t you? Not many people find me first. Anyway, if you remember this conversation, sorry about the trouble. Wish I could turn it off, but…you know.”

Long Zhiyuan immediately dedicated a clone to reminding himself of Ari Kai’s existence. It would never tire or stop, which should prevent the clone—and therefore Long Zhiyuan himself—from forgetting Ari Kai’s existence. It wasn’t a perfect counter, but a decent one for now. He’d have other clones work on something more permanent, but he didn’t want to suddenly forget the man until the moment he was driving a blade into Long Zhiyuan's chest.

That didn’t mean he shouldn’t be polite. “It's an incredibly strong Talent if it can even briefly affect me. I look forward to doing battle with you.”

Ari Kai rolled his eyes, and Long Zhiyuan noted the man didn’t seem to have any practice at controlling his emotions or reactions. Undoubtedly, he was far too accustomed to those few individuals who noted his disrespect simply forgetting soon thereafter. It was sloppy.

Good for Long Zhiyuan, though. Someone who relied on their Talent too much would be easier to plan against.

Stepping away and pretending to forget about Ari Kai’s existence tested the man's Talent. He found that even his [Spiritual Self] would stop displaying reminders about the antimemetic at seemingly random intervals.

It was a bizarre power that somehow felt perfectly suited for the Republic and their foolish notions of secrets and hidden worlds, going so far as hiding their own presence from mortals, instead of basking in their worship as was the right of the strong.

Moving to his room, Long Zhiyuan scanned it for any hidden spying devices. And after removing the obvious bait ones, he noted where the actual ones were.

He couldn't even be sure they were put there by the other Great Powers, as his own was more than willing to spy on him as well. The only place he could be without concern was his Talent, as that was his only true place in the Realm.

Himself.

Long Zhiyuan meditated for the two weeks between his arrival and the first group meeting, blocking out most of the rest of the world to speed up his simulations. He had been given a list of members in the Harmony Accords and their abilities, so he needed to put them to good use.

With his spiritual perception, he was able to feel a number of others gathering a few times in the garden. But they seemed like simple chance encounters and not deliberate gatherings, so he ignored them after running a few simulations centered around the people involved.

It never hurt to be prepared.

Unfolding from the lotus position, he stood and moved to the assigned meeting place.

A few people, mostly from the Federation, were already present, but when he saw two mostly identical men in black robes, one blue-skinned with green hair, and the other green-skinned with blue hair, he froze. Few people knew of their existence, but Long Zhiyuan was among those privileged few.

Jai Meng and Jai Xilu. Synoid and Crastor.

Were Long Zhiyuan’s heart not already stopped for training purposes, it might have frozen at that moment. No matter that their mother had left the battlefield millennia ago, the Lady of Ill Dreams cast a very long shadow, and her children being present utterly petrified him.

Among those few in the know, wild rumors circulated that she had mated with a Nightmare Unicorn or molded the twins out of the blackness of space, or wrenched them out of the dreams of one of her enemies. Such speculation seemed mad, and yet if anyone had managed to seduce a Nightmare Unicorn, an entity barely bound by the normal laws of rifts, it would be her.

It was in many ways more plausible than imagining the Lady having had children with someone…normal. Some people said that she might have had other children, but Long Zhiyuan knew of none of them. Nobody dared peer too closely at the Lady of Ill Dreams, for she had earned her title a million times over during her reign of terror upon the battlefields.

Even his own Sect Master, at Tier 47, spoke of her with a mixture of fear and trepidation. Even if he himself was likely to be unaffected by her curses, she would make him pay for any insolence just as surely as a sect elder being disrespected by some outer disciple.

If her children were here, it was eminently possible that she was as well, lurking unseen by all, looking to see those who would disrespect her progeny and preparing to inflict mighty vengeance upon those who gave insufficient face. Long Zhiyuan did not know what Tier she was at this moment, but even if she were Tier 25, he would never have a chance to see, let alone challenge her before he was defeated.

It would be a waste of a clone to even bother simulating it, and possibly even dangerous. The Talent diviner had called his clones daydreams, and he dared not challenge the Lady of Ill Dreams in her own domain.

Nevertheless, he was surprised to see the twins present for such a dangerous mission. When he had learned of their existence, he had been cautioned that their mother had once killed a man, and cursed all the immortals in his entire family, for simply loosing a small measure of killing intent at the same auction as Jai Meng and Jai Xilu.

What if they died on the battlefield?

Long Zhiyuan didn’t like any of the answers he got from that simulation. Masters were weird and from all reports, battle maniacs. He didn’t want to know if her ire might fall on the twins' allies if they fell. For all he knew, she would congratulate the actual killers and rip everyone else's spines out of their backs slowly.

He made a simulation dedicated to avoiding such responsibility before giving up. If a Master wanted him dead, there was nothing he could do to stop it.

At least the twins were easy enough to tell apart with sight. Their inverted skin and hair colors more than offset simply how identical they appeared to his spiritual perception and other senses. Though, he would be hard pressed to tell them apart if they were hiding, so he immediately put a clone on working that out.

With an effort of will, Long Zhiyuan pulled his eyes off the twins and inspected the rest of the people in the room.

Maven barely bore consideration after her repeated failures, but Gan Le was a fellow former Young Master with a reputation for being invincible. Long Zhiyuan expected such stories were overblown, but the simulations he was running of the man had yet to find any actions which so much as ruffled the man’s long, untied black hair.

He would, if nothing else, serve as an adequate shield-bearer of sorts, with the ability to share his invincibility with those that he was near.

Long Zhiyuan also approved of the man’s lack of visible iris and pupil on his eyes. With some training to disguise the focus of one’s spiritual perception, having no obvious visual indication for the direction of the man’s gaze would make the man’s actions less predictable for an enemy.

Following his fellow Sect members, the Federation individuals were most interesting, albeit mostly in a morbid way. Of the three Great Powers, they had sent the most representatives. A group of eight stood iron-faced on one side of the room, while two others lounged on the other side. All ten of them were, of course, the hideous blend of metal and flesh which the Federation debased themselves with, but the stark divide in bearing and position was most interesting.

The old guard and the new guard.

The difference was notable enough that Long Zhiyuan wondered if the Federation would end up splitting again. Unlikely, as there was no way a Tier 50 could rise up and challenge the current one, but the obvious divide was interesting.

From his reports, the eight soldiers were part of some experimental program, with cybernetic enhancements to greatly empower them, as well as share that power in certain circumstances. He’d expected something like that to be blindingly obvious to spiritual perception, but the alleged enchantments were so perfectly integrated that he saw no sign they were even there.

There were a handful of metallic graftings, of course, but they were all trivial and typical for the Federation, nothing particularly experimental or powerful. Perhaps the secret was that, like some intelligence had suggested, they’d been first implanted before Awakening. Similar concepts seemed to have worked for the Clans in the past, and Long Zhiyuan could imagine the Federation uncovering something adjacent.

A truly interesting way to develop oneself.

The other two were far more typical for the Federation, their spirits very obviously showing the joins where their bodies had melded with crude metal, in a twisted attempt to gain the power of metal with none of the discipline. Saziel Varan scarcely attempted to hide his bastardized nature, thick silver bands like blocky tattoos tracing his limbs and defacing scarred and stitched flesh. Yet, somehow, Eliana Ellrin managed to be simultaneously more and less grotesque.

Her body was almost entirely machine, a thin veneer of skin running from the top of her head to the upper portion of her torso was the only ostensible remnant of her humanity. A golem-like torso and limbs, a potent yet exposed silver spine, and countless whirring cogs were a blatant affront to Long Zhiyuan’s eyes, yet to his spiritual perception, she shimmered in a not-hideous superposition of wholly woman and wholly item. A side effect of her Talent, no doubt, which was believed to cause her body to be simultaneously artificial and natural, yet always in the way which benefited her the most.

Undoubtedly, she had been chosen as a foil for Ascender Legion. The Empire’s newest Masters were remarkably good at fighting entire armies, and that was in part due to Legion’s ability to turn one’s own body, or the body of one’s weakest allies, into her own weapons. Yet Eliana was entirely immune to any body- or blood-based spells she personally did not desire to affect her.

That left the Republic fighters.

First was the duo of Oskar Koita and Valentina Rana, the pair which Long Zhiyuan was most fearful of outside of Synoid and Crastor. Oskar was by his own merits a potent tank and mobility expert, though naturally inferior to Gan Le, but was most valuable when serving as a spotter for Valentina. The woman had a truly terrifying record of reported kills, including a number of pinnacle elites. In the last war she fought against the Sects, she had slain two Dao Children without them so much as detecting her presence.

In his simulations, she was always their best chance at killing one of the enemy Masters, and even Long Zhiyuan himself struggled with the hyper long-range sniper when he pitted them against each other.

Ari Kai was no more interesting than before, simply eating an apple with a bored expression on his face, so Long Zhiyuan moved past him to Lorlael Drisan.

The woman, wearing a long brown coat and dark glasses, was something of an inverse to Valentina. While the sniper focused upon singular overwhelming attacks, Lorlael’s magic built upon itself with each cast, gaining strength and a myriad of effects the more she attacked. The exact mechanisms eluded discovery, but it was undeniably most effective when focused upon a single individual. It was frustrating for his clone to practice against her, as a one-on-one mage duel was where she was most potent, but that same strength would make her an adequate ally.

Long Zhiyuan was even hopeful that she was a half-decent counter against Master Light. In his simulations, the seemingly random secondary effects caught the Master off guard more times than not. Though, that admittedly could be based on the faulty model he had of the man. He would need to see him fight in person, with his techniques and Revelations watching and learning, before he could rectify that misconception.

The final core member of the Harmony Accords was Colton Johnston, a second gunslinger from the Republic. It always stymied Long Zhiyuan that the Great Power had such a prevalence of the crude, inferior, expensive weapons. But it was a testament to their fighters that they were as capable as they were with such weak weapons.

Colton was leaning against a tree, a large brown hat pulled down to obscure his eyes, and he kept impatiently drawing a small gun from its scabbard at his waist, twirling it around his finger, then replacing it in a single motion. While he didn’t know of the man’s Talent or Revelations, nor did the information that his Sect Master provided reveal them, he had a reputation for lightning-fast precision attacks.

The man dipped his head slightly as he noticed Long Zhiyuan’s attention upon him, but if he planned to say anything, he was cut off by a woman entering the room.

Her deep purple skin was stretched tight across her bones like someone had attempted to dehydrate her and paused halfway through; however, under that feeble appearance was a master of planning that undoubtedly dwarfed his own capabilities.

Supreme General Alicia Fortan glared at the collective audience as her eyes darted from person to person. “Good, you are all here. Follow.”

While some of the others looked disgruntled at the casual treatment of some of the strongest elites in their respective Great Powers, Long Zhiyuan immediately liked her. Straight and to the point. He and this Republic tactician would probably get along, which made him eager to see what he could learn from observing her.

As far as his information sources indicated, Alicia had something between a foresight Talent and a simulation Talent. Her own answers were often contradictory in nature, but that only highlighted her battlefield genius.

While she didn’t excel at directing war fronts, any battlefield she was personally commanding was almost guaranteed to win…so long as the numbers were relatively even. Even masterful planning couldn’t turn a rout around, after all.

The briefing room they entered was simple and clean with zero artistic touches, which felt a bit too ‘Federation’ to Long Zhiyuan, but he put his personal feelings aside as he took his seat.

The moment they were seated, Alicia started speaking. “I’m sure you all know each other by now. I’m also sure you will be best friends by the time our training period ends, but before we can start training, we need to learn about our enemies. Obviously, everyone knows bits and pieces of this briefing, so don’t complain if you see something you already know. If you have something that isn't covered, feel free to speak up after that person's briefing. For the sake of this briefing I will be using ‘Ascender’ to refer to the Master, Slayer or Gladiator.”

Immediately, a picture of Masters Light and Shadow appeared in the hologram in the center of the table.

“Ascender Light, Ascender Shadow. This duo is most devastating in small-squad contexts, with overwhelming power leveraged surgically at any and all weak points presented to them. They are versatile, flexible, and nearly impossible to contain.

“We have a pretty good understanding of Ascender Light’s capabilities but knowing what he could do and being able to counter them are two different things. He is a prismatic mage with an unprecedented level of control. He is capable of countering and stealing spells with utmost ease, twisting them and redirecting them in nearly any way he desires, including changing their aspects. Furthermore, he utilizes both arcane and void mana to great effect, though only rarely uses the latter. Any elemental weaknesses will be mercilessly exploited, but even when using no spells, his ability with a rapier is not to be underestimated.”

After a stream of data about his capabilities flickered past, the hologram changed to Shadow. “Ascender Shadow. Teleporter and spatial manipulator and incredibly slippery. We’ve yet to fully block her teleportation, which implies she has multiple redundant abilities which may be used interchangeably. We have a few methods which we want to try but go forward with your training under the assumption that she will have access to some degree of teleportation in every fight. In combat, she fills the role of a support assassin, directing Light’s spells with pinpoint accuracy, wielding daggers which she can freely control the size and sharpness of, and augmenting her already chaotic movements with shadows for additional uncertainty about where and when she will strike. Furthermore, we strongly suspect that she is attempting to conceal some form of long-range teleportation ability. The exact limits are unknown, but she is at minimum capable of interplanetary teleportation with mass limits extending up to medium-sized spacecraft.”

Long Zhiyuan cocked his head at that suggestion but hesitantly agreed. The stories of the Ascender’s response time and awareness of attacks implied either multiversal-level teleportation or predictive power which rivaled that of the Master Cosmind. If true, it certainly would make scoring an actual kill on one of the enemy Masters nigh-impossible should they wish to escape.

“Their next set of Ascenders, Ascender Titan, Ascender Legion, and Ascender Wraith, are not to be underestimated despite their comparatively new standing. These three may be the most infamous for their potency against entire armies, demolishing hundreds of troops with as much or more ease than most Ascenders facing a singular squad.

“Firstly, Ascender Wraith. She was, by all reports, found as an arctic fox egg bond by Ascender Titan circa Tier 1 or 2, but has since modified her bloodline twice, moving from ice to winter at Tier 10 or 11, and more recently from winter to aurora. Our analysts indicate that she is not content to remain there and may transition at some point to yet another aspect. In combat, she is incredibly elusive and indirect. Expect large-scale debuffs, potent anti-magic, massive illusionary trickster fields, and general tactics designed to harass and disable your strongest abilities. If not pressed she can then start buffing her allies’ spells so keep her occupied. However, she does not lack direct offensive options, and most notable is her ability to manifest a skill in the form of an elemental, with corresponding shapes and effects. She has only ever been seen utilizing two of these simultaneously at any given time, though it is possible her true limit may be higher.”

The image changed to show the redhead of the group. “Ascender Legion, who some have taken to calling Immortal. It is our job to prove that assertion wrong. As the daughter of the Empire’s two Tier 48s, she demonstrated exceptional mastery over fire even as a child. After Awakening, she devoted herself more to the utilization of blood magic but remains a quite powerful pyromancer. In combat, she acts as a nigh-invulnerable berserker, draining the blood from those she wounds or kills. This blood is either consumed by herself or her weapons for additional strength, or usurped to empower further spells she casts, such as forming clones with nearly the full strength of the original.”

A recording from a Federation soldier showed Ascender Legion explode out of the body of a Federation woman. Then they watched as Legion flowed around the attack of an ambushing soldier before she started cutting into everyone around her as more and more clones appeared.

“Expect blood curses, swarm tactics, and insidious poisons from her primarily, but do not underestimate the breadth of abilities she has demonstrated mastery with. She is an excellent pyromancer and can certainly match any hydromancer with her grasp of kinetic blood skills. However, she does seem to maintain a spiritual connection to all blood under her control, giving it a strong resistance to most anti-magic tactics.”

The image changed to a blond man. “Finally, Ascender Titan. A former no-name, he has proven to be an exceptionally potent generalist, with impressive physical and magical cultivation. His primary focus, however, appears to be on self-buffs and enhancing his longsword skills. We have identified both [Regeneration] and [Archmage’s Presence] skills active, making him devastating in close combat, but he certainly does not lack for ranged ability, either.”

A recording played of the Master firing a crude [Pillar of Pure Annihilation and Destruction] and cutting through dozens of soldiers before the recording changed to an unrefined [I Shatter the Walls with My Might] many times larger than even a group casting should have been able to manage. Then, the image showed one Long Zhiyuan was familiar with, and he once more watched the Master take a core detonation to the face and return to the fight just moments later. It was a feat he was still trying to replicate in his simulations.

“He is also a master of high-mana spells. The [Breach] in that recording contained over a hundred million mana and was utilized as an opening move. Current analysis suggests he might have a Talent which allows for lossless absorption of mana stones, though there remains the possibility that it is simply cover for an alternative source of mana, such as one of his teammates or his armor. It is possible to drain mana from him, but this seems to be of negligible impact to his capabilities or strength. In combat, expect simple overwhelming power behind both his sword and his skills. He utilizes fairly straightforward elemental effects to devastating effect, though favors lightning and neutral-mana spells, and utilizes a suit of power armor second only to those of the Paladins.”

Alicia’s sunken eyes flicked over the group. “I expect all your utmost focus to be upon defeating these five individuals, as well as the suite of elites they travel with. Are there any questions?”

Long Zhiyuan only had one. “When do we start?”
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Matt forced out a weary smile as more of Team Zero trudged into the meeting room. He was the only one who did so, however. Even Aster and Allie dropped almost reluctantly into their seats, not even making a basic attempt to provide some amount of amusement to the group. They’d been on a bit of a trend lately of dressing up in unusual ways, starting with them coming into the meeting dressed as one another, and gradually shifting into other members of the group.

They’d even ventured into some cartoon characters and so forth, always trying to one-up the previous ensemble. Last time, they’d come in wearing basically nothing—Aster had been more modestly dressed between the two of them, and the only thing she’d been wearing was her tiara—so he was kind of curious how they’d out-do that.

But it seemed that this time, they’d finally broken their streak. He couldn’t really blame them, though. It had only been ten hours since they got back from their last deployment, a far cry from the week they normally had during trips to the base.

The war…was the war. Once the novelty had worn off and they’d gotten the last shipments of their gear and skills, it had shifted from fun, to a bit tedious, to pure, unbridled monotony fast. And it stayed that way for nearly seventy years. It didn’t help that Command was having them stay out almost constantly, reinforcing and pushing back siege after siege, after siege…after siege.

The only times they got breaks were after a battle at or adjacent to a system which Allie already had a waypoint at, and even those were almost never more than a day real-time, after which they’d pack back up and get back to the front lines.

Once in a while, they’d get something a bit more exciting if the alliance arrayed against the Empire decided to send a small group of elites for a push into Empire territory, but that was rare these days. Two sets of Ascenders were simply too much for any group of elites to handle, and they’d just stopped going to the frontlines.

By this point, most of the same-Tier armies simply surrendered as they arrived, even the Sects. The prideful little part of Matt wanted to believe their enemies surrendered because of how strong they were. But, in truth, they surrendered because it took longer to capture and secure that many troops than killing them did, which wasted more of their time.

The higher-Tier armies still tried to resist, but Tier 26 or Tier 27 enemies just couldn’t stop them without a good number of at least low-level elites. Team Zero couldn’t even go off-script or get in a good fight once in a while, only adding to the monotony. Fighting higher-Tier foot soldiers was just boring, trying to siege a planet was tedious, and there weren’t any proper same-Tier pinnacle elites for them to fight. At least, not on this side of the Empire.

Even Duke Waters was getting tired of the war. They hadn’t seen him in decades, but they’d all gotten exasperated reports from both him and their commanding officers. Their senior Ascender had clashed with Maya Embers and Yun Me twice each, with an even record versus each of them, which only seemed to irritate him further. He'd been explicitly told not to give chase to them if he caught wind of their presence.

He disobeyed that order regularly, but they just kept melting away before he could properly confront them, and usually in a way that meant wherever he’d been heading or defending got enemy reinforcements, worsening the overall war effort.

Allie had taken to aggressively slacking off in her spare time, with Aster doing similarly. Meanwhile, Liz and Zack had been just as aggressively trying to get their projects done. Matt would like to think that he had just been doing what he was told, when he was told, like a perfect soldier…but he was definitely as irritable as the others.

His frustration was borne more from the complete lack of apparent progress they were making than anything else, but it was there, nonetheless. No matter how many forts they took, sieges they broke, or convoys they sabotaged, it felt like trying to plug leaks in a dam with one's fingers.

The moment they left one area to repel attackers in one world, another army moved into the area they just liberated.

Intellectually, Matt knew that meant things would be that much worse without their assistance, but saying it didn’t change the fact that the war fronts were getting pushed in day by day, month by month, year by year. If the generals hadn’t pointed out all the ways in which the war would have already been lost without their constant intervention, there was a nonzero chance he would just go diving deep into the Sect’s backlines, wreck a few fortresses, and have some actual fun. There was no way that Maven would stop avoiding them if he were closing in on one of their Capitals, but he just couldn’t bring himself to do so in good conscience.

The current projections said the enemies would reach King Rusty’s capital planet in seventy, or at most a hundred years if nothing changed. If that happened and the regional capital fell, it would be the first in any Great Power to fall in almost two hundred thousand years. The rumor mill said the fall of the local capital would signify the end of the war, but Matt didn’t know how true that was, and neither did anyone else. It was all just meaningless speculation at the end of the day.

It was hard to remember sometimes that this entire war, all the lives lost, and all the planets possibly changing ownership, was effectively a game to the Tier 50s, and the Emperor might very well cut his losses if Rusty’s capital fell. If that happened, it was expected the other Great Powers would take seven or eight planets deep on their shared borders. That meant at minimum, hundreds of planets changing hands.

Matt really didn’t want that outcome, but he didn’t have an answer of how to stop it. There was only so much they could do, even as Ascenders, without taking out the enemies’ pinnacle elites.

That was why their fleeing instead of fighting was so frustrating. As callous as it was, the Great Powers cared more about a single pinnacle elite than they did a hundred armies. The armies could be replaced with time, as with enough training, any Tier 25 could reach the minimum standard. But each pinnacle elite was uniquely capable and nearly impossible to perfectly replace. If Team Zero could kill or capture enough of them, the enemy Great Powers might be willing to come to the table sooner. If they had a Tier 40 world under their control, they would demand a correspondingly large ransom to give it back, which the populace of the border worlds would end up paying.

Arthur and Zack were the last to arrive, and as they took their seats, Matt tried to sit up a bit straighter, only to be dragged back into a slouch by Liz as she refused to stop leaning against him. Amusingly, Susanne loosely mirrored the action as Zack took his seat next to hers, resting her head on his shoulder.

It was the most public affection he’d seen between them since they’d started dating years ago, but he wasn’t too surprised. They probably hadn’t gotten any alone time before the emergency meeting had been called, considering they hadn’t come in together.

Darrow had a solid poker face, but Matt knew that their team leader was just as annoyed as the rest of them. Their current rest was being interrupted because… Well, it sounded like an army had been hiding and laid siege to the planet they’d left the literal second they had left.

Regardless of the why, blah blah war, blah blah chase them out, blah blah take prisoners, blah blah… Ooh, time off?

Everyone perked up at that even Matt who had been trying to pay attention, but Darrow held up his hands. “Don’t get too excited. It’s technically just a delayed enjoyment of your current break…but I was able to persuade them to give you an extra rest day and not count what you just had as any kind of rest. So, sixteen rift-days off when we get back.”

That announcement led to actual cheers, mainly from Sebastian, and raised everyone’s spirits enough to actually start chatting again as they loaded up for deployment.

“I’m still stumped at how to get blood and fire to work together. Nothing is stable. Any mana type we try just falls apart. It seems literally impossible. Even the researchers are getting nowhere.”

Matt just nodded along as Liz complained. It was hardly the first time she’d vented about it, but it just didn’t feel like they were making progress. They’d even commandeered Erwin’s mana researchers after Zack finished creating his fast mana—these days called travel mana—but even with decades of progress and weeks of Matt’s mana generation, they had only really figured out that it would need a third element for stability. The current top contenders were emotion, lightning, spectral, and crystal, but it was slow going.

The big problem was that nobody was entirely certain what the end result would be. Liz was mainly hoping for either lightning or crystal, as those would most closely follow her current use of the element. Adding lightning hyper-charged the mana, making it an incredibly potent shape for attack spells, while crystal stabilized it and made it better for solid constructs. Emotion helped out its more plague-like and contagious effects, while spectral weirdly made it better at healing.

It was the opposite problem compared to travel mana, which they had a singular effect in mind for, and all attempts were to orient everything to that goal. Matt felt that they were making good progress, especially compared to how long it had taken them to make travel mana.

Still, it was nice to spend some time together and Matt didn’t mind Liz complaining during some of it.

Because of the fairly mundane nature of the upcoming fight, they didn’t bother giving themselves their full, maximum level of buffing. Sure, Darrow extended his Intent through all of them, Matt focused his Concept’s buffing effect on Liz, Stick and Stone’s Domains settled over them, Bulwark cast his group buffs, and they all used their respective self-buffs, but most of their consumables were left in the war chest.

It was only a Tier 26 battleground, no known notable elites, and while that meant they couldn’t slack off, their innate abilities were more than enough should the army even decide to fight. Using the expensive potions, temporary buffing runes, and single-use blessing stones for something like this was just a waste, which made it even more boring.

They popped into existence in a hidden spaceport on the planet’s surface, blasting out by phasing directly through the still-closed ceiling, then into the atmosphere and the space beyond. As they did so, Matt overcharged his [AI] to access the civilian nets and pick up whatever he could about the ongoing battle, too early to have truly started swinging one way or another.

Strictly speaking, what he was doing was illegal, but it was also impossible to prove.

With the final checkpoint passed on the planet behind them, Drifter slammed her throttle all the way forward and flew toward the besieged war world.

A simple planet just barely inside the local star's stable gravity well, it served as a safe place for the Great Powers to wage wars with each other while not involving the many civilians whose lives would be lost if Tier 25s fought large scale battles among them.

Exiting the ship, Matt broadcast a message for surrender but stopped bothering as spells started flying at him.

With a wave, he cast a [Bulwark] large enough to cover himself, the rest of the team, and the ship. Fifty years ago, he would have struggled to cast such a large spell, but now it was second nature.

Instead of immediately firing back, he waited to see what his allies did.

Liz’s phoenix body led the charge, riding a wave of blood-red flames with a triumphant screech. Shortly behind that body, her human form also changed into bird form and took off with a flap of her wings.

So that was how this would go.

Boosting his physical body, Matt darted forward alongside Susanne.

As part of their efforts to make the war less dull and repetitive, they had started fighting with limited kits or with abilities they rarely used. It was good training couched as a competition.

Liz frequently tried fighting in only a single form, or without using blood magic, or while only using her [Feather Armory] pseudoskill-weapon. She tried limiting herself to only puppetting the blood in her opponent’s bodies, or more recently to using only bloodline abilities from her lemon tree. This time, it looked like it was going to be a combination of fire magic only while in phoenix form. Matt thought for a moment, then decided he was going to use skills as little as possible.

It was definitely enjoyable to fight alongside Susanne again. Since she’d joined Team Zero, she’d joined himself and Eric as the group’s primary frontliners, and it was fun reminiscing about Minkalla while tearing into higher-Tier fighters to everyone else's annoyance.

Spinning, Matt dodged a line of arrows before dashing through the rapid-fire attack to stab a glowing Federation fighter in the chest.

The man’s bones started glowing, but Matt had already dealt with the phenomenon enough that he wasn’t surprised. The Federation and their rune boosting program, while interesting, could only make the average soldier so much stronger than they were before, and it didn’t do anything for their training instincts or habits.

Ducking, and then bobbing left, Matt dodged the [Fist Blast]s the man sent out.

Twisting his blade and pulling, Matt bisected the man. He was prepared to follow the move with a thrust, but the man sent his surrender, so Matt turned and caught a spear that was being thrust into his back.

At the same time, a wave of spells flew at him, but Matt didn’t cast any more defensive spells. He just flew forward, shoving the spearman into another group of Federation soldiers.

Matt cursed as he took a grazing hit along his right shoulder. His armor stopped it entirely cold, of course, but before he could even indicate the hit himself, a message from Allie’s [AI] gave him one demerit, which put him in last place.

Mildly irritated that he was now losing their bet, Matt flared his Concept. Repulsive force built in the blink of an eye, then released in a single overwhelming shockwave.

The soldiers near him were sent reeling as their weapons and armor were destroyed.

Susanne slid in front of him, trailing a silvery line in the wake of her sword, brimming with destructive energy. Her current restriction was that she couldn’t use her sword directly, but instead, could only use her Tier 25 Talent, the ability to write on anything, as her weapon. It wasn’t as impossible as it sounded, as she’d managed to get the sword strokes to be just as sharp as her actual blade, but it still required creative maneuvering and positioning to really make work.

It wouldn’t break through his armor, but he still made sure to dodge out of the way of the stroke.

Matt was not going to lose another point.

Darrow passed along a request for a lot of fire mana from Zack, and Matt obliged. [Dragonflame] flooded out of his armor’s cannon, magical threads permeating it from Dena as her Domain helped weave the spell from Matt to Zack. His fellow Ascender swirled it counterclockwise, focusing it into a white-hot miniature sun, and he launched it so fast that it left afterimages.

Zack’s personal restriction was fairly simple. Any skill he personally used had to be exclusively travel mana-aspected, and he couldn’t request any non-energy spells from the rest of the group to compensate for that limit.

It was an amusingly subtle restriction. Back when he’d first started practicing with travel mana, Zack had won four competitions in a row through some variation of applying a maximum-speed travel spell to rocks and metal or transforming a travel [Mana Bolt] to metal in the instant before it struck its target. Then they’d unanimously agreed that it was too boring, and Zack moved on to more challenging permutations.

Last battle, he’d used travel mana to rapidly accelerate random body parts, literally causing some of their opponents, mostly those with insufficient flexibility cultivation, to tear themselves apart. It was impressive but impractical, even by their standards, and he was working on a different application for travel mana today.

A non-teleporting Allie flew past Matt, diving in and out of groups of combatants just long enough to stab a few in vital places, get a few surrenders, and leave to do it with another group of enemies.

Matt backhanded a lance of mana, the spell splintering against his Stygian Gossamer-enhanced hand and armor and used the momentum it provided to dodge to the side, out of the way of a barrage of attacks that three commanders trying to pincer him had unleashed.

One lightning bolt came a bit close for comfort, and he needed to engage his repulsion in maximum deflection mode to avoid it, but he successfully managed to avoid losing another point. Right now, only he and Dena had a single unintended hit to their names, and if he was going to lose, he would make sure it was at least a tie.

With a flash of channeled mana through his Tier 25 Talent and a few moments of intense concentration, a sculpture of mana stone in the shape of a small rune appeared. His Bifate Pair-Linker appeared in his hand for an instant, and he connected it with a set of small metal plates tucked into a storage container in his armor. The talisman thus completed, he activated it and sent off a [Firebolt]-like spell the size of Joy’s ship.

Matt still hadn’t been able to instantaneously create an entire talisman, but he always did his best practice while fighting, so he’d been using his BPL more and more in combat to better refine his mana control, linking premade arrays to ever-more-complex sets of mana crystal. By and large, he could only change some of the less complex parameters on the fly, but manifesting a runic array in mere instants mid-fight, with no stabilization or tools beyond the absolute basics, was neat enough.

The efficiency was at least decent, though anything he created on the fly wasn’t the same quality as his own skills. Still, it was good enough that even a relatively small amount of mana could have some pretty massive effects.

Part of his ongoing improvements meant using the mana compressing formation any time his spirit was fully healed. In fact, he was almost ready for another round of condensing, and while the process still sucked, its improvements were indisputable.

The concentration array was another one of his projects that Matt didn’t have enough time to dedicate his [AI] to. It was absolutely invaluable, helping him bring his mana concentration to a point where it was more potent than a stiff breeze, but it still had its limits. Specifically, its efficiency kept going down. Instead of crunching his mana into a more compact form, he was just losing some of that mana, with it being shorn off from his spirit to no tangible gain before the formation took effect.

He could get it back no problem thanks to the nature of his Talent, but with every use, the amount that was lost for no gain kept increasing. Eventually, he would be getting essentially nothing from scouring his spirit, and the concentration array would be useless for him.

That wouldn’t happen for thousands of years and thousands of uses, but Matt was slowly learning to think like an immortal and planning for such far out eventualities. There were some models which suggested that the diminishing returns might reset, or at least loosen, when he Tiered up, but it wasn’t really possible to tell at this point. Fortunately, his Intent’s sub-aspect passively concentrated his mana entirely on its own. It was incredibly slow, but it meant that no matter what happened, he would keep growing stronger entirely on his own merits.

Compared to his fresh Tier 25 self, who could only make five million mana into a head sized sphere, Matt could now put that much mana into a fist-sized sphere. That meant the talisman, which he had used to cast the simple [Firebolt], contained eight million mana, and he hadn’t even needed to stop casting his other spells to do it.

One of the things Matt had truly come to grips with over the last century-ish was that his Talent wasn’t a combat Talent. For all its immense power, it only incidentally made him good at combat. It didn’t make his skills hit harder directly, it didn’t help him supernaturally bypass defenses, nor did it give him fantastic insight as to the perfect place to hit.

Of course, he hit hard enough that it usually didn’t matter, but while going from 10 mana to 1,000 might increase its power by a factor of fifteen, going from 1,000 mana to 1,000,000 mana might only quadruple the power, while simultaneously making the spell thousands of times harder to actually cast and keep contained. Most skills simply weren’t designed to take that much mana.

That was the entire reason mana concentration was so useful, despite the fact that investing in it lowered one's mana regen and max mana. Increasing mana concentration made the spell more efficient. Even Matt, who had more mana than he knew what to do with, found his own sweet spot with spell cost and efficiency. Sure, his sweet spot was higher than everyone else's, but he wasn’t making use of all his mana.

But spot-charged talismans helped change that.

So did his power armor.

It had been refined a few times in the intervening decades, small tweaks to the original design, usually in favor of giving him far, far more power in exchange for drastically less efficiency. Sometimes, it felt like half the mana he put into it was just there to offset the fact that almost no Tier 25 materials could properly handle ten to twenty million mana per second.

In truth, it was probably more.

But while Matt’s Talent wasn’t a combat Talent in and of itself, it was genuinely unparalleled when it came to making mana. That fed into his spirit both literally and metaphorically, empowering his Domain—especially his Concept—to a truly absurd degree. And in the past several decades, he’d taken that connection, and with the help of One Step Behind, refined it into something truly great. He wasn’t quite a sovereign of mana, but he had picked up a few tricks.

His favorite was making a little something he’d picked up in Minkalla useful after all these years.

Mana flowed out from him, but as he raised his hand, a small sphere of power began gathering above his open palm, a white hole running in reverse. It wasn’t a black hole; he was still working on adapting his Intent’s gravity manipulation to function with mana. And, besides, calling on his Intent would cut Liz off from the buff he was providing with his Concept. But it still pulled in on all the mana in a wide area.

What once sought to steal mana directly from spirits now snaked out and attacked spells directly, almost intelligently seeking out weak points in their spells, their enchanted gear, even their implants, and pulling on it viciously.

Zack was the only mage he knew that could basically shrug off the effect, but for anyone without Luna for a tutor, spells collapsed and were swiftly devoured, their remnants collapsing violently within the spirits of the enemy casters. This being the Federation, plenty of those skills weren’t within their spirits, but within pseudoskill enchantments implanted into their bodies. It meant that several of the opposing soldiers found their cybernetics malfunctioning, and in one particularly dramatic instance, exploding and taking the woman’s hand it was implanted in with it.

Then, because he had a big ball of mana in his hand that needed something done with it, he threw it at a nearby defensive structure, blowing a massive hole in the side of it as the mana violently detonated.

Matt had several follow ups they had practiced, but he didn’t use any of them and instead resumed his melee attacks.

“Matt, that counts as using a spell.”

Allie's voice chirped into their group chat, but Matt already had his rebuttal ready. “And teleporting mid-fight to get a snack is teleporting. If we want to start cou⁠—”

“It's very different. Getting a snack isn’t related to combat.”

Matt was concentrating on defeating a group of five melee soldiers who were less affected by his removing the mana in the area, but Liz backed him up. “I seem to remember someone saying they were powered by snacks and therefore snacks were a necessary part of all combat supplies.”

Caught by her own words, Allie lied through her teeth. “I only said that because Aster is a snacker and needs her treats. She's like a puppy and gets grumpy if she isn’t plied with snacks.”

“Excuse me! Are you calling me a dog?”

“No, I called you a puppy. It's different.”

“No, it's not, you teleporting, backstabbing, bitch!”

Seeing that her mark on him was overwhelmingly rejected by the others, Matt stopped paying attention to her and instead looked to where Liz was fighting a group of Federation soldiers in phoenix form.

While there was little sign of the warpaint that his wife usually traced out on herself across her armored feathers, the multicolored flames surrounding her were a literally sure-fire way to tell that she was channeling… That looked like six different bloodlines at once, as well as Aster’s cold fire, an application of the fox’s Concept which Liz was borrowing thanks to a blood contract.

Really, Liz was terrifying in the best way, simply because of how unapproachable she was as a combatant. Trying to outnumber her was a losing proposition, as any body thrown at her was simply more fuel for her spells. Trying to outmatch her in physical combat was also a terrible idea because she could outnumber, outmuscle, and outskill just about everyone.

Trying to attack her with magic just meant she’d infect you with some terrible draining or wasting blood curse that allowed her to form a clone within your veins, after which she’d assume human form, displacing the space that your body should have been taking up.

Even if she’d eased back a bit on the clones following a minor crisis of identity about fifty years ago, she still constantly had at least three distinct bodies active at any given time and wouldn’t hesitate to push that up to a hundred and fifty in short doses. Even still, she was working on slowly trying to up that literal body count, specifically by seeing how possible it would be for her to act as Matt’s blood full-time.

Current status was an incredibly uncertain ‘maybe.’

Her wings were iridescent with all the colors of the rainbow as white-hot, blood-red, icy-blue, and a particularly sickly shade of purple flames washed over her foes, leaving them burned, exsanguinated, frostbitten, and rapidly necrotizing.

Those who survived that had to deal with flaming feathers being shot at them. Liz’s [Feather Armament] was doubly effective in phoenix form, and she used the skill to great effect.

Someone managed to get in close to her and smashed her bird form with a massive hammer, but the blood that burst out like a squashed melon simply reformed into a phoenix. A now angry Liz flapped her wings and darted at the man, piercing a hole through his chest.

Happy he was no longer in last place, Matt pretended not to hear Liz’s complaining and instead turned to wrap up the battle as fast as possible.

Once they had defeated most of the officers, the general troops accepted the offer of surrender which ended the one-sided fight but forced them to sit around while the Empire army stationed on the previously besieged planet came up and secured the prisoners.

Matt had once asked why they didn’t just keep all the prisoners until the enemy ran out of troops, which could end the war sooner than later, but he had been given an annoyingly hard-to-argue-with answer: The wars had once been fought exactly like that, and wars had become far more brutal, with each Great Power unwilling to allow their soldiers to surrender. Things had eventually progressed until the point that the Great Powers were implanting their troops with curses that their officers could activate in case the lower-ranking troops tried to mutiny.

After several wars where the Great Powers had close to sixty percent casualties, they had changed the rules so that any surrendered general troops were to be ransomed back to their respective Great Powers as soon as possible, while the individual troops couldn't fight for a mutually agreed upon time not longer than a decade.

That old ruling was in fact why the Sects rarely allowed their general troops to surrender. It had been a necessity, but now, it gave their troops an edge on the rest of the fighters despite leading to higher-than-normal casualties.

It was a trade-off they were willing to make.

Once the troops were shipped off, they made their way to the next system where they were met with immediate surrender. But the third, oddly enough, decided to fight.

As the Republic army was only Tier 25, it seemed like an odd choice. But sometimes a general got a bug and thought they could do what no one else had managed, and thus refused to surrender.

It took a couple hours, but just as they were clearing out the last of the space fortifications, a new ship appeared near the inhabited planet.

At first, Matt thought Joy's sensors must be wrong, as there was no way the ship could be that large, but as the details came in, the information was corroborated by secondary and tertiary sources, removing any doubt.

With a sinking feeling in his stomach, Matt watched as the ship accelerated impossibly fast, which made him notice just how far the ship had appeared away from the inhabited planet, indicating chaotic space engines leagues beyond what even Joy's ship had.

They didn’t need General Darrow to call them together to know something bad was about to happen.

Matt wasn’t afraid but rather interested.

After decades of monotony, this was something new.

They floated there over the planet as the ship approached. As it flew stellar north, it disgorged five companies of Corporations mercenaries, one of which Matt recognized. The moment he did, he snarled at what it implied.

Just seconds later, he got his answer as Maven led fourteen people out of the ship.

Flexing his left hand, Matt couldn't help but smile.

It had been too long, and he had been saving [Mana Claws] especially for Maven. She had even brought the team of people who the Great Powers had been training to counter them.

But she wouldn’t be escaping today, no matter how many friends she brought with her.

The enemy grouping the other Great Powers had cobbled together to counter them, The Harmony Accords, had finally arrived.
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Aiden gave his best feral grin as he crushed the final elite in the army that had been attempting to besiege the fortress below. Enough so that it forced a surrender out of him, which caused a wave of similar surrenders to follow.

They had been ready for him, in that the members of the army immediately pulled back while their elites tried to wound him enough to force a retreat. As much as he wished that such things would be impossible…in truth, he was tired. So, so tired. He was, on average, using more willpower than he recovered in each of his fights. Sure, he was living the life, and while the whispers of terror that preceded him helped…it couldn’t fight all his battles for him. Which meant he needed to pace himself.

It made for a fun challenge, seeing just how little he could do before he had to retreat, but it also got old after a while. Especially when the answer was so often ‘nothing.’ Maya had been taunting him with flamboyant recordings of huge displays of power, but she and Yun Me were on the offensive and outnumbered him, able to strike only when and where they wanted, driving daggers into the heart of the Empire. He, on the other hand, was plodding along, trying to stop a thousand leaks that multiplied every time he blinked.

Really, what was even the point of the armies if they just kept retreating? Blah blah, something something consolidation and losses and overwhelming odds and strategy and whatever. They weren’t winning, and that was up to him and the kids. In fact, he still felt like a kid. Specifically, the time he’d tried to push the ocean back as the tide was coming in with his bare hands. Fun to play in the surf, but it just left you wet, cold, and tired by the end of the day.

Granted, a bout against Maya could actually be bracing at this point. A proper challenge might be just what the medic ordered. Yun Me could do fine too, but she wasn’t as fun. The defenses needed to survive…like a million years had left the Unyielding Anvil basically impossible to kill. Beatable, yes. Killable…less so. Maybe he could manage it if he really went all out…but maybe not. His desire to win was definitely less than his desire to not lose, and any fight of that level would leave both fighters bloody and broken by the end, no matter who won.

Eh, it didn’t matter. She wasn’t going to fight him soon, she was too far away. Maya was close enough, but he hoped he could win. He rocked a solid…maybe four out of ten win rate in a straight, fair fight against the older woman. Not that either of them would deign to give a ‘fair fight,’ because strategy, setup, and timing was how the game was played. He just wished he could be the one surfing the tides today, but the ocean gave and the ocean took.

But wishes were like…

Nothing came to mind.

Surrenders rolled in like a wave, and nothing happened. The moment after that, nothing happened. The moment after that, Aiden looked off to the side and blinked. “Are you going to show yourself, or should I come and get you?”

From the other side, he felt someone appear who immediately snarked back, “Wrong side fuck nut.”

Carefully searching, Aiden internally cursed. He had been saying similar challenges for the last while, expecting an ambush. But the time he was right, and there actually was a hidden attacker, he had picked the wrong side. How embarrassing.

He snorted, “You just waited until after I looked to manifest, didn’t you?”

He spun to face Maya. The blonde woman reclined against a pile of pillows on a probably not real palanquin, with two definitely not real overly muscled men rubbing her exposed thighs. Said thighs, of course, were exposed due to her miniskirt hitched up very nearly to the bottom of her torso, tantalizingly close to being outright indecent, but categorically incapable of showing any more than she wanted it to. Still, the promise of the hidden was incredibly alluring.

Aiden laughed as he felt the ensorcellment try to drag his mind under. Breaking the power, he leaned to the side like he was trying to peek under her skirt while giving his best leer.

Instead of trying to hide anything, Maya sighed as the men vanished and her clothes unveiled their true form.

The tight top that looked as though a stiff breeze might tear it spun, settling into body armor of gold-marbled white. The skirt danced on the edge of Aiden’s perceptions, flaring out then falling to ankle-length, while the shadows on her legs toughened into a glossy obsidian. She swept aside a lock of hair from the left side to right, and half of her golden hair blurred first into an almost-crown, before settling into a full-head helmet with a golden plume. She brushed her hands off, revealing dark gray gloves as though her skin was merely makeup over her true body of highly enchanted armor.

Her hair still flowed freely from under her helmet, though. That was the one part of her body that Aiden knew she actually cared about. Everything else was just an illusion, an affectation to normality that hid the monster deep below. Aiden was decently certain she didn’t even truly care about what people thought about her, so long as it was different from her reality. Some people wore a mask, others were the mask, but Maya was the act of wearing itself.

“About time Maya. I’ve been trying to kick your ass for years now. You ran at Temma sixty years ago.”

Maya spat off to the side. “That fight was bullshit Aiden, fuck you. You brought an ocean to a space battle. Who does that? This time, I made sure you couldn't prepare for me. And don’t pretend that that one victory changes the fact I’m still ahead.”

“Brave words from the woman four Tiers stronger than me.” Aiden grinned as she scowled. “And attacking me right after a battle, too? If you’re going to bring up the ocean, which, come on, that’s my job…I don’t suppose you’ve got a spare, oh I dunno, half-dozen mana potions I could have shoved up your skirts?”

“Nope, no, nah, you’re not distracting me with that. First you gotta tell me if you’re at peak 31 yet, ready to Tier up mid-fight and get me that way? I won’t be taken advantage of like that, go use Yun Me for that.”

“You wish. I wish, too, but that's beside the point. And like, the best ambush predators lurk just below the surface. But you mention Yun Me, should we be expecting her? I can do dinner for two if that’s what you want, but it’s rude to spring a friend last-minute.” Aiden was decently certain Yun Me couldn’t have made it to this sector yet, given her last known location, but he did need to know how this fight would go.

Thankfully, Maya was a proper Ascender.

“Nah, maybe next time. But right now, little man? It’s just you and me. Just as it should be, you…and me.” Aiden watched as the armor turned into mist, revealing flashes of flesh, and Maya pressed a hand to her mouth which failed to cover her smirk. “What would your wife think? Maybe she’d like to join?”

Snorting, Aiden blinked through the mental effect. “Madea would have you on your knees in minutes. You won’t be talking so much shit when your mou⁠—”

The world came into sharp focus, and Aiden was instantly in the depths. The pressure was overwhelming, but most pertinent was the arrow inches from his head. He didn’t bother to move, instead allowing the clone he’d been speaking through to lose its head, then pulled the arrow into the inky blackness. It vanished from the battlefield, then from reality as its illusion unraveled. He was left with a core of lightning, which was rapidly snuffed out. The clone reformed itself, water un-boiling with a cheeky wink.

Aiden laughed as his power bubbled and boiled like an angry tea kettle.

His soreness and exhaustion were swept away with the overwhelming feeling of life.

This was what he lived for.

The fight.

The battle.

The line between life and death that only came when you were fighting the impossible.

His eyes met Maya’s through her helm, and he saw the same look reflected from his own.

There was nothing better than finding your match.

He detonated the clone, a sphere of water quickly expanding in every direction and dismantling Maya’s illusionary double as another Aiden emerged from the depths, a droplet of water materializing and morphing into another Duke Waters exactly where the last one had been.

He lost control over a few molecules of water up and to the left of him, so Aiden sent a follow-up attack to the front and right, and to the back and left. The one behind him splashed against something impermeable, so Aiden’s follow-up was to his front and right. As a [Washing A-Wave], it broke Maya’s concealing illusion and revealed a grin every bit as manic as his own.

“Come now, Aiden. Let me pay you back for our last spat.”

“You wish!”

Maya twirled a golden staff, slamming it into her other hand with a thump, and the space around them pulsed. “It’s Just You and Me.”

A twang on the fabric of reality rang out, Maya setting a new Rule of engagement. The power swept away her own surrendered countrymen, spiriting them away to ‘outside’ the battle. This would be just him and Maya, and that meant…no more clones, apparently, as Aiden’s second false body fell apart. His true body rose from beneath the surface, a splash of water accompanying him as he was dragged into reality. Maya stayed where she was, indicating it was her real body.

Maybe. Probably. She was every bit as affected by her blanket Rules as everyone else was, but she was the only one who knew the exact limits. She could drop them at any time without him knowing, bluff their activation, or work through loopholes that she herself had put there.

It was like fighting a lawyer, but more fun because you could [Water Bullet] her. Unless she said otherwise, of course.

Maya twirled a wand like a conductor’s baton, and golden threads coalesced into a snake that struck at Aiden, silver venom dripping from its meter-long fangs. It bit down, meeting a bubble around Aiden, and while his Intent’s anchor deformed and bent, it didn’t pop.

Another bubble manifested around the snake, pulling it into a trap before it exploded into a mass of seafoam. As the primary bubble around him also popped, Aiden pulled the rest of the foamy mass into a mantle and cape…along with a long beard made out of bubbles, plus elaborate white eyebrows. Because he could.

A single “Ha,” popped up in the Ascender group chat, confirming that someone was streaming the fight. Maybe someone was hiding in the shadow of one of the gas giants deeper in the system. There was usually some retiree hanging around any particularly good fights involving an active Ascender, providing a recording for everyone to heckle—and comb over for new tricks they could steal for themselves, of course. It wouldn’t be Sien streaming this one, so maybe it was Max or Lila?.

Aiden bowed and fell a hundred feet, allowing a wall of flame to sweep over where he had been. Then, Aiden summoned his staff to hand and swept himself atop a giant wave, crashing down on Maya. He aimed himself directly at her head, giving the Gladiator the choice between getting hit by his spell or his boot. Given he was a mage, she should obviously take his boot over his spell.

Maya, alas, knew what his boots did and chose the wave. One day, he’d get her again.

She swept forward, and Aiden kept the momentum going by expanding the wave into an ocean, bringing it down on her. She was ripped away by the millions of tons of water, at least until she set forth a gargled Law that she couldn’t be moved.

He immediately flooded the water with mana, turning it into a host of skills and spells that slammed into Maya’s body.

Her arm broke into golden motes, and Aiden quickly reoriented to find her true location. If he understood her extant Rule correctly—and it was still in effect, as he found [Summon Mana Monster] didn’t want to work—that meant her duplicate still needed to be ‘her’ in some way. He guessed it was some amount of mana, reserved and now dispersed under his attack.

Before she could revoke her immovability Rule, he flooded the battlefield with mist and sent out three different forms of detection pulse—sonar, proprioceptive, and flash-boiling. That returned an area where his proprioception returned something that his sonar and temperature-change feedback disagreed with, and so Aiden swept that area with an enormous torrent of water.

She changed it into a breeze. It was still a lot of air, so she didn’t get the visual of her hair gently blowing in the wind she was obviously hoping for. Instead, she looked like she stuck her head outside of a moving train, but the gale still parted around her harmlessly. That breeze then hardened into strips of golden fabric, which whipped around, hardened into spears, and struck like lightning.

Aiden’s seafoam cape sprang into action, blunting the attack enough that a more traditional [Abyssal Ablation] could protect him the rest of the way. It still chunked his already-low mana, so Aiden manifested a small glass of ocean and chugged it.

When the steam cleared in the wake of the lightning-ocean clash, Aiden was reclined in midair, then raised a toast to his coworker. Maya returned the gesture with a martini glass, then flicked the olive from her drink with a wink. Instantly, it vanished from where she was and appeared directly above Aiden’s head, only now it was easily three times as big as he was.

He responded by launching a [Tsunami] at the oversized fruit, pushing it to the side, where it splashed into the water Aiden suddenly found himself floating in. Maya had taken his [Tsunami] into her martini glass and now appeared to be thousands of feet tall, with Aiden swimming around in her drink.

“That’s a new one,” Aiden commented. “Are you copying me?”

“Ah, you know,” her titanic voice thundered, “sometimes you just need to look at something a bit differently.”

“Fair enough.” Aiden summoned a pontoon boat, cast [Guiding Star] and [Justified Winds], and picked up speed rapidly. He skipped across the waves of Maya’s drink while she loomed before him like a primeval entity, raising the glass to her lips. Giant waves crested across the martini glass, and with one particularly sharp wave, Aiden used [Starsail] and broke free to surf among the skies.

Maya, meanwhile, took a solid ton of wood and canvas to the face, jolting backward from the impact. Her armor kept her neck from snapping back, but it still knocked her out of her rhythm for a moment, which Aiden mercilessly capitalized on.

[image: ]


Maya Embers was deep in the depths, a golden, faceless sentinel shining where there was nothing to shine against. The water was pitch-black, for no light could exist this far down, here in this deepest part of the ocean. Depth may not have even been the right word, for depth implied she was some distance from the surface, and she wasn’t sure that such a thing even existed within Aidens’ domain.

The pressure around her was unimaginable, threatening to overwhelm her if her resolve crumbled for so much as a moment, but it was forced to press against her own Domain, and that was just as absolute. Around her, the inky water asserted that she was in the depths, she should drown. All things must breathe, she must breathe, she was a thing, all things must die.

All the world is my home, she countered, and the pressure lessened. How could it be overwhelming, crushing and drowning her, if the Law said she was at home? She was comfortable at home; home brought her life, not death.

Of course, it was hardly an absolute because attempting to directly counter Duke Waters’ Domain with force was a losing prospect. Something lurking in the depths, some great terror, hovered just out of sight, a vague impression of teeth and tentacles and scales for whom it was a mercy that the light didn’t reveal its form, struck her.

This is not your home, it is mine.

I am a guest in your home, she said, revoking her prior Law and establishing a new one. The terror hesitated. Guest rights were an oddity, one it was unused to, yet she was clearly no guest for her clothing was improper for this setting, and she was obviously a being of earth and light, not one of water and darkness. She conceded, and her form changed. She took inspiration from various aquatic beasts who wished to only half commit to being human. It was a popular style in the Collective, from what she’d seen.

Half her normal body was back, her golden sentinel replaced with something that was half fish, half beautiful woman. Silver scales and golden hair, but a creature of the depths, nonetheless. She had every bit as much inherent right to be in this eternal mire of shadows and water as the terror did, and the pressure resided. The creature hesitated, coiling and thinking just beyond the bounds of perception, and then Maya was back in her own body.

She blinked stars out of her eyes and found Aiden’s hand pressed right up against her face. Between his fingers, they locked eyes as she sensed he was still trying to drag her back into the depths…and then the pressure subsided.

Of course, no guest would harm their host, so she quickly dropped that particular Law, and then projected an image of herself off to the side. Then, that became reality, and Duke Waters’ hand passed through the space where Maya herself had been a moment before. She quickly went invisible and made that reality, deciding to figure out where she existed later.

She attempted to trap him within an illusory prison, but Aiden was so impossibly hard to properly grasp it was almost futile. Attacking him was like trying to squish a specific molecule of air while blinded. Even if you managed to somehow find the tiny thing, the simple act of grabbing it would make it move, and then if you hit it, that still wouldn’t actually break it. But then, he could be a giant when he wanted to be.

She was supposed to be the one who did fun stuff with perception, damn it.

Wanting to change the battlefield a little, Maya decided she was actually directly above where Aiden was, and unleashed a massive thunderbolt that passed through his defenses as though it were an illusion—which it obviously was—and slammed into Aiden’s chest and sent him sprawling.

Waters reoriented and swung his wand like a conductor’s baton to spawn a riptide, which she twisted to make it tear itself in half, then followed up with a hail of gravel concealing her return [Fireball]. He dispelled the illusion around most of the gravel, but in so doing set off the [Fireball]. The detonation rippled out, setting the magic around him ablaze and forcing him to bring a small ocean down on his own head just to put it out.

That ocean then drained into itself, coalescing into a glimmering blue-and-white knife seemingly made out of pure energy, and giving off faint wisps of bubbles like it was smoke.

Maya scowled. “Have you been talking to Max?”

Aiden just grinned, telling her everything she needed to know. Two enormous stone pillars, each made out of glimmering crystal, shimmered into being on either side of Aiden and slammed shut with him in the middle. Then they separated, revealing Aiden was still grinning in the same place, so she slammed them shut a few more times for good measure, just to vent her frustration.

Aiden’s blade flashed out and cut her spell in half, then flew toward her like it was drawn on an invisible tether, streaming bubbles in its wake. She made herself an illusion, then clenched her magic together to ensure that the reality of the illusion was such that it didn’t take damage from Aiden’s willpower construct. If she allowed that reality to override her own, she was in serious trouble, but she rejected his reality and the knife ended up lodged in her torso, but without affecting her otherwise.

She projected her body elsewhere, and the knife didn’t come with her, so she started existing again and made an illusion of her casting a few hundred [Fireball]s. Waters made a shield, and she shifted one of the fireballs to be real to confirm that she was attacking him. Then, she kept up the illusion of an endless barrage while she prepared something a bit more grandiose.
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Aiden took the opportunity for reprieve when it was offered. Maya wasn’t bombarding him constantly with her overpowered silver flames, instead simply allowing for the illusion of constant attacks, and he steadied his ragged breathing by closing his eyes and taking a deep breath.

It smelled good. Like the ocean right after a storm. A bit of salt, a lot of freedom, and immense amounts of power. He took a sip of water, then dismissed the glass again. It had been long enough.

A wave of power erupted from his bubble, disrupting and deflecting the remaining real attacks and vanishing the false ones. Then, a lance of pain struck him as a Rule decreed he needed punishment. He’d ventured into the hidden garden, and he needed to be careful.

Winding pathways led in every direction, twisting behind bushes, shrubs, and flowers. His feet were planted firmly on the ground, for no flying could happen in the garden, as all of the incredibly vivid foliage must be properly enjoyed from the paths only. Similarly, one had to experience the garden with their own eyes, so his spiritual sense was restricted to what he could physically see.

Stay on the path, don’t hurt the flowers, and keep your eyes open. There were probably more Rules involved, but he could figure those out in time.

His boots pounded on the cobblestone path as he raced down one of the winding turns. A flash of gold caught his eye, but a second glance confirmed it was merely a glittery rose. A faint whistling caught his ear, and Aiden spun to confirm the presence of a silver arrow hurtling toward his back. The instant after that, he’d summoned eight water tentacles to smack the five invisible arrows out of their flight path. The visible arrow was an illusion, but he sidestepped it and allowed it to thud into the picture-perfect bark of a tree behind him.

The arrow vanished a moment later, as did the invisible ones in his tentacles, but now Aiden had a direction, and he continued his run, turning at the next of the many intersections and jetting down the miles-long pathways so fast that the world nearly blurred around him. He closed in on Maya quickly enough, as she skipped down the path, ostensibly unaware of the massive tidal wave of power Aiden was bringing along with him.

In practice, she probably had to act a certain way to maintain this garden of hyperreality, but he wasn’t about to let her just get away with that. So, he skidded to a stop, allowing the mass of water he’d been building up to surge forward.

Maya produced a staff out of thin air and gave it a sweep, turning much of the water into iridescent seafoam-blue butterflies. But while hundreds of the insects fluttered into the garden, there was a lot more water than that. The Gladiator took thousands of gallons to the face and was swept away along the path. He was very careful to allow none of the saltwater to harm the plants and instead directed an iota of mana to ensuring his water cleaned the path, rather than dirty it.

Alas, the garden didn’t vanish like he’d been hoping, and it took four more exchanges before he finally managed to get a wave under her and fling her into the sky.

Instantly, the garden disappeared and Aiden’s limitations were lifted. Now, they were just both hanging in the void, surrounded by nothing…so he created an ocean and dropped it on both of them.

The water sent Maya tumbling until she raised a golden shield, and it shone with light bright enough to shelter her inside. Aiden, meanwhile, called on ocean currents and swept her away. She responded by altering the direction of the ocean and breaking out of the side as though it were the surface. Aiden just sped up and burst out of the water in a fantastic, dolphin-like jump, reorienting in the blink of an eye and summoning a half-dozen glowing, razor-sharp discs of water. He substituted his wand for a staff and dove onto Maya, his discs slicing through the intervening space like glass.

She was forced down, closer to the ocean, and Aiden had his summoned leviathan breach the surface and drag her into the depths. At some point, she’d modified her Law that forbade clones in a way which enabled summoned monsters, and while she thought he hadn’t noticed what the butterflies meant…he had.

As soon as she was under the waves, Aiden reversed the direction of the ocean again, putting her at the very bottom. From there, he applied pressure and cracks spiderwebbed across her light-shield.

Just as the shield broke, she contested his sense of up and down, this time eking out enough of a win to breach the surface once more. His leviathan still managed to keep its grip on her lower half though, and she was forced to render part of herself into an illusion to escape. She emerged from the ocean dripping with water and contempt, missing the lower third of her legs.

She shook herself like a dog, albeit a scowling. “Come on, man. Do you know how long it's going to take my legs to feel right after that?”

Her skirt flared out, obscuring Aiden’s view of her lower half, but when it settled, her feet were once again intact, steel boots and all. Aiden was never entirely certain how Maya’s reality manipulation translated to real healing, but he was fairly certain it was, at minimum, costly.

Rotating her feet, Maya said, “My turn.”

A flick of her wrist conjured a massive, glowing silver sword that swung through the air like it weighed nothing. Which was both because it didn’t weigh anything and because it didn’t move at all. Instead, everything around the blade moved relative to it. Reality pushed and pulled and finally gave up.

All Aiden knew was that he’d lost half of his water-discs and had a tremendous gash running down his side. If it had been slightly more to the right, he’d have lost an arm. The injury resisted his standard healing, too, so he had to settle for freezing the wound closed. Probably something to do with the wound itself never properly happening, so he couldn’t heal what was theoretically healthy flesh.

He retrieved his wand, and with a dramatic series of flicks and flourishes, sent his remaining water-discs tearing through space, spinning and leaving little droplets of water in their wake. Or as he liked to think of them, inverse bubbles. In other matchups, they served as perfect conduits to switch places with, but the trick didn’t work with Maya for many reasons, most notably her Rule.

He could overpower her, because he was far more geared to overwhelming displays of force than her Domain was readily able to answer, but doing so would be…inadvisable. His overall willpower was already waning, and he’d mostly resigned himself to going out with a splash, but huge and inefficient shows of force weren’t the way to make the biggest impact.

He also couldn’t go entirely all out. Emptying your willpower reserves cut off pretty much all Domain abilities until you had completely recovered, and for his particular fighting style, that would leave him entirely defenseless and out of the war altogether. And from the sounds of it, he’d need every bit of willpower he could scavenge in the coming years. Maya probably hadn’t been entirely joking about her teaming up with Yun Me ‘next time,’ and that would be a battle to remember.

Still, he was glad that he could fight Maya now, rather than Yun Me. The other woman had impressive abilities, all well-refined and masterful displays of magical and martial might honed over hundreds of thousands of years. It was honed to perfection, and while the Sects had enough pizzazz with their optimized skills as to still be interesting, there was a certain level of roteness with the other woman’s fighting style.

It was dull and boring.

But even if Aiden won here, he needed to be in a condition where he could fight in the next dozen battles if he was to stem the tide of this newest incursion into Empire space.

The first disc of water was spun onto Maya’s finger as a silk handkerchief, which she tossed into the air and dramatically, swept through space, deflecting the second disc into it, where it vanished without a trace. She tried to repeat the trick with the third, but Aiden sped it up at the last second, and it took her hand off at the wrist instead.

Then, in its wake, the water bubbles arrived.

Like a rainstorm from a nightmare, the droplets landed like bullets. Each one struck her armor with a tink, leaving dents at worst and breaking through entirely at best. She tried to do something, maybe turn them into raindrops and pull out an umbrella, but didn’t manage before the barrage finished off. Some of the bullets had flown past her, and they struck the planetary shield behind her with such force, it turned opaque.

She was pretty obviously trying to bait him into spending some of his energy breaking down the Empire’s own defenses, but it didn’t really matter. He’d already passed on an evacuation advisement to the fortress’ commander the moment Maya had revealed herself. He was expecting a notice that the planet had been evacuated any moment now, and at that point, the planet’s shields didn’t matter.

Like so many other times in this war, the point wasn’t to win, but to survive for the next battle.

Maya had finished taking the barrage of water, and Aiden caught the briefest flash of a black eye. She ran her hands down her body semi-alluringly, as though she were smoothing out a rumpled shirt, and then her armor was whole again.

Her skirt flared as she set herself before launching herself forward even as Aiden strained to the side.

A dozen illusionary swords sprang into existence around him and began their best blender impression. He completed the impression by turning into water and swirling into a whirlpool, accelerating faster than the swords as they flickered between properly and only kind-of existing. Six swords shattered under his force, then a seventh swept in with a particularly dangerous air that he blocked with [Puddle Mirror].

The eighth through tenth passed through his watery form without any particular notes, but the final two cut into his very spirit, forcing him back to human and leaving an additional pair of gashes, before he shattered them with his Intent. Seafoam filled his wound and the swords erupted into clouds of bubbles.

That left him just enough time to dodge a metal disc to the face, but forced him to move into a flash of silvery light. He called on his Domain, and the silvery light dispersed like such an inconsequential set of sparkles on the surface of the ocean.

Maya refused to relent, and a unicorn with a sword for a horn dashed in, point leveled at his right eye.

Unable to conserve willpower, Aiden flared his Intent and vanished into the water, letting the attack flow through him.

“Water flows like cloth.”

Maya’s new Law turned the water into silk, but an ocean of silk was still an ocean, and Aiden’s control over the water persisted, translated through her Law just as surely as the last time she tried this trick with fire.

Swirls of cloth engulfed him, twisting and pulling in every direction as he rose upon a column of silk. Massive sheets of silk raising him up like he was an actor in a play. Tidal waves of fabric rushed forward, wrapping Maya in a cocoon that she struggled to burst free from.

A mile-long strip of cloth sprang up and attached itself to Aiden’s shoulders, giving him the most magnificent cape he’d ever worn for a brief second, before Maya reverted her Law, and it became water once more.

He’d been waiting for that, though, and an iceberg crashed into her. It shattered mere feet from her body, but Aiden kept enough control over it that it smashed into her face. Her armor flickered and glitched oddly for a moment, and then she was fine.

Maya glared at him and snapped her fingers, then Aiden’s temporary wound-patches vanished, letting blood pour out into the space around him once more. The blood coalesced into a massive monster, looming over him with some indistinct shape, then Aiden broke free of the illusion.

During the time he’d been unaware, he’d managed to lose his face, but he didn’t really need any of the organs which had suddenly stopped existing. The front of his head was just smooth, like he was a drawing in which the artist had stopped working after they got the body and hair down. The real downside was that he couldn’t stick his tongue out at Maya, which in all honesty was the biggest blow either of them had taken thus far.

“My face was that irresistible?” he asked. “You had to have it for yourself?”

Talking exclusively through the Domain, with no mouth to subconsciously channel the words through, was tricky, but Aiden was nothing if not a master of ‘weird tricks you can do with your Domain.’

Perhaps he should write an EmpireNet article.

“But, of course. Not often do I get this expression. Don’t you agree?” Maya spun the mask-like representation that was Aiden’s face, frozen with eyes wide and enough of a gap in his mouth to gasp.

She brightened. “I know! I can put it on the face of one of my helpers. It’ll do my mood wonders, having you as a footstool, having you kneeling at my feet, having you give me massages, maybe I’ll⁠—”

She cut herself off, launching immediately into a new set of golden threads arcing delicately through the void. Simultaneously, a blade sprouted from Aiden’s chest, punching through from the inside of his armor and penetrating the enchanted metal weave like it was barely there. Then, the sword went in two different directions, tearing his armor from him and leaving him bare-chested.

Aiden reasserted the reality that he hadn’t been stabbed. It didn’t save his armor, which he needed to snag and stash away in storage, but it meant he didn’t have to fight with two swords stuck in his chest.

“If you wanted me shirtless,” he quipped while diving between Maya’s arcing strands of reality-altering, “all you had to do was ask!”

A second wand was pulled out of storage, and he overlapped the depths of the ocean with the depths of space, and the empty space around them was water, just like it always had been and always would be. Within his spirit, the construct of essence and willpower inched ever-closer to proper completion, but the pseudoskill didn’t coalesce into full reality quite yet. Maybe next time.

“And maybe lead by example,” he finished, utilizing the uncertain nature of [The Depths] to appear right behind Maya and drive a spike made of impossibly compressed water into her shoulder. Fractures grew across the Gladiator’s armor, and the stone crumbled and fell away, crushed by the immense pressure of the forever-deep water.

Underneath she was still wearing a suit of underarmor, but that quickly turned first into a swimsuit, then vanished altogether as Maya kicked her feet, forming them into a silver tail while her upper half showed off bare skin. Naturally, her drifting golden hair still obscured everything, but Maya’s shapeshifting adapted her to the ocean biome well…but not well enough.

A tentacle of water, invisible against the pitch-black imposed reality of the deep ocean, yanked her tail and crushed bones with its implacable grip. Then, a golden pair of scissors manifested and snipped the tentacle in half, before turning on Aiden himself like a chomping shark.

A current picked Aiden and moved him swiftly out of the way of the scissors, as well as carrying a school of tiny but ravenous flesh-eating shark monsters within striking distance of Maya. A giant kraken loomed in the darkness next to Aiden, and he crushed it mercilessly. [The Depths] were under nobody’s control, least of all his own, and it was dangerous down here. Admittedly, that was just the way he liked it. But that still meant all he could do was to be the scariest thing around, leaving the rest for everyone else to deal with.

Right on cue, the razor-sharp fin of one of the depth’s fishy flesh-eaters grazed Maya’s tail, drawing blood even as it spontaneously transformed into a roll of sushi the next instant. But now, fresh blood was in the water, and a cloud of finger-sized creatures descended upon Maya. Red filled the waters, then clouded it utterly, and then the red was a crackling fire, and they were back in space.

Maya picked up the blood-red flame in her palm, studying it with curious intent. “Such a fascinating little toy there, Aiden. I’m flattered. But don’t act like it’s going to be enough to work against me. I can tell even from here that it’s missing something, and I think you know that, too. Now, are you going to drop it or will I have to break it?”

Aiden winced as Maya started picking at [The Depths], contained in a way that they should have never been.

Still, that didn’t mean he would give up. If she wanted to break his toy, he'd fight her every step of the way.

Red flames flickered blue-black, and smaller critters darted out, trying to savage Maya’s hands until she flicked them back into the flame, then contained that flame in a birdcage. That birdcage shrunk, and Aiden pushed back with his Concept and Intent. A bubble appeared around the flame, but that was only shrunk by the inexorable cage of reality which Maya was weaving. The cage itself kept getting more solid as well, the gap between its wiry bars shrinking and the bars themselves multiplying while [The Depths] were severed more and more from the reality it was made to connect to.

His senses blurred, and he would have gritted his teeth if he’d had any. He wanted to throw caution to the wind, commit to the fight utterly. Pour every last bit of himself onto the fire, unleash every last shred of power he could and show the entire Realm the true terror of the depths, but there was only one force stronger than his desire to never give up.

Timing.

And it wasn’t time yet.

The thrill of the fight called to him, telling him to commit his spirit to the pyre, but a fire blazed brightest when against the darkest night.

Still, it was tempting.

Oh, so tempting.

He kept up the outermost layers of the skill, but pulled himself back from the core. If he let Maya crush the semi-skill now, he’d undergo full backlash from failing to make the new skill. And that wouldn’t do at all. But the flame was snuffed out, nonetheless, and Aiden staggered back as though he’d taken the full force of its collapse.

Maya took a moment as she panted, “Fuck you! Really? Trying to play with reality with me around? That's fucking insulting. Can you imagine if I had been beaten by that? I'd never live it down.”

“Yeah, because you'd be dead. Duh.”

“The audacity! When I kill you, I’m going to turn your skull into a pot to piss in, water boy.”

Maya conducted the fabric of reality, and spears in every color sprang into existence, launching themselves at him in a coordinated symphony of destruction. Aiden’s spirit was genuinely sore, but he still followed his purest and finest-honed instinct. Illusionary spears struck his chest, real spears grazed his arms, and plenty of each didn’t come anywhere close.

Going with the flow of battle, Aiden counted as he waited for his moment.

A [Tidal Freeze] paired with a [Bubble Shield] locked the defensive shield down with Maya half inside, halting her momentum like she hit a wall. She immediately started creating a reality where she wasn’t locked down, but Aiden cast [Water Jet] right at her neck. The finger wide stream of water punched right through her already weakened and missing armor, impacting her spine and causing her body to go slack for an instant before she corrected.

Aiden tried to capitalize on that brief moment, but Maya’s shield unraveled into strips of silver reality. He managed to impress on them to act like water enough that he could run down their length, weaving his own counterattack as he cast a net of high-pressure water at her.

It struck, carving furrows into her flesh, but then wrapped around her body and formed into new armor, blazing with power. Her nose, previously half-severed, glitched and was whole. Then, her entire body glitched and suddenly there were five of her.

Each spun a staff, gathering threads of reality around them as they charged forward. They weren’t clones, her first Rule still at least partially in effect, but that didn’t make them any less dangerous.

He dodged the first, flinched as the second one attacked and brought up an [Abyssal Ablation] to block its strike, then lost half of his left hand to the third.

He countered with a spike of water directed at that Maya, but it passed through while doing nothing. The fourth and fifth were met with a [Water Shield] and an opportunistic [Water Blade] to deflect them out of the way.

Ribbons of reality, strengthened into outright blades, fell, and Aiden found himself swiftly retreating as he tried to avoid them, only to bump into a solid wall that hadn’t been there a moment previously.

A blade of nothing sliced into his leg, then snaked its way through the inside of his body as Aiden yanked on it. At the end of the ribbon, an invisible woman was pulled along for the ride and into his elbow, which struck with the full might of a [Water Hammer].

Maya’s helmet rang like a gong, and she started backward before Aiden used [Octopus Assault] to pull her back closer. As she got within arm’s reach, he reached out to grab her throat, and cast [Siphon].

The water in her cells were ripped from her as his spell battered through her spiritual defenses, but the spell was slow, and Maya struggled with all her might. She tried rendering herself into an illusion, but [Siphon] worked just fine on illusionary water too. She tried making herself into an earth elemental, but [Siphon] just turned hard rock into sand. Illusionary blades manifested and swung at him, but reinforcing his own reality and challenging hers was enough to have them break against his [Water Armor].

Her eyes turned toward where Aiden’s should have been, and a blade swiped close enough to Aiden’s face that he would have lost his nose if he still had one. Rippling silver and gold bands tugged against blue and clear streams of water as their powers clashed, in deadlock until one of them flinched…

Aiden sagged, the wisps of willpower he still had coiling into the depths of his spirit, and then he was blasted backward, sans two and a half limbs and all of his hair.

He drifted aimlessly through the space for a moment, then pushed forward with a burst. He shook himself, called his wand to his remaining hand, and set his resolve once more. Once that momentum faded, his every movement felt like it was being taken while wearing lead blankets. 

The thrill of the fight would banish the sluggishness in an instant, but now he just felt tired.

Maya coughed dryly, then summoned a martini glass of water and took a swig. Aiden made her choke on it. As she recovered, he threw a barrage of [Flotsam] at her, but she turned the driftwood into a wooden chair and the metal debris into a pillow with a wave of her hand. “I win. Sore loser. So, what was that anyway? You must have been working on it for a while, and man did that slip past my defenses.”

Aiden didn’t bother to hide anything as he knew she’d learn as soon as a Republic analyst looked at the recording of their fight. Or probably earlier, in the high likelihood someone in the Ascender chat said something.

“A modified [Siphon] meant to work on people. Tricky little move.” Aiden looked at the arm floating near Maya and gestured. “Throw me back my arm. I don’t feel like— You bitch. Daisies, really? You could have at least made it roses.”

“You tried to turn me into a mummy. That comes with consequences. Now, fuck off and use your escape move. I don’t feel like chasing you down. I think you broke something in my hip and it’s not right anymore, fucking asshole.”

Maya was definitely roughed up as well, so while she wasn’t fresh, she was still running on mostly primary tactics. He might still be able to go a second round, running entirely on fumes. He had managed it before in their scuffles. The desire to not lose was stronger than the desire to win, but you couldn’t exclusively be on the attack and expect to win every fight. Maybe he could still pull out a win…but not today.

The words of the commanders echoed throughout his mind that winning the battle wasn’t worth losing the war. Besides, his only major injuries were physical and his drained willpower. A quick stop by Melinda and a nap would have the first sorted right out.

He muted his [AI] and the words stopped echoing.

He could at least have the last laugh. He sent a message to the Empire defenders, then snapped. Perfectly on cue, the shields around the fortress dropped and the defenders shot off, tearing into chaotic space.

Maya’s jaw dropped.

She flailed for a moment, grabbing her jaw and reattaching it. “You sneaky fuck! Fuck it, round two bitch!”

She flew at him, but Aiden just threw a mocking salute and dove under the surface. On the other side of this particular cleave in existence, Maya, her image distorted by the ripples of the water, impotently lashed out with her magic, but he was already gone. He looked up and started swimming, activating his call-home lifeboat. Its magic buoyed him up and back toward the Capital. It might be a bit embarrassing to return to Fort Lightfoot with missing limbs, but his pride would survive.

Still, if he could have grinned, he would have.

He loved his job.
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Matt teleported to interpose himself between most of Team Zero and the newcomers, then powered up [Archmage’s Presence] to enhance his mental cultivation, wanting to catch surprise attacks, but he wasn’t prepared for their enemies to stop advancing and pause. His [AI] had managed to identify a good number of the lead fifteen combatants, but he didn’t need it to identify the man heading up the squad, right next to Maven.

Long Zhiyuan. Matt was a bit surprised to see a familiar face on the battlefield. Sure, the reports had said he was part of the team, but he couldn’t help but smirk at the memory of the Sects man fleeing as fast as he could on the battlefields of Minkalla. That smirk turned into a bit of a glare as he remembered what happened immediately after their last encounter and the disastrous ambush he’d led them into.

The Sects man held up a red-gloved hand and motioned that he wanted to talk, but Matt had no interest in allowing their enemies to determine the pace of the engagement so firmly. There was no situation in which a surprise attack from an elite turning into them simply “wanting to talk” was a good idea. So, Matt responded as succinctly as he could.

A lightning-aspected [Mana Beam] erupted from Matt’s cannon, lancing toward the former Young Master Bloodhand. It crossed the distance in the blink of an eye, only to, instead of annihilating Long Zhiyuan, be stopped dead in its tracks by a muscular Sects man Matt didn’t recognize.

He wore even less armor than was typical for Sects’ fighters, leaving much of his skin bare, but he practically radiated boredom as he caught one of Matt’s most powerful skills on the palm of his hand. He hadn’t even moved beyond raising his hand. Admittedly, it was impressively fast considering the speed at which Matt was processing everything, but the casualness of it all still irked him.

Matt tamped down the urge to turn up the power and blow the man away, instead simply re-aiming his shot at one of the others. Lorlael was a Republican mage with spells as strong as anything Matt could put out, but she needed time to build up. If he could knock her out of the fight early on, she was a non-threat.

However, his [Mana Beam] refused to budge. The mysterious man still simply caught the beam on his open hand. Matt flared [Sharp Mind] and [Barbarian’s Hide], assessing himself for any subtle taunt effects, then assigned his [AI] and his armor to double-check his mind was clean. Nothing came back, which meant the effect was physical.

Redirects were rare. A smile spread across Matt’s face.

This was going to be fun.

The rest of Team Zero was beginning to act, other spells starting to fly across the distance, and their opponents responded in kind.

Plenty of their standard set of buffs had worn off at this point, to say nothing of all the ones they hadn’t used to begin with, but if their enemies were trying to catch them in a moment of weakness, they would be sorely disappointed. Matt’s armor injected some of his most important and powerful potions directly into his bloodstream, and General Darrow’s own Domain meant that all Domain-based buffs easily renewed themselves.

Alongside the power, information flowed to fill Matt in on those of their opponents who he didn’t recognize. Apparently, the man responsible for intercepting his [Mana Beam] was Gan Le, a fairly small-time elite with a reputation for being invincible.

Matt couldn’t wait to prove that reputation false.

He hadn't been on their short list of the members of the Harmony Accords which made his presence interesting.

Except, his [Mana Beam] was doing nothing to the Sects fighter. He poured more mana into the spell until his cannon began giving him warnings about an overload. Then he changed to alternating its aspect, looking for some kind of weakness. Fire, arcane, metal, force, plasma, summer, aurora, armageddon, and even weirder ones like spatial, thought, and moon, were blocked with relative ease. Out of curiosity, he tried spectral mana, but even that was halted dead in its tracks. Similar fates befell illusion and mirage, despite those not even trying to do anything.

It wasn’t until he tried travel mana that anything seemed to affect the man at all. It didn’t hurt his opponent, of course, that wasn’t really what travel mana did, but it did yank him toward Matt at a fairly high speed.

As they neared each other, Matt didn’t miss the two companies of Corporations elite mercenaries fanning out and setting up long-range mana cannons. He’d need to take care of them after he took out Gan Le.

Turning his sword black, Matt slashed out as Gan Le was dragged within melee range, trying to disable his defenses; or better yet, take him out of the fight outright.

Gan Le raised his crossed arms and the armor on his forearms flared with energy as they fully blocked the physical momentum of Matt’s blow. They did nothing to stop the wave of mana he unleashed, but that seemed to wash over Gan Le without even singing his skin.

Alarms were ringing at the sight, but Matt was unable to immediately react as he started to get peppered by attacks from the Corporations mercenaries. Slashing out, Matt aimed for a gap in Gan Le’s leg armor. Gan Le seemed intent to ignore the slash and instead drove a glowing claw into Matt's face.

Dodging upward slightly, Matt shifted the trajectory of Gan Le’s attack. Matt still landed his blow while he relied on [Cracked Phantom Armor] and his physical armor to block the attack.

Both blows landed, but neither of them did anything.

Gan Le’s claw attack just fizzled out on Matt’s armor, which he expected, but what he hadn’t expected was for his blade to only create a scratch on Gan Le’s flesh that almost instantly healed.

His blade should have cut the man's leg off, but it had done nothing.

Matt decided his efforts were better spent elsewhere and flared his repulsion Concept, backing it up with a powerful shove of [Telekinesis]. Gan Le was sent tumbling away at an angle, but Matt felt himself get pulled along with him. It was then that he realized that Gan Le hadn’t just been trying to kill him in their earlier exchange but instead had been linking them together with a tether of some sort.

Momentarily cutting off mana to Liz in order to flare his Intent, Matt halted his momentum only for Gan Le to slam to a halt just a few hundred feet away from him. The move had taken him away from the battlefield, but it opened Matt up to a concentrated barrage from the mercenaries.

Pointing, he sent out a wave of [Mana Beam] along the ranks of mercenaries, but before he was able to do more than take out a few cannons, Gan Le was back on him.

Matt took a punch to the chest, and while he needed to redirect the second layer of [Cracked Phantom Armor] to safely block the blow, it wasn’t that strong.

Growling in frustration, Matt punched Gan Le in the face with a burst of speed earned by flaring all of his boosting spells and armor. The punch, combined with [Fist Blast], could have cracked a Tier 15 moon, but Gan Le took the blow on his crossed arms without dying. His vambraces disintegrated along with his helmet, but that was the extent of the damage. Gan Le’s forearms were lightly singed and a few minute cuts appeared on his face, but they vanished as quickly as they appeared.

Matt twisted and brought his blade around. But, while it cleaved through the armor on Gan Le’s chest, it stopped just half an inch inside his flesh as if Matt had struck a steel wall as a mortal.

Seeing the rest of his team embroiled in their own fights, Matt turned away, intending on ignoring Gan Le to help them, but the Sects fighter darted in the moment Matt took his eyes off of him. A barrage of blows landed on his exposed back, along with the ever-present fire from the mercenaries.

Matt fully intended to ignore them, but as he went to fly away, Gan Le cast a taunt of some kind. Despite himself, Matt brought his blade back around and down.

An explosion of mana illuminated the vacuum of space, but Gan Le took the blow without blinking.

Growling, Matt broke the taunt and started flying toward his team, but quickly felt Gan Le stop moving, which activated the tether and forced Matt to a crawl as he tried to pull the resisting man forward.

After a few calculations, Matt twisted and attacked Gan Le once more.

He needed an opening. Once he had it, he believed that he could break the tether, but he needed to lower the man's defense by seeming like he had given into the rage.
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Valentina looked down her scope and blinked as she carefully slid a round the size of her forearm into the chamber. The bullet was depleted tungsten, the byproduct of creating enriched tungsten, a magically conductive metal perfect for enchantments. The inverse was an effect just a hair’s-width away from true anti-magic. It ate through magical armors like a hot knife through butter, and the mass meant it could pierce even physical armors with barely a hitch. It was a deadly material, but almost impossible to work with. Harder still to actually fire, but her rifle was more than up to the task.

Even better, this round was enchanted. By most conventional wisdom, that was impossible, but Republic weaponsmiths were truly the best in the Realm at this sort of thing. Better even than the dwarves. She slid the round into the chamber, locked it in place, and began her real work.

Willpower bled out of her and soaked into the bullet, carrying with it additional skills only held in place by her Intent. But fortunately, everything was going exactly to plan.

The Harmony Accords had even been mostly acceptable, for all that everyone but those from the Republic were a group of squabbling brats more concerned with their own glory than actually completing their mission. But they were well-equipped, powerful, and more than capable of serving as an adequate distraction.

She’d been waiting out in the cold depths of space for nearly two weeks now, setting up her nests and surveying the upcoming battlefield. They’d known that the Empire’s Gladiators would be coming this way for months, and that this would be an optimal place to spring their first ambush. It had nearly been ruined by the Federation commander assigned to attacking this system waiting until the Gladiators had left the system to begin his assault, but Shadow had brought them back, the army had drawn them out long enough to get them just on the edge of complacency. And now, her teammates were ensuring all eyes were on them.

They had debated her opening fire the moment the fight started, but in their tests and simulations, that only had a forty-two percent chance of ensuring a kill. Waiting for the fight to settle into a routine for her to take action had instead provided a sixty-four percent chance of success, and that was enough for them to want to wait.

It also meant that everything was up to Valentina, but she had never minded pressure. Pressure brought out the best in her.

It was just up to her to pick her target and kick off the slaughter.

Sighting in, she started scanning.
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Dena tried to twist out of the way of one of the Federation elite squad, but she was a tad too slow to fully dodge the attack and took a small gash on the thigh. She wasn’t able to give the wound too much thought though, as two more of the Federation soldiers darted in trying to force her away from Eric and Bolt.

Her cloth tendrils snaked out and entangled the legs of two of the group, but Dena had to quickly pull back her cloth as two of the Feddies tried to cut through the fabric. There was a yard long tendril wrapped around her head from getting in that trap once, and she wasn’t about to let herself get whittled down like that.

She sensed an attack incoming, and rapidly pulled herself to the side to avoid it, as Eric shrugged off a splash of lightning and swung his hammer to retaliate. Drifter swooped in, dropping a blast of ordinance that bought them a moment of time to regroup.

The problem was, these guys seemed prepared for every trick she had. And while the Ascenders seemed to have little trouble fighting two or three to one, Dena was having a hard enough time with the one that kept on her consistently. The times that she was in a two-on-one never went well, and she needed near-constant intervention from those around her. She didn’t mind, though. A Weave is Stronger than a single cord, and she was as much a part of their fights as they were hers.

Even now, tied down as she was, she could feel little threads of her tapestry twanging as the rest of her team pushed and pulled. It was endlessly complicated, and it gave her a sense of satisfaction unlike any other. Legion was ritual-casting with herself, weaving magic on a scale which Dena could never replicate on her own. But she could be the loom, the channel for that power and making ever-finer cloth. Elsewhere, Light called on her strength as he ‘joint cast’ a skill with the gunslinger Colton, in practice simply stealing whatever spell had been used on him and throwing it elsewhere.

Eric shifted to block a downward strike that would have struck Bolt, and the woman in question used the moment to fire a series of rapid fire shots at the Feddie who had brought the axe down. The bolts were deflected by the neighboring Feddie, but that forced her to stop her own attack and bought them all a second of breathing room.

Shift right and down. Darrow sent the command through his Domain, and Dena obeyed without question, rerouting her entire body mass to the end of one of her cords and yanking herself like a piece of cheesecloth down and out of the way.

Through the space they had been, a bolt of lightning arced out and struck the Feddies, arcing between them and giving her a chance to unleash some attacks of her own. She might have done more, but Susanne, propelled off a tendril of cloth Dena hadn’t even truly realized she was controlling, slammed in like a wrecking ball. Two other attackers were right behind her, but she was keeping them both at bay, even as Dena pulled her out of one fight and into another.

Eric’s Domain thrummed through her, and an opening provided itself. A spare strip of cloth shot out, ensnaring the foot of one of the soldiers fighting Susanne. Instantly, the momentum shifted as a second Susanne emerged from the tip of the first one’s sword, already in a massive two-handed swing. The Feddie soldier tried to block it with his sword, but Dena had slid her cloth up to his arm and gave it a yank, exposing it to the copy-Susanne’s blade. While Dena’s fellow almost-Ascender wasn’t able to cleave fully through the man’s arm, shining blood spurt from the massive laceration.

Through her Intent, Dena could feel as the Feddie healer passed a spell to them from the other side of the battlefield, repairing the wound in an instant.

That same pulse of power also landed on the other Feddie soldier, who had chosen to lose a hand instead of a head to Susanne’s lingering sword strokes, and fixed them up as well. A shield suddenly appeared in front of Dena’s face, causing a steel cable whip to clang off Queen’s manifestation. Dena responded in kind, and she snapped a length of cloth like a whip, ensnaring and pulling the Feddie whip-wielding soldier off-balance.

That was apparently taken as some kind of invitation, and Dena found herself, Eric, and Susanne under tremendous pressure to survive.
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Liz stabbed out at the Federation golem-woman, her spear wreathed in voracious flames, then pelted Eliana, as Darrow’s mind-link helpfully informed her, with a barrage of feathers enchanted to break armor. The spear skittered off the woman’s forearms, wreathed as they were in an intricate set of skill-bracers. The feathers had better luck, sticking and cutting their way into the woman’s arms and torso, but they drew no blood and were wrenched out moments later by the other Federation soldier she was facing.

“Saziel, a manipulation expert.”

Darrow’s Intent had been quite a boon to them overall. Not only was the knowledge it provided second only to knowing the information already—or if it were Matt, within his outsized [AI] and [Library] databases—its ability to cause other disparate Domains to function together as though they’d practiced together for centuries had made them far more cohesive as a unit. But right now, all she cared about was how the stupid Feddie kept yanking out her feathers like they were from his skill and not hers.

A bit of Light’s expertise bled over to her in that regard, and she fought back a grimace. The exploit in question wouldn’t be something she could easily change this fight, and covering it would require her to compromise elsewhere, but if the mage survived, it might make for a worthwhile trade.

A gust of wind brought Saziel up next to her, and he drove his rapier into her side. He managed to knock aside a few of the feathers that made up her armor in the process but wasn’t able to score a very deep cut as her blood actively fought against the attack. Similarly, though, his own skills prevented her from healing the wound outright. Was that body manipulation? That was a thing?

“[Heal Genetics] is the closest skill to that effect.”

Huh. You learned something new every day.

She was needing to devote far more of herself to each fight than she had grown accustomed to, and it was great. She was at a total of five distinct locations, each one representing a singular mind, with a second Liz inhabiting their blood. And even as one body was pinned down by the two Federation fighters, two more were side-by-side with Bulwark protecting Origami, and the other two accompanying Torment’s summons as they pushed a squad of eight other Federation soldiers with weirdly homogenous spirits away from Susanne, Eric, and Dena.

Those fights were eminently manageable, for all that she was having so much trouble drawing blood, but they were still tough fights, the sort she’d been missing. Fortunately, she was still getting fed mana from Matt, so she was able to keep up her aggressive style, but if she didn’t kill someone soon, she might need to scale back a bit on her offense.

Admittedly, the fight with Eliana and Saziel was where most of her mana was going. The former was as much machine as human, healing herself with the exact same kinds of skills that Liz kept trying and failing to use on her. Hitting her was like trying to hit Matt—but with no resonance from blood—so many of her best skills just didn’t work. Then, just as soon as she made any headway, Saziel would jump in and keep interrupting her remaining attacks before she could get a truly strong strike on either of them.

If she had been facing either one of them individually, she could overpower them with one of her backup abilities. But she wasn’t. She was only one-fifth present and facing both of them, plus a platoon of Corporations mercenaries that kept taking potshots at her every time she left them alone for too long.

She dove forward with her spear, then used her internal blood control to puppet her body like it was on strings, redirecting that momentum into Saziel. She struck him with the butt of her weapon, flexing one of the feathers it was made of to slice into his arm instead of cracking against his metal implants. The light gleaming within his arms abruptly sputtered, but he retaliated with a blade spontaneously sprouting from his elbow, driving it toward her chest.

Before it could connect, Liz ignited a Bedrock Tortoise bloodline she had prepared for this very moment. The bloodline gave its owner incredibly hard skin, which made it a popular one to burn in battles, as it gave anyone who had it that same level of defense for a brief moment.

The blade still left a long gash down the front of her chest, finding or making gaps in her armor as it traveled. But the wound was shallow, letting Liz retaliate with a palm-strike toward the man’s helmeted head, her hand wreathed with corrupting blood.

Eliana teleported in to intercept the blow, and Liz redirected the attack to the side of the biomechanical woman’s neck, waiting to take her head off. With some satisfaction, she turned her arm fully into blood and had it dive into minute exposed cracks, infiltrating and⁠—

Liz bit back a curse as the blood inside the woman was shredded with some kind of corruption, a little piece of her spirit annihilated in seconds.

That was a new experience, and not a fun one.

Reeling back, Liz barely dodged the sword thrust and its accompanying blade of wind from taking her in the throat, deflecting the lingering cutting winds with a twirl of her spear. A mote of her attention went to the Liz residing in her bloodstream, and she decompressed some of its blood to get enough mass to rebuild her arm. The process was slower and more annoying than she was used to, with pain lingering even once all the nerves were in place, but she had no time to figure out what was going on.

Growling, she cursed to vent some of the pain and flexed her newly rebuilt hand despite the increasing agony. She didn’t have the time to really analyze what was going on, but she felt a dozen curses trying to invade her body through the healed wound.

Liz blocked another flurry of attacks, sword strikes from Saziel and axe slashes from Eliana, when all of them were sent flying as—“Incoming!”—an explosion rocked the space around them.

The shockwave rippled out through the vacuum of space, and on instinct, Liz shot out a wave of blood to blunt…ah, blunt the strength of what Origami would experience. Her own body was violently disincorporated into a tangle of blood and metal feathers, but she reformed just as fast, now re-oriented to better cleave into Saziel’s head. Unfortunately, Eliana’s axe knocked her attack off-course before it could strike the man’s helmet.

“That was courtesy of Maven and Shadow,” Darrow’s tactical awareness filled her in, and Liz flinched slightly as a portion of her became aware of Shadow’s current state.

The spatial Ascender had actually taken hits, with multiple gashes in her torso deep enough to warrant her to bend space such that her blood portaled from one side to the other. More worryingly, she’d detonated a backup explosive in order to get space.

That wasn’t a good sign.

Just as she was starting to get pushed back and pieces of her sliced off, a wave of cold washed over her enemies, slowing them just long enough for Liz to burst forward and reset the momentum of combat, chunking her willpower and mana to instantly manifest another full-power Liz to even out the numbers somewhat. The relief didn’t last long, as Aster’s momentary support was cut off by Long Zhiyuan closing in on her again.

Except, there had been someone there. Hadn’t there?

There was definitely something going on, but it wasn’t that important. She had bigger concerns than that. She should have a keen idea of where everyone on the battlefield was, but something was missing. Then again, it would be easy enough to lose track of someone in the chaos, so it didn’t matter. She did need to pay attention to the incoming attack though… Yes, this immediate engagement needed her full attention.

Something needed to change, and it needed to happen fast.
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As she scanned her targets, Valentina internally cursed.

She needed to get a solid hit on an Ascender, but she had to begrudgingly admit that Ascenders were worth the hype. None of them had any true weak points, but they’d each had multiple false weaknesses that had nearly gotten her to pull the trigger too soon. She’d never encountered a false weakness as convincing as the one which Ascender Wraith had presented, but not falling for the traps still left her with nowhere she could readily secure a kill.

Ascenders Light and Wraith were the softest targets, but that was only in comparison to the others.

Ascender Shadow was difficult to pin down and even harder to hit. She didn’t even need to be consciously aware of an attack to deflect it with her spatial control, and even in the hardened space surrounding Maven, Valentina predicted no better than fifty-fifty odds that her bullet would vanish into a crack in space, never to be seen again. If she was further from Maven, or closer to Titan, those odds swiftly dwindled to single and sub-digit odds. If she did land a shot, it would be fairly devastating, but it was too all-or-nothing for what she needed.

Ascender Legion was perhaps the most annoying target that Valentina had ever seen. Every shot she would take was predicted to score a kill…which could be true, or a clever falsehood that she hadn’t been able to circumvent. Oh, and that only was the case if Titan wasn’t able to intervene somehow, which he kept doing in all her predictions. Worse still, her shot would only kill the body she struck, and leave the other five, previously four, bodies unaffected. She could manage one, maybe two shots before they all went on high alert. Six was completely out of the question, and so too was Legion as a first target.

In an almost welcome change of pace, Ascender Titan was the most traditionally hard target out of the Ascenders. Her shot was guaranteed to hit him, and that was where the good news ended. He had no physical weaknesses, and even his spells registered as powerful enough that mana-depleted tungsten wouldn’t definitely interrupt them. She didn’t even know that was possible.

His only weakness was his emotions, and that was a piece of feedback she’d historically only gotten when trying to target someone way above her Tier. Even his simple presence was making everyone else’s shots that much harder, thanks to whatever undercurrent of information they all shared. And Gan Le’s interference, valuable as it may be, didn’t distract him enough to ameliorate that.

They’d known Titan would be a tough target, but the intel which the Harmony Accords had had drastically undersold just how utterly impossible actually taking the Ascender down would be. They’d need to go back to the drawing board after this mission, figure out some different strategy for the man. Maybe they could trap him in a spatial lock? Only if Shadow was out of the picture, but they at least had plans for that.

No, her best targets were Ascenders Wraith and Light.

Ascender Wraith was comparatively vulnerable, she was pretty sure. Unless the wily fox had five layers of false-weaknesses, if she could ever land a hit it would…not outright kill her, but certainly disable her for the fight at minimum and put her into critical condition. The trick would be hitting her, because she was every bit as evasive as her namesake. Valentina wasn’t entirely sure if she even existed most of the time, but the white-clad figure engaged in a fight with Long Zhiyuan certainly wasn’t an actual body…probably. Except for brief moments when she was, and Valentina had yet to figure out any tells for when it was real, or just an illusion.

Ascender Light was unpredictable, but in a refreshingly straightforward way compared to Wraith. Her weakness sensing knew that it wasn’t able to fully predict his actions, that there were hidden depths to the man she couldn’t even guess at, but his most common actions were at least familiar enough to her predictions. He also kept using some kind of mana which she had never seen before, but she thought she had enough of a grasp of it to work around it.

Running through their plans, Valentina found one that would work.

Plan fourteen, variation Bravo.

Taking aim, Valentina caressed her trigger.
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Matt was beyond frustrated as Gan Le continued to stick to him like a bit of toilet paper to the bottom of his shoe.

He had already gone through all of his available methods to try and break the bond between himself and the seemingly invincible man, but nothing had worked.

Matt prepared to cycle his methods again when something happened. A presence, and an absence.

Essence washed out from somewhere there should have been nothing.

A block of their entwined spiritual awareness suddenly went away, and their group awareness stumbled as they tried to correct for a missing piece. Matt’s body experienced a sudden hitch as his cultivation suddenly lost a support he’d only barely been aware of.

Stone’s power armor was missing its helm and part of its shoulders. Fragments of enchanted stone drifted from it in slow motion. Eric’s head was not visible. Eric’s vitals on Matt’s [HUD] were all null.

Matt stopped moving as Gan Le slammed two blows into his head then chest.

Eric was dead.

Except that was impossible.

Eric couldn’t die. He was Matt’s friend, his mentor, his sponsor. He couldn't be dead.

Except he was.

His armor was mixed in with the flesh of his head as it spread through the emptiness of space in slow motion as Matt’s increased perception forced him to watch every agonizing fraction of a second.

Screaming, he moved to rush to his friend, wanting to save him somehow.

But the moment he accelerated away, he felt like he slammed into a wall as Gan Le braced himself and resisted Matt’s forward movement.

Roaring, Matt didn’t go for any complicated methods to resist the tether, but instead pushed with everything he had. His body, his armor, his Domain, it all went into a desire to move.

And so, he moved.

Reality warped as Gan Le tried to resist him.

Just as he was starting to slow down against the seemingly immovable Gan Le, just an instant from Eric’s death, Light's head turned into a cloud of blood.

Unbridled rage flushed through Matt’s veins, but unlike the hot anger from Eric's death, this anger was as cold as Aster.

Gan Le had regained his positioning, holding Matt in place, but Matt would not be denied. He called upon his Intent, crushing his mana into a singularity, and a pitch-black beam with every drop of mana that Matt had access to erupted from a massive, overwhelmingly powerful [Mana Beam]. He didn’t channel it through any of his enhancers, none of them could take that much power, but he didn’t need the help.

The white-rimmed pillar of blackness slammed into Gan Le, Matt’s willpower dropped precipitously, but the Sects man was sent absolutely flying, his body flailing wildly as he vanished into the distance.

With a snap, the tether holding him to Gan Le broke, and he was free.
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The moment she pulled the trigger, Valentina abandoned the body she had been inhabiting.

The question of how she was going to survive taking out someone with a hyper long-range teleporter like Shadow had come up early, and she hadn’t let anyone forget it. Valentina wasn’t a throwaway asset, no matter how the analyses of the other Great Powers might hint that her life for an Ascender’s was a worthy trade.

Thankfully, there was an answer.

Corpse Flowers were rare natural treasures that allowed one to create simulacrums of oneself to transfer their consciousness into. It was hardly a perfect copy, as the replacement had no essence while uninhabited, but it made an excellent starting point. The smiths they’d collaborated with in the Federation had worked wonders, somehow turning the flower into a genuine pseudoskill. Something reusable, which could be slotted into the spirit and used time and time again. There had to be a catch somewhere, but she didn’t know what just yet.

Oskar had been the one to take the [Blind-Dead Drop] skill, as his Domain fit it better than hers would, and with a thought, Valentina and her spotter changed positions, their consciousnesses seamlessly moving from one spot to another.

The two of them appeared ninety degrees off from where they’d been before, and Oskar raised a temporary bubble of time, giving her just enough time to reload her freshly manifested Anchor, pour a dozen skills into the payload, take her aim, and stroke her trigger once again.

The pause between strikes was tricky to get right. Titan was the main issue, weirdly. Her Domain made it clear that Gan Le didn’t tie the Ascender down as much as their tests had hoped, which was enough to make him entirely useless. Her predictions made it clear that any time a genuinely dangerous attack would come in, Titan would interfere somehow. Her senses didn’t explain how, but one thing was clear. Titan had to be completely and utterly preoccupied with something if any of her main shots were to stand a chance at landing. Eliminating the Ascender was a non-starter, so she’d had to turn to alternative methods.

Like targeting his emotions.

Of everyone on the battlefield, Legion, Wraith, Queen, Stick, and Stone were the only things that came to her attention as genuine weaknesses of the Ascender. Legion and Wraith were impossible to eliminate, and Queen and Stick’s danger senses were honed enough that trying to take them out would certainly trigger a full response from Titan. So, one shot to eliminate Stone. Confusion, rage, and, above all, focus would be drawn entirely to the death, and that heartbeat between complete focus and hypervigilance for additional shots was the optimal time to strike.

All she needed to do was predict the exact reaction speed of everyone on the battlefield, their respective responses to the death, identify where Light would be when her bullet struck, and ensure that it wouldn’t trigger danger senses until it was too late.

Easy.

The second shot was in flight moments later, well before the first had struck, but Valentina was confident in her aim. She abandoned that body a moment later, arriving at her third and final backup body an additional forty degrees off. Predictability meant death.

This last shot was less pivotal, and several of her skills were on cooldown regardless. There would be too much chaos to properly predict what this shot would even do, but she was certain it would be dramatic. And a moment after the third retort sounded, those bodies, too, were abandoned, returning to her real body, this one completely off-axis from the battlefield and in an intensely warded hiding post.

Summoning her weapon once more, she inserted a round into the chamber and prepared to fire but hoped she didn’t need to. If she did, it meant she and Oskar would need to bug out while being chased by an angry teleporter, and Valentina didn’t like those odds.

Sighting in, she waited and watched, ready for the show that would start as her bullets hit their targets.

Who knows, there might be an opening for her to exploit.
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Allie felt a pulse of shock run through her as Eric’s head vaporized, and that shock turned to pure, unbridled rage as her partner was struck just a moment later. The entire battlefield came into sharp focus, and Allie let loose.

Maven tried to block her teleport, but Allie’s priorities had shifted from fight to rescue, and she struck out with her Intent, fracturing space into a thousand pieces and giving her the room needed to trigger seven backup forms of teleportation to disengage. And while it cost her an arm, Allie got in one last hit with her severed appendage before it was shredded by the opponent who should have been easy to defeat. Where before Maven had wielded power like a cudgel too heavy for her, she now wielded it like a rapier. And it showed.

Zack was still alive, even though half his head was missing, because he’d intercepted whatever it was that had struck him with a complex web of aspects that caused his magic and the projectile to shred one another evenly, meaning he’d taken a face full of shrapnel that annihilated a massive chunk of his face.

He’d only managed to pull through that with a combination of a hyper-reinforced skull that Allie would never call him paranoid about ever again, and by finally breaking through with a flash of insight that had gotten him a partial-body, partial-blood [Spirit] skill usage that reinforced his material existence.

If he’d had even an instant more warning, or if he’d had ten times the mana, he might have been completely unscathed, but now he was floating almost blind, half conscious, and under attack. Allie appeared next to him, grabbed him with her remaining arm, took a half-dozen bullets from Colton that would have otherwise struck him in the head, and reached out with her Talent toward home, toward Camp Lightfoot, where they could fix him

The bullets embedded in her flesh burned her spirit, trying to interrupt her, but she would not be denied, even as a huge spell crashed down on them, but her teleportation spun up agonizingly slowly, looking for the place that she told it to go, looking, looking, looking, and finally finding the exact place she was aiming for, giving her enough of a fingerhold that she could hook on with practiced ease and pull.

That much distance was hard, taking people with her was hard, entering a rift was hard, teleporting through a spatial lock was hard, teleporting while her body was filled with spirit-straining cursed or poisoned metal pellets was hard, and doing it all at the same time was essentially impossible. But Allie had made a career of doing the impossible, and it was practically second nature for her at this point.

Space folded and bent, connecting her to the rift. And in that instant, her awareness stretched out, and Allie searched and found the one place, the one person, that she needed to find. While Melinda wasn’t on-duty yet, she was only Tier 17, and Allie could scoop her up and shove her wherever she wanted, no matter how much her spirit screamed at her for it.

Allie, Zack, and Melinda appeared in the triage bay where high-Tier healers were on-call. They were well-trained, and the moment they fully materialized, they were already beginning to pour their magic into Allie’s friend just as the first syllable of her hoarse, “HEAL HIM!” tore itself out of her throat. And while it took an agonizingly long time, Melinda began adding her own magic, her own Talent to the effort. 

Allie could relax as Zack would definitely be all right now.

Allie waited a moment to see if Zack would be recovering, but the moment the healing started, her partner slipped into unconsciousness. Whatever had hit him had done serious damage to his spirit and body alike, and he’d need more than a few seconds of healing to recover.

One of the healers moved to begin treating Allie, but she was gone before they could get near her. There was no time for her to heal, there was no time for her to wait for Zack. Though her body and spirit groaned with the effort, she pulled on her teleportation once more and returned to the battlefield she had just left.

A spell slammed into her remaining arm, but she ignored it and looked out to where Darrow had tracked the attacks to have come from. He told her to remain with the group, but Allie ignored the order.

She had a head to take.
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The moment Matt broke free of Gan Le, he raced forward and brought his blade down on Long Zhiyuan, who was fighting with a few others that were trying to take his bond out.

The former Young Master seemed to have predicted he would do exactly that, and sent a blast of energy out of his elbow strike, but Matt ignored the attack and drove his blade home. He’d dropped most of his ongoing skills, focusing entirely on his attacks.

The blade sunk into flesh even as a few cracks spread across Matt’s helmet.

Unleashing the stored mana, Matt intended to blow Long Zhiyuan apart, but while the attack did considerable damage, it was far less than it should have been.

Wrenching his blade free, Matt saw Gan Le approaching, literally being carried back by one of the eight-man Federation squad, and watched as the residual damage lessened as he got closer.

Not caring about the spells that hammered into his rapidly cracking helm, Matt grabbed Long Zhiyuan’s exposed chest and quickly threw a million mana into [Breach]. When the spell unleashed its power, it rocked the battlefield as a shockwave of mana blew everyone else away, including Gan Le. Still, his Talent protected Long Zhiyuan enough that only half of his body was vaporized instead of the whole thing.

He expected Long Zhiyuan to run with an escape method of some kind, but instead he drove a clawed hand at Matt’s head. Even with his helmet in mostly good shape, Matt felt a fair bit of danger from the attack, and redirected a massive amount of mana toward bringing his armor skills back up. The attack splashed harmlessly against the armor’s newly reinforced plating, and Matt responded with a pulse of his Concept to fling the Sects man off him.

Knowing he had limited time before Gan Le was back on him, he turned and started casting [Mana Beam]. The arm-thick beam of mana lanced out, cutting into, and doing serious damage to, several of the enemy who had been pushing his team, before Maven slammed her hands together and created a white full moon, halving the spell’s damage.

Changing his target to the mercenaries attacking them from range, he cut off and recast the spell, redirecting it to his mana cannon, and sent out an oversized pulse, this time aspecting the entire thing to void. Infuriatingly, the eight-man Federation squad had managed to get in front of the shield protecting the mercenaries, and somehow deflected the shieldbreaker straight upward and into the nothingness of space.

Matt resumed his assault of the shield, this time using summer mana as a base, but the Corporations mercenaries had set up some kind of shield-amplifier, and Lorlael and the Federation soldiers cast their own spells to reinforce it, holding it fast against Matt’s assault.

No, no, no. This wasn’t how this worked.

A small pulse of his Intent concentrated his mana enough that it sent the base flying, turning everyone inside into a gory mess as they became a danger to everyone around them. That move cost him even more of his already tapped willpower but that was fine.

His blind fury begged for more destruction. He wanted to go in there and tear them limb from limb, slowly. But Matt had bigger targets than mercenaries here for money.

Screaming, Matt threw himself at Maven and brought his blade around to bisect her.

Maven deflected the blow and the wave of mana that accompanied the attack, using the opening to lash out at Matt with her digitigrade lower legs. Her claws carved straight through his armor both magical and physical, but Matt ignored the damage to bring the pommel of his longsword into her shoulder.

The blow that should have shattered every bone in her body only broke her collarbone, which was rapidly healed thanks to Gan Le’s approach.

Matt barely even needed to turn to bathe Gan Le in a wave of white-hot [Dragonflame], hoping that protecting his allies resulted in a corresponding attenuation of his own defenses, but with how fearlessly the man plowed through the inferno, he saw that his hopes were in vain.

Maven hadn’t allowed the opportunity to pass, and lashed out with all four of her limbs. They turned almost incorporeal, and despite his armor defending against that exact sort of thing, bypassed his defenses and tore into his flesh. A large portion of his torso was eviscerated, but [Regeneration] rapidly put himself together just as quickly as he was injured.

A startled yelp emanated from a point of empty space a bit behind Matt, and Aster tumbled into visibility, the left side of her chest missing. The bullet responsible passed through her and with a wrenching sound ripped through the wing of Bulwark’s griffin mount and embedded itself in his shoulder.

Matt flared his Concept’s repulsion to the point he almost passed out, and while it bought him some room before he could free himself, a dagger wielding man Matt hadn’t seen drove a blade into his face.

It struck right on the crack in his helmet and slid through the nearly atomic-level gap in a way that was impossible without magic, to pierce Matt’s skin, but he barely flinched as the cold metal sliced through. Instead, he activated his repulsion armor and swung his longsword, not aiming for the body but the much more vulnerable wrist mere inches from his face.

Even with Gan Le there to lower the damage, his blade still sliced through the joint, though it took every bit of power Matt had in him.

With the blade still in his flesh, Matt tried to shake free of the duo…trio? Had there been someone else?

Matt ignored the incongruent thoughts as he twisted to the side, preventing Maven from driving the blade in his face deeper with a palm strike. He’d love to reach up and remove the blade, as it was layered with anti-healing effects, which caused even a multi-million mana per second [Regeneration]’s healing factor to slow to a crawl, but he was completely occupied with trying to defend himself from Maven and Gan Le, both pelting him nonstop with attacks. His armor kept beeping at him about compromised defenses, but he ignored it as lightning poured from his body and sank into the bodies of his attackers.

A Liz body went down near him as a group of eight took one down, then another in rapid succession.

General Darrow was already calling for them to retreat and gather, but their enemies had them locked down tight.

Rage coursed through Matt’s body like a second heartbeat. He refused to die here, refused to lose anyone else under his care. They’d been caught flat-footed, but woe betide his enemies if they thought that would be enough.

No. Matt refused to go down like that.

He was not some petty foot soldier who lived and died because something went wrong. He was Ascender Titan. He’d stared death in the eye time and time again, and he had never blinked first.

He was endless. He was dauntless. He would not be denied.

His armor had hundreds of millions, maybe even billions, of mana stored within it in crystal form, as a backup power source. But here and now he released all of it, and a massive cloud of raw magic suffused the battlefield. It was larger than anything he’d done in the fight so far, and trying to control it would be an exercise in futility for him, let alone anyone else.

He kept a modicum of control over it regardless, feeling the spells throughout the fight impact it and begin to tear at it, destabilizing pockets and straining Matt as the unleashed mana still poured out from him.

He let go of the entire mess.

It started with lightning.

A bolt of electricity, twice as thick as Matt was tall, ripped through the space, and the thunder took physical form as the mana immediately next to it twisted into sound, then that sound into force and that force into fire. The fire absorbed metaphorical heat from its surroundings, making thermal and ice. An uninteresting part of the battlefield became spectral and allowed a vicious flame made of aurora to crash through it, detonating into a thousand other pieces.

Gan Le was sent flying in a tornado made of force that actually opened cuts on his arms. Matt took a blow to his chest that crushed his armor into his torso and took off his arm. His skull was cleaved nearly in half as the dagger still embedded in it was torn asunder and shattered, flying off into the distance in a flurry of freezing hot shadows.

That was when reality started getting really weird.

Matt tore a hole into chaotic space to escape, wanting to cough up blood but unable to with his armor still constricting his chest cavity. Raw pain wracked every aspect of his being—emotionally, physically, spiritually, and even through his Domain—and while he ached to return to the fight and show them what true endlessness looked like, his responsibility warred with and won against his desire for revenge.

He wasn’t sure how long he floated there in chaotic space. Intellectually, he knew it was only a few seconds, as evidenced by the degree of recovery in his physical body. But it could have been hours, or even days, as his mind struggled to process what had happened. At least, until mana wrapped around him as a ship appeared within his field of view, pulling him into Drifter’s ship. As he landed next to Aster and Torment, the ship was full.

Stone was there too. Or rather, what was left of him.

Shadow’s power wrapped around him, around the ship, and then they were gone, back in the rift. She collapsed to the ground a moment later in a swiftly growing pool of blood, but the hatch was ripped open and things blurred together. Shadow disappeared first, and Matt was vaguely aware of someone trying to move him, but he refused, and the pressure on his Domain lifted a moment later as they stopped trying. It was pointless, anyway, as his body had already almost fully recovered and was just pushing out the last bits of armor still embedded in his chest.

Instead of concentrating on any of that though, his eyes were fixed on Eric’s body, where Arthur was still holding onto it.

At that same moment, Dena dropped to her knees and let out a keening wail that tore at Matt’s very being as she shook the corpse of her husband, demanding he come back to her.

Matt stood, unmoving as the world slowed to a crawl around him, his own eyes fixed on the headless body of his friend and mentor.
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Matt had to check his [AI] to see how long he stood in complete stillness and silence. It felt like hours, days even, but ended up being a whopping five minutes. That's all he was allowed to grieve before the healers grew insistent enough that he gave way.

But as soon as his armor was off, his body snapped back to full health. There were only a couple of things that his baseline healing couldn’t deal with, but he was able to flush those out with a quick few hundred million mana directed like a scalpel through his Millennium Willow Lifesap, overwhelming and overpowering the foreign mana left in his body. There was the sound of a distant scream and what sounded like a mirror breaking, then he was free of the curses he’d accumulated.

Reluctantly, the healers released him once more, moving on to the others still in the shuttle.

His attention bounced from the healers to the empty-eyed Dena, and the anger that had been burned out in the end of the battle flickered back to life.

Liz, who was as shocked as he was, was an instant slower than Aster in picking up on his emotional outburst, but both of them were too slow to stop him. It only took an instant to find who he was looking for, because he was always near the second person Matt needed.

Baxter and Melinda.

Even as he neared his full combat speed, Matt watched as Baxter tracked him. When it became clear that Matt was in fact headed for them, Baxter vanished before appearing next to Matt. They were in between buildings, and while in better times Matt might have cared enough to do this privately, he had no such concerns at the moment.

“We need Melinda’s miasmas on all missions going forward.”

“That was already discussed, Ascender Titan, and you know the answer.” Baxter looked unperturbed, unbothered, unruffled in a way that made Matt even angrier. He was Tier 46 and would have felt them coming back injured. 

And he had the gall to look at Matt like that.

Eric was dead.

“And I’m demanding that answer be changed. Eric could have been saved if we were prepared, damn it.”

“Then prepare better. Melinda’s Talent has been and will continue to be for post-mission healing only. We’re not risking her abilities leaking.”

There was a clear dismissal, but Matt ignored it and pressed on ahead. He didn’t care what they’d said before. They’d never been in danger before, so it had never been worth pressing the question. Now, though, he snapped at the higher Tier. “So, our lives are worth less than keeping Melinda’s Talent secret?”

Baxter assessed him coolly. “Yours isn’t, but you don’t need it. The rest are.”

It took Matt a moment to process that answer as he couldn’t quite believe it. As the disbelief settled in, it nestled up against the embers of his anger and ignited hot and fast.

Still firmly in combat mode, Matt threw a punch with everything he had at Baxter. The Tier 46 didn’t so much as flinch as he took the blow to the face. His hair didn’t waver, his skin didn’t ripple, and his clothes barely fluttered as the impact vanished like a stone being thrown into a lake.

Looking entirely unperturbed, Baxter looked up at Matt. “Are you done with your tantrum, Ascender? If so, I suggest you remember the larger picture and do your job.”

The moment the final word left his mouth, Baxter vanished, leaving Matt there to think about what he said. They wouldn’t give their team Melinda’s Overhealth because he didn’t need it thanks to his upgraded [Regeneration]. That felt awful…gross…invalidating? Matt wasn’t sure the emotion he was feeling, but its negative energy clawed at him.

What was he doing?

Why was he on the battlefield if he was the only one who mattered enough to get special treatment he didn’t even need when the others, his friends, were the ones in danger and the ones risking their lives.

Why? Why him? Why, why, why?

Intellectually, he knew the answers. The war would only escalate with his Talent or Melinda’s known, but with a dead friend and mentor, Matt didn’t care about logic. He wanted the war to end but knew that was impossible.

The Empire wasn’t fighting to win but rather to hurt the other Great Powers enough that they would settle for a lesser chunk of flesh. Ideally, if the Ascenders did their jobs, a topic that Baxter had so rudely reminded Matt of, it would be something that resembled white peace instead of just a lot of concessions.

There were reasons they fought, reasons why so many people like Eric threw their lives away. Good reasons. At the start of the war or before, the other Great Powers would have demanded so much that the Empire would have been crippled if they agreed to their demands. If they could fight the enemy into a stalemate, it was possible for them to consider the cost of the war and some concessions about the Empire’s future growth enough of a detriment to accept peace.

Matt knew all of that, but he didn’t care. He wanted his friends to be safe, he wanted the war to just be over, he wanted people to stop being so selfish. He…he wanted a lot of things.

The punch to Baxter's face was a stark and harsh reminder of reality. He, a measly Tier 25, meant nothing without the rules the Tier 50s set in place. If a true war were to kick off, he would be obliterated by a passing Tier 30, let alone a rogue Tier 46. He had hit a Tier 46 healer with everything he had, and he hadn’t even ruffled the man's hair. He was ultimately a large fish in an artificially curated pond, and if the rules were disregarded, the walls keeping the ponds separate would fall, and he would be eaten much like Eric had been.

Eric. Matt sent his spiritual perception to the dropship to find that everyone was already gone, but a few quick pings showed him everyone else was in the hospital. Where Baxter was. Matt felt like he should feel bad for punching the older man, but he genuinely didn’t feel an ounce of remorse.

Baxter might be right, but he was still a dick.

Matt turned away, summoning a loose stone to hand and crushing it with a spike of [Earth Manipulation]. It wasn’t as satisfying as doing it with raw muscle power, but even he couldn’t overpower something ten Tiers above him that easily.

He threw it away in disgust and headed to the hospital. He didn’t need it, his cursed [Regeneration] had made sure of that, but he should still…be there.

“Are you quite done?” a familiar voice asked, and Matt whirled around. Luna was suddenly present, her purple eyes filled with smug satisfaction.

“Of course not!” Matt snapped. “If Melinda had been helping, then Eric would still be alive. Light would have barely been bothered, and we’d be able to send those stupid smug pricks packing! You! You need to go to Baxter, go to whoever, get them to allow for Melinda’s deployment. If we’d had her miasma, he’d still be alive.”

“Matthew,” Luna’s voice was calm and level but still carried enough bite to make Matt flinch.

“You’re going to tell me about how wrong I am, how even that wouldn’t be enough to save Eric? How even if we’d been fully buffed, fresh and not tired, we’d still be pushed back and torn to shreds? That’s what you told me last time we lost. You here to do it again?”

“Of course not.”

Matt couldn't accept that. He refused to. “So what, it’s all because of that stupid secret that Eric is dead?”

“Maybe.”

He had no idea how Luna seemed so calm. “So then do something.”

“Matthew,” Luna sighed, “I admire your faith in me, but I do not have that power. You have more sway than I do in such matters at this point. But it will do you no good.”

“So what, should I eject [Regeneration] from my spirit, get them to spill the beans on Melinda to protect me?”

Luna’s expression didn’t change, but he could have sworn she got as close to scowling as she ever did. “Do you know who the last Ascender-class combatant to be declared dead was?”

The question jolted Matt from his rant. He hadn’t been expecting that. He knew the answer, though he suddenly sensed a trap. “The Master of All, from the Sects?”

“Hmm. No.”

“Really? Then who?” Matt was genuinely curious.

“The answer is Slayer Daedalus, though even that is somewhat contested.”

“Daedalus? Didn’t he live like a million years ago? I know Cosmind killed the Master of All during their war, so…what are you getting at?”

Luna shook her head. “No, The Master of All is officially missing, presumed dead.”

“Didn’t Cosmind bring his body back in six pieces?”

Contrary to what he expected from her earlier statement, Luna agreed with him. “She did. And yet he remains officially presumed dead to this day, becoming the twenty-second Ascender-class individual to currently hold that status. Do you know why? It’s because Ascenders get beaten to a bloody pulp far more than the history books would have you believe. There are three hundred and fifty-six known instances wherein an Ascender has been, by all rights, killed. This has gone up to and included active dismemberment and apparent core sundering in the sight of all the Tier 50s in the Realm, and yet of those three hundred and fifty-six instances, only twenty-two remain to this day. What does that tell you?”

“Ascenders…can come back from the dead?” Matt narrowed his eyes. “I don’t buy it.”

Luna responded with a slow blink. “Your wife is a phoenix, Matthew. You of all people should know what truly constitutes death is…muddled, at best. What sets Ascenders apart from anyone else is difficult to pin down and changes between every Ascender I’ve ever met, but it shines the brightest at the very border between life and death. These are people who have beaten and defied the odds at every turn, and there’s never a more obvious time than when they’re on the brink of death. When pushed to their breaking point, Ascenders refuse to even bend. They figure out some death-defying trick right as their spirit begins to crack, barely cling to life until they manage to be rescued and spend centuries clawing themselves back to full power, or simply reveal that they were secretly holding back some hidden Natural Treasure or unique skill all along, and they were never in any true danger. Sometimes, they’ll go missing for a while. Days. Years. Centuries. Millennia even. I believe the current record is held by the Legend Dawn, who was presumed dead for just over twenty thousand years before reappearing as the perfect picture of health and under the impression only a few days had passed. But, after the thirty-fourth time that Gladiator Oracle was ostensibly killed only to re-emerge shortly thereafter, official policy became that no Ascender should ever be labeled genuinely dead. Some people even debate whether Slayer Daedalus should merely be presumed dead, never mind that he was killed by a Tier 50 in front of a planet full of witnesses.”

Matt didn’t like it, but he started to catch on. “So, Baxter saying that I didn’t need Melinda…”

Luna nodded. “Was only partially in reference to your own personal source of Overhealth, yes. Personally, I feel that he perhaps is being too generous in his estimation because, while Ascenders are very nearly never properly killed, a good number have been permanently crippled in some form or another, never fully recovering before Ascension. There are rumors that they recovered at that point, but that’s neither here nor there. I certainly didn’t teach you to overestimate yourself, and I will be very cross with you if you become the twenty-third dead or presumed dead Ascender.”

“So, then why are they even trying to kill us?” Matt’s annoyance flared back up again, this time aimed more at the others they were at war with.

“Because even if it doesn’t stick, plenty of those near-death experiences still took their Ascenders out for quite some time, and the newer you are, the more likely it is to happen. Imagine the difference if Light hadn’t been able to make it to healers, especially Melinda, within literal seconds of being shot. Would he have pulled through? Historically, it seems likely. But he would have still spent weeks, months, maybe even years recovering, and they can use that opportunity to push forward the war, trying to disable you as well. Sometimes, such events either require or result in a Tier-up, which is nearly as good as far as they’re concerned right now. Without Team Zero operating on the frontlines, they could certainly make a concerted effort to push through the Tier 25 war regions, opening up the Tier 35 fronts and hastening their push for the Citadel that much more.”

Matt once more grew agitated as it all seemed so clear, almost like she was agreeing with his logic but disagreeing on the outcome. “So then, give us Overhealth and we’ll wreck them! Eric would still be alive, and we would have torn them apart.”

Luna sighed. “Again, Matthew, I am not the one you need to persuade. But, supposing you are right, and I’m not saying that you are, how do you expect the response to that would be? An obvious use of nearly miraculous healing in full view of strategists. People would figure out that Overhealth is at play, and Melinda’s secret begins to leak. Not immediately, certainly, as she’s under enough divination wards that sometimes I almost forget she exists, but cracks begin to emerge.”

Matt wanted to pull out his hair in frustration. She just wasn’t getting it. “So what? Overhealth exists, we got cooldown-less healing during the tournament, it’s not that rare.”

“Overhealth effects do indeed exist, but they are always quite limited. Your upgraded [Regeneration] is practically the only reliable source in the entire Realm. And that is limited to self-only, through a skill which very few people can utilize to any appreciable level because it takes too much mana to regrow even a limb in anything less than weeks. That’s already good enough for most people to be happy with, along with a healing cooldown that will last decades. Otherwise, it is immensely constrained. Healing tanks that amplify a particular spell cast through them and allow for complete repair over the course of days. Cracked skills which only heal certain types of injury, Domains which can only affect certain individuals, skill modifications which do not eliminate cooldown, merely shift it, skilled healers capable of reducing cooldown for people half their Tier to nearly nothing.

“Even the healers who treated you during your tournament were not fully eliminating cooldown, merely taking it upon themselves, something they could only do on account of their incredibly high-Tier compared to yours. It’s not practical to deploy at scale, in a real war. Melinda is different. She is a Tier 17 capable of providing Overhealth to Tier 40s, with any skill, at any time, with no known drawbacks. An army passing through her healing miasma might not be entirely unkillable, but they certainly become all but immortal for over a week afterward, able to be brought back from the brink by any credit-level, part-time healer with a Tier 14 skill.”

Matt shook his head, wanting to deny that. “So what, because she’s too good at healing, they’re not going to let her heal anyone? How does that make sense?”

“Melinda is a strategic asset, and one that only grows stronger with time. I’m not privy to all of the details behind the decision, but I expect that you are a major factor as for why Melinda isn’t being deployed at the moment.”

“So, if they weren’t expecting to take part in a true war sometime in the next thirty thousand years…”

“It is possible that they would be utilizing Melinda more obviously, yes. Or they might not. I am not interested in playing such high-level games, but I am aware that there are at least two schools of thought. One of which is inclined to keep all major cards as close to the chest as is possible for the event that things truly become dire, and another of which is to utilize such resources as aggressively as possible, to ward off events ever becoming dire. Your presence threatening a much greater war in the near future has likely lent more credence to the former, but several people whose judgment I trust very much believe that unveiling Melinda will do far more harm than good, no matter the time. Maybe not to your level of disturbance, but still more than could be acceptable.”

Matt scowled. He didn’t like that his presence might have caused Eric to die, but it was also hard to really argue against it.

Luna continued without letting him get a word in edgewise. “As for whether it would have made a difference this time, who’s to say? If things were different, things would be different. For now, I advise you to do two things. The first is to keep doing what you do, the impossible. It doesn’t matter what the strategists are planning, that they’re thinking they’ll make this war a controlled loss, take our hits now and conserve our strength for the next war. You have the power to change that, to drive back the enemies from our doorstep, to scatter them across the stars and break their resolve. You, Matt, are the key to all of this. Keep fighting, keep winning. The Emperor believes in you, I don’t want you to stop believing in yourself. Your Path to get here was an unusual one, though they all are in their own ways, but you’ve never been one to balk at impossibilities. Don’t start now.”

“And the second thing?”

Luna’s face softened. “Go meet your friends. Mourn with them. But as you do so, when you see Zack, remember what I said about Ascenders.”
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By the time Matt finally made it to the hospital, still in a bit of a daze after his talk with Luna, everyone was back in one piece. There was still healing to be done and about half the room was actively being tended to by someone, but everyone would be all right. Susanne had a healer pulling off a cloud of miasma still hanging around her head, Liz and the healer tending to her were on the ceiling, and phoenix Liz was casually fending off a few medical instruments as they kept trying to attack her healer. She still split off a body to give Matt a quick hug, though.

Aster was lying in fox form at the bottom of a crystal sphere filled with swirling snowflakes as a more spirit-based healer treated some Domain straining. She perked up when Matt entered the room, and conjured an illusion of herself to jump up into Matt and Liz’s joined arms, the scent of vanilla and cinnamon filling Matt’s nose as they embraced. After he gave them a quick squeeze, though, Matt turned his attention toward the woman of the hour.

Even if Luna had told him to look at Zack, he was somewhat more inclined to take a serious look at Melinda. Right now, she was tending to Ai’la, the crafter having recently incorporated a bit of her own tech into her arm after some inspiration and studying of the Federation soldiers.

If he’d interpreted what Arthur and Liz had said about them correctly, they were a massive pain to heal properly, often requiring a mix of both crafting skills and healing skills, frequently needing advanced equipment and always requiring tremendous care to not massively screw up the integration. That was even with the former Pather’s Intent smoothing things along and helping her to make repairs on the technological side. Yet, Melinda’s Talent just…made it work.

That wasn’t something she’d been previously capable of, either. Even just last Tier, Tier 16, her Talent hadn’t properly accepted implants as a part of the spirit and tried to reject them. But since she’d Tiered up a couple years prior, her healing was now completely fine with meshing flesh and metal. It didn’t help with the integration, but once an object was properly in place and part of the spirit, Melinda’s basic healing spells reconnected nerves to rune-circuits, smoothed over disrupted mana flows, even polished the metal.

Sure, she wasn’t just using a basic [Directed Heal] anymore, but Matt was confident that the mix of [Feathertouch Healing], [Knit Muscle], and [Chakra Unbinding] that she was using…shouldn’t be able to work that way. Behind her, a pair of other healers in their 20s were helping provide power, but it was still just so elegant.

And she doesn’t even have to be there to make it work, Matt thought. Her healing-aspected [Cracked Miasma] could linger in the body for up to a week. And so long as it was there, it worked with any and all other healing to make it all have that signature Melinda touch.

Matt shuddered to imagine what it would be like to fight someone even halfway decent if they were filled with that level of healing. Sure, things like losing a limb—or a head—would still require a lot of power to heal, but it was the sort of power anyone could provide. Matt could provide that power, and he was so bad at that kind of detail work, it was comical.

So far as Matt knew, Melinda’s effects were still fairly susceptible to anti-healing techniques, the kinds of which Liz specialized in, but both he and Aster still had in abundance. But that was more a matter of Tier than anything. She had been working on increasing her ability to overcome healing resistance, so she was probably pretty good for her Tier.

Matt was just a bad benchmark in many ways.

What would she be like at Tier 21 or 22 when she got her Intent? What about Tier 25, with another Talent to empower her healing? It seemed impossible that her next Talent would be as good as her Tier 3, but what if? What about Tier 35, if she formed her Aspect early? Just how good would her healing be?

Good enough to save Eric if she’d been there, certainly. She had to be. Matt refused to entertain the idea that there was nothing they could have done.

Dena wasn’t in the room. The morgue was down the hall, in a room that…well, it had felt like they’d never need to use. Though none of them probed the room with their spiritual senses, they didn’t need to. Their physical senses were enough to give a picture as to what was going on, the faint noises that occasionally made their way through all of the intervening obstructions gave them a decent enough idea.

Matt could understand the feeling.

How could Eric be dead?

It just seemed so impossible.

While he held back out of respect for Dena, his mind still couldn’t help but pick out everyone in the room and wonder which one of them was next. Who would he take out, to disrupt their cohesion? It felt like he was cursing them, but he couldn’t help but think about it.

They’d been getting reports of ‘unprecedented elite groups’ from the enemy lines for decades, and yet they either never materialized or fell short of the expectation. But it seemed as though the rumors had finally culminated in a massive group of impressive elites that were ready for them. Previously, they’d fought against people who might have been ready for one or two of their tricks, could target a weakness or two. But with two groups of Ascenders, it had never been an issue. Now, he couldn’t help but look at those as possible probes to better set this team up for that initial decisive strike.

Had they gotten sloppy? Luna probably thought as much, even if she hadn’t said it. But until this point, Matt would have said most of their imperfections weren’t a matter of slacking off, just a matter of the intensely chaotic nature of mid-Tier brawls between so many different elites. But now, with hindsight, was there something he could have done differently?

Not charging at Gan Le would be an easy first step, but Matt was familiar enough with the difference to know that wasn’t a mistake, just a gamble that hadn’t paid off. What if they’d still had all their consumables and buff routines at the start? Most of the routine ones had already worn off, leaving just their strongest buffs, but maybe they could have made a difference?

Would they even have attacked if they were fully buffed? If they hadn’t been, wouldn’t that mean that Eric would still be alive? But then he’d just be living on basically borrowed time, unless for some reason he’d been singled out due to some specific thing that happened in this battle that might not have happened in another one.

But then, who would Matt rather have died? He’d been fighting alongside everyone for decades…he didn’t want to lose any of them.

What if Matt had made more of an effort to break free from Gan Le earlier in the fight, rather than waiting until after Eric had died? What if they’d been more defensive and stayed together at the start rather than letting themselves get split apart?

What if, what if, what if?

The what ifs were driving him mad because it was all useless now. It didn’t matter. Eric was dead, and there was nothing he could do about it. Matt didn’t even know what he could have done differently enough to ensure that Eric would be alive right now. Their opponents had waited while Team Zero had crushed the local army, waited until their guards were starting to fall, then struck. The sniper had done much the same, but hadn’t even had the decency to wait for the battle to settle properly before acting.

But it had worked. They’d eliminated one of Team Zero’s elites and seriously wounded their mage Ascender. He didn’t know if they’d gotten anyone in response, but Matt could only hope they’d done some serious damage, to knock the gloating smile off their imagined faces.

“—can walk, Allie.” Zack’s voice sighed as a burst of shadows in the middle of the room resolved into him and Allie’s bodies. Susanne’s face lit up, but a steadying hand of the medic treating her kept her firmly in her seat.

Zack’s gaze flickered over the assembled members of Team Zero, but his spiritual perception didn’t leave the room. “He didn’t make it?” he asked, voice heavy.

Matt along with nearly everyone else shook their heads. What more needed to be said?

It was close to half an hour later when Dena came out of the room. Her face was still tear-streaked but her eyes were dry. They were also dead and glazed over, which worried Matt.

Matt stood up and was followed by Liz and Aster, who moved in to hug Dena. While he was beaten by Allie, who embraced the woman almost instantly, they waited for their turn. She just stood there through it all, but Matt tried to send as much warmth into his friend as he could, though he also knew it was a futile effort. If he lost Liz or Aster, he would be inconsolable. That didn’t mean he shouldn't try.

Everyone gave their own form of condolences, ranging from Zack’s firm handshake to Sebastian’s own weeping, but Matt didn’t stay for all of them as he headed to the morgue with Aster and Liz.

There was only a single body there, and while Eric was in full military dress and his head had been rebuilt, the place where his spirit should have been just felt like a gaping wound.

His body didn’t look peaceful because that wasn’t what peace looked like. He was painfully, obviously, and unnaturally still. There was no subtle twitch of muscle, no spark of electricity, no sign of life. The mana in his body was sluggish and slowly permeating into his flesh, the bacteria in his gut were slowly starting to win out over the body’s innate defenses, and while his cells were still mostly alive, they were slowly dying off as his blood stagnated.

He was…gone. Now and forevermore.

Matt felt tears run down his face as he clutched Eric's hand, but there was no force holding his back, no matter how much he wished it were so.

It was only a few minutes that he wished had been longer, but he also knew the others would want their own time with Eric before he was cremated. Even that little bit still helped him process everything. It was a last moment together that he was able to share with someone important to him.

He just wished it wasn’t the final one.

It seemed contradictory, but immortals, despite how long they lived, were put to rest as quickly as possible, despite their bodies ability to linger undecayed for decades. Matt didn’t know why the custom started, but it had become a thing and still remained one of the few shared customs across all the Great Powers.

Morgan and Arthur entered as they left, so Matt went over to Zack and quietly asked, “Are you okay? I saw you take a hit to the head as well.”

Zack nodded lightly. “My own defenses proved sufficient. While my initial defenses managed to adequately lessen the impact of the bullet, I managed to reinforce my own body with a novel application of my skills, reinforcing my physical body and ensuring my brain remained functioning. I wish to speak to you at some point, Matthew, in regard to how I might defend against similar attacks in the future, as I would much sooner not repeat the experience.”

Aster rubbed Allie’s shoulder, but the other Ascender still looked pissed. Liz must have also been out of the loop as she asked what he was thinking, “Are you okay, Allie?”

Matt knew Allie and Eric were on at least friendly terms, but her body language didn’t seem like sadness at his death so much as anger. Maybe at herself? Matt couldn’t quite tell.

“I couldn’t find the sniper. Just three simulacra halfway to the next damn star on stationary asteroids. Worst of all, the place was rigged to explode the moment I got near. They knew I would go after them, and they set a trap for me.” Her star-speckled skin seemed to shimmer for a moment as her eyes burned with anger. “They fucking played us. How dare they? Who do they think they are? They want to play games? I’ll fucking pl⁠—”

Aster put a hand on Allie's head, which stopped the other Ascender. She looked to Dena, who stood in the corner having asked for a few minutes alone. “It's bullshit.”

Liz nodded, but before she could say anything, a weary-looking Darrow came into the room. “Get ready, we are heading back out in five hours, and we need a full debrief.”

There was a general sound of disbelief and protest over yet more lost time off, but Darrow answered it before any concrete words could be spoken. “The attack on us wasn’t an isolated incident. The entire war front went into hyper drive with the enemy making deep pushes into Empire space. We are needed to blunt the wave of attacks in the Tier 25 battlefields. We’ve got enough time for a debrief, but we’re headed back out as soon as Firmament finishes their repairs on our gear.”

Matt winced. Knowing Firmament, and the relative state of their gear, that would be a matter of hours. That…wasn’t a lot of time for them to get back up to full strength. Even if their mana wasn’t going to be much of a challenge thanks to him, there wasn’t much time for most of them to recover the willpower they’d spent on this last fight, let alone before that. He and Susanne in particular would be relatively fine, given how much they could embody their Domains by pushing through, but Liz and Ai’la wouldn’t have time to pursue their personal projects, Aster would have next to no time acting as a winter queen, but Sebastian…Sebastian was decidedly not in full control of himself, which would be both taxing on the man and make it harder for him to recover his willpower.

Still, Matt looked to where Eric’s body lay just a room away, hardened his face, and nodded.

It wasn’t quite vengeance he was looking for, but regardless of his mood, he had a job to do. That being said, if vengeance came in the course of his duties, he wouldn’t be too upset. In the end, the best way to ensure he got it was by spending some time to understand where they had gone wrong and plan to do better.

They’d paid a high price to get where they were now, but Matt would see that debt repaid. No matter what it took.
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Matt felt a level of disconnect he hadn’t ever felt before as he made his way into the briefing room.

Unlike their normal, relaxed debriefing where if half of them bothered to appear, it was nearing on a wonder of the Realm, this debriefing was somber, with everyone giving it their full focus.

Or, almost everyone. Eric’s empty chair stood out like the gaping hole it was. Dena’s chair was also empty, but the fact she could, and even would, rejoin made all the difference.

Just before Darrow was about to open his mouth and speak, Liz growled out, “How did we not know they were moving? We knew they were doing something for the last forty years, but we got caught flat-footed when they actually moved?”

Matt nodded as Darrow’s third eye looked around, gauging the room's desire to have that answered before getting into the rest of the debriefing. “There was a large-scale push which helped obscure their planned departure, which was supposed to be just another test run to a nearby system. In addition, there was some level of total information blackout in the region. It wasn’t suspicious at the time, but in retrospect, it’s obvious what they were trying to hide. We have yet to hear anything from them, but we do have reason to suspect that our spies are still alive, just in lockdown.”

Matt didn’t like the fact the Empire had been caught so flat-footed, but from their earlier debriefings about the Great Powers joining forces to make a team which could take them on, he knew the enemies were putting in substantial effort to make the team their perfect counter.

The enemy Great Powers were hardly incompetent, even if they had different ideological beliefs that had led to this war.

“First and foremost. Gan Le. We’re not certain why or how the Sects have been hiding him all this time, but it is clear that he is a substantially greater threat than previously assumed. The precise nature of his ability to wholly nullify any attacks is unknown, but centers around what I suspect to be a heavily modified [Force Armor]. He is also capable of sharing this defense with others, but potentially at the cost of weakening the protection on himself. Or, at least, taxing him in some way. We’re still investigating for patterns and potential weaknesses.”

A slew of holograms were projected, showing Gan Le flinching when Matt’s spells impacted people other than him, most notably Long Zhiyuan.

“It could be a feint on his part.” Aster brought up the same thing Matt was thinking, but Darrow shook his head.

“Possible, but unlikely. Chess has found that it’s consistent with his behavior from previous fights, and while it’s possible he had training on giving false tells, there aren’t many other signs of it. He has been active for quite a while, he just wasn’t notable before this.” He looked over to Matt. “Titan, as the only one who fought him directly, do you have anything to add?”

Matt tapped the table as he sent a few of his [AI] recordings to the table. Gan Le’s glowing claw which had linked them with the tether appeared and then brightened. “Do we know what this was? I’ve never run into that strong of a tether, and it took a lot of power to break. If I have to use my Intent to break free each time we fight him, I’m going to run out of willpower. I don’t think any of us want my Domain to be unusable for a couple of years, so does anyone have ideas?”

Darrow’s third eye blinked, which got Matt hopeful, but he ended up shaking his head in a negative. “It bears some passing resemblance to a few skill modifications, but I believe those are merely cosmetic. I’ll pass what I have off to Scry and Branch, to see if they can figure anything out, but it may be some time before they conclude anything.”

Letting that go, Matt showed a brief clip of him hitting Gan Le with his longsword, and despite the absolute torrent of lightning it unleashed, the only evidence of the spell’s existence was a faint bit of smoke curling off his still-immaculate outfit. It did leave a tiny scratch, but not enough to even draw blood. “It at least isn’t infinite, and I did get a couple of hits on him, but nothing more than scratches.” He nodded at Allie. “Do you think you’d have any more luck than I did?”

Allie watched the recording for a moment but shook her head and looked to Liz. “Won't know until I try. Think you might be able to drain him if we can keep a hole in his skin?”

Liz chewed on her lip but ended up shrugging. “Maybe? Depends on what his defense focuses on.”

There was a questioning air in her tone that none of them liked, but none of them had any other suggestions.

Except Aster. His bond leaned forward and summoned a small sphere of winter. “The guy’s a complete and total sponge, right? All defense, no offense. Why don’t I just drop him in my spirit space? Sure, I might not be able to hurt him, but I bet I can keep him in there.” She grimaced and continued, “Assuming I can use it. My access was inconsistent last fight, I think one of the anti-Allie spatial locks brushed against my ability to extend my range.”

“Oh, is that what that was? Man, I was having so much trouble figuring out the tickles, you think it was about reality overlays? I can probably help you out there. Might be fun to banish a whole person to the frozen hellscape, ‘stead of just their attacks.”

Darrow’s third eye flicked around until he nodded. “I’ve also submitted a secondary simulation request to try and find a more direct workaround, Wraith. For the time being, Stick can attempt to grapple and detain him. Up next, Long Zhiyuan. He’s predominantly unknown, as nobody expected him at Tier 25 for at least another century. He’s the same age as Titan and Legion, and I believe they even encountered him in Minkalla?”

Susanne nodded as she had been there with them, and knew him just as well as the others.

Darrow put up a few overlays as he said, “He seems to be an analysis-based fighter and certainly favors something I think is [Analyze]. Multiple times throughout the fight, he managed to predict attack patterns the first time he saw them, possibly indicating some form of precognition.”

A few flashes of combat from their last fight appeared and Matt caught on to what Darrow meant. Long Zhiyuan dodged most attacks, and when he couldn't fully dodge, he was able to deflect the blow so it did as little damage as possible. There were still times like when Matt got ahold of him that he took serious damage, but that was the exception to the rule.

Zack pointed at an aborted stab that turned into a rake of his claws. “That looks like someone following an [AI] prediction to me. Could he have a Talent for his [AI]?”

Darrow replayed the moment, but Matt wasn’t so sure and said so. The group ended up split. It looked like he changed his mind, that was undeniable, because he certainly did. The crux of the argument came to when he’d been fighting Rage. Sebastian’s emotional manifestation absolutely lacked subtlety, and its gaze oftentimes looked at the exact spot it was about to strike. That was the sort of tell that most [AI]s looked for and, as a result, most experienced fighters trained themselves to turn that tell into a trap.

And yet, Long Zhiyuan had dodged to avoid the location Rage had looked at, well before any other tells manifested. The fact that he had ended up being right meant that he was either relying on his [AI] for suggestions, or what Matt personally thought, he’d read Rage like a book and knew that there was no deception to be found in the fiery giant.

Ultimately, it was too inconclusive to properly say, but whether he was an [AI]-based fighter, had some form of Seeker ability, or was just skilled remained to be seen.

“Next. Maven. We’re still working to diagnose what she’s using to boost her strength, but it seems to have amplified since the last time we saw her. Or at the very least, she has more control over it and is better able to counter Shadow. In a one-on-one, I wouldn’t give anyone good odds at keeping her under control except for perhaps Titan. Maven also seems to be the locus of many of their anti-teleportation effects, so with Maven otherwise occupied, that can free up Shadow to pursue their sniper.”

Remembering what Luna had said, Matt simply nodded. “I’ll figure something out.”

He had no idea what he would do, but he would do whatever he needed to, even if it was the impossible.

“Next, the Federation fighters, particularly the eight-man squad of soldiers. Titan, Legion, Wraith, and Queen would have some experience with their ilk, as they too were in their Minkalla run.”

“Man, your guys’ delve was busy.” Allie looked to Aster in a way that said she was trying to lighten the mood, but failed miserably. “Most we had to fend off was a chimera, how come you guys had all the fun?”

“Regardless, we do have additional information on these fighters, thanks to a defector named Carlos, who escaped to the Guilds in the wake of said Minkalla run. From what we’ve been able to gather from his story and presence, the eight are members of an experimental program to imbue unAwakened mortals with enchantments, form them into squads, and produce fighters with the figurative strength of ten men. They’re fanatically loyal and all draw strength from one another. I believe you may have noted the latter, as to spiritual perception, they all seem to blend together. Specifically, their spirits overlap and, in some contexts, they even count as a single person. But despite their apparent homogeneity, their individual capabilities do matter, and it’s worth at least attempting to keep them straight.”

Morgan blinked as she read the report and asked, “This is a joke right? They all have C names and are Charlie squad? And the others all follow the same theme? This makes me doubt the legitimacy of the rest of the information.”

Matt agreed. The names were…themed. Charlie, Conan, Chase, Clarisse, Calvin, Corvis, Carter, Cynthia, according to the defector Carlos?

“The defector claims they all named themselves, but it's clear Virgil wanted to keep things…clean.”

Matt almost smiled at the joke, but he couldn't manage that level of enjoyment so soon.

“With that said, the defector has integrated well and appears to be wholly genuine. However, any information we have which cannot be independently verified is marked as such on the reports. In addition, due to the fact these runes were meant to function in a group, having only a single example means we can’t know all their capabilities. However, we do believe we’ve identified one particularly pertinent ability.”

Darrow gestured, and a still image of the fight, with some added annotations appeared on the projection, and a diagram of a rune-riddled skeleton next to it. Matt didn’t catch what they were for, but Liz’s eyes widened in surprise. Darrow continued, “Their spirits have formed wholly around the enchantment, and as I mentioned, are tied together and overlap in some ways.

As a result, we expect that none of them can properly die without all eight of them being killed. Their spirits hold onto one another as long as they’re in range, preventing any of them from rupturing so long as at least one anchor persists, assuming they can get proper healing in time.”

Arthur winced. “That can’t be healthy. Or comfortable.”

“According to the defector, the runes provide constant unending agony in a way that I would translate as ‘hanging a weight off of nails driven into your spirit’, but so long as you don’t care about the suffering of your people, it’s likely to be effective.”

“That’s just…” Liz shook her head and glared at the projection. “That’s barbaric.”

Matt agreed, but his answer to the pain they would have been subjected to was to end them without as slow and painful of a death as he could manage. That was all the kindness he could spare for their group. He had to stop himself from daydreaming what horrors he would inflict on Maven and the sniper should he be given the opportunity.

“Do we have any counters? Other than just killing them all, of course,” Morgan asked.

Darrow looked off to the side for a long moment before saying, “Sufficiently strong essence-draining might be able to interrupt the preservation. It’s pure speculation, but the defector claimed that when one of his peers was killed in Minkalla, the planet consumed the more loosely bound essence instantly, before their runes could preserve it. We can’t fully replicate Minkalla’s draw, and there were extenuating circumstances, but it is a possible weakness to be noted.”

“[Sacrifice], maybe?” Liz asked, and Darrow nodded.

“I’ll put in a request with Group Scroll. It’s worth a try.”

Sebastian came up with a more novel idea, even as unlikely as it seemed. “Oh! I know! So, if their spirits are linked…wouldn’t that make them more vulnerable to curses? Could Liz infiltrate one of their bodies and try to infect them all through that one wound?”

Liz shook her head. “Maybe, but I doubt it. Most of my suite still requires a blood connection, not just an essence one.”

“What about an essence curse then? Morgan, you’ve got something for that right?”

The crossbow-woman stroked her chin. “Maybe. It might not do anything until we kill one of them though, and it's a tossup as to whether or not the curse jumps and infects the next in line.”

A few other people chipped in with suggestions for a few moments, but nothing super promising came up.

Coughing slightly, Darrow brought everyone's attention back to him. “The last two members of the Federation are Saziel and Eliana. We have full dossiers on them as they are old pinnacle elites from just after the War of The Monster Collective Liberation.”

Matt paused at hearing the official name of the war that had seen the Federation ripped from their position as the strongest Great Power to the weakest. It wasn’t like the official story was wrong, the Monster Collective had been liberated from the Federation. But in practice, it was because they’d gotten a Tier 46 planet and threatened to upset the balance of power with what was nearly a second capital planet. And yet, his presence and drive promised to bring not one extra, but dozens of extra planets of similar power.

What would they call the war for him? The War Against The Empire's Aggressive Expansion?

He didn’t like that thought. Not at all.

Why couldn't they⁠—

Matt stopped himself from going down that mental rabbit hole and listened to Darrow starting his next debriefing.

“Eliana. Her Talent causes her body to be both living and inanimate. As a result, spells which affect creatures and objects act irregularly, and she has managed to integrate many enchantments and items which normally couldn’t be supported by living flesh. Legion, were you able to determine any potential weaknesses while you fought her?”

Liz shook her head. “No. In fact, she has some formation or spell that shredded my blood as it entered the range of her body. Complete and total loss of connection to it.”

Darrow nodded with a sigh. “They were very prepared for us. Our teams will work on counters but try other things should you be forced to fight her. Find the limits, then we can break them.”

“Up next is Saziel. A swordsman of some renown, as well as a very skilled kineticist. Some of his manipulations are tuned to be most effective in concert with a sword, but others utilize either his body or the blades within his body as keystones.”

A hologram of Liz being stabbed in the chest with a hidden blade played for a moment before Susanne flicked a finger and a brief video of him fighting her flashed on the screen. “I noticed he has a habit of relying on his manipulation to land serious hits. He's not that good of a swordsman. Buy me some uninterrupted time with him , and I can kill him.”

Matt watched the clips she showed and agreed. Saziel was good, probably a little better than he was in raw technical bladework, but definitely under what Susanne was these days. In a one versus one, she would have defeated Saziel in another dozen moves. She hadn’t been given that opportunity, but it was good to know for those who could ignore his elemental manipulations. Or they could have Eric—except, no he was dead and unable to be a wall between the enemies and their back line.

“Careful with that assumption. He’s got some pretty potent tricks, and was able to stop me from healing.” Liz’s warning caught Matt off guard, distracted as he was. But as he processed it, he nodded.

With that new information, it came down to himself or Susanne to take Saziel out. Morgan might also have a chance, as she wasn’t as elementally dependent as most of their other ranged fighters, but Matt felt that was less reliable.

Darrow let them talk and strategize a little more about how to take out the duo uninterrupted. It was similar to how they had done before with hard fights but, this time, they were lacking someone. There was a missing link in their armor.

Eric.

They had some ideas, though. Zack was pretty sure he had a spell combo of [Analyze Item] and [Clean] that if he could cast it on Eliana, then have the mana change to decay, would cause her body to fall apart like any other item. They were touch range spells, but it sounded possible so long as her Talent couldn’t transform her instantly, which they weren’t too sure of. Their counter to that was to have Liz there and ready to rip apart anything biological that might appear, but dedicating two Ascenders to one elite was basically impossible in such large and hectic fights.

Saziel, on the other hand, was a little weaker on his own, but harder to kill thanks to his manipulation skills. Even Susanne, who could reliably overwhelm Saziel in melee combat, would struggle to finish him off. But she could at least tie him up if given the opportunity.

“Ari Kai. He's an antimemeticist of zero renown.”

Aster gestured in confusion at the unfamiliar word, to which Darrow explained, “He makes you forget his presence. He stabbed Matt in the face. But I doubt you even remember that.”

Matt touched his nose where there wasn’t even a scar. “I remember being stabbed, but I don't remember who did it. Is that his power?”

Darrow nodded. “It’s difficult to tell how common antimemetic effects are, for obvious reasons, but we think they’re more common in the Republic. They make it harder to notice or remember things, be it a specific spell, oddities with a situation, or even an entire person. Ari Kai is a particularly potent and focused one, as even looking directly at him isn’t enough to overpower the sensation, and his scope extends even to [AI]s and other data storage. His Talent particularly seems to work best when he can fade into the background, nudging attention away from him and onto more apparently important things. As a result, he’s filling the role of a battlefield assassin. I suspect I might be able to help combat his abilities by keeping close attention to him, but without more experience, I can’t guarantee that I’ll keep track of him. However, I am open to suggestions.”

Matt scanned the info packet on antimemetic effects. While he hadn’t heard of the term before, he realized he was familiar with the effect as something similar was used in a couple ways for Masks like the one he’d worn as Quill, and what he wore presently to divert attention from his Talent. But proper antimemetics were several degrees stronger than surreptitiously diverting attention away from identifying characteristics.

He idly wondered if he could get any use out of it personally. Apparently, in the Republic it wasn’t uncommon for people to develop a light antimemetic cloak as a generic Domain ability, much like how so many people in the Empire developed telekinesis. The more focused the effect, the more potent it could be, and there was no reliable defense against every form. Even being high-Tier only helped against most types, and they made for excellent spies and assassins.

Suddenly paranoid, Matt swept the area with his spiritual perception.

As he did so, he felt everyone else's spiritual perception doing the same.

There was always the possibility they were under surveillance by higher Tiers at any moment, so privacy shouldn't matter, but this felt different. More invasive. Creepier.

Thankfully, Ari Kai didn’t have any exceptional defenses…at least, none that they noticed, and relied on special items like the dagger he had driven into Matt’s face to take out his targets. Thinking of him as a stealth specialist made him somewhat less scary, because Matt knew how to deal with that kind of enemy.

Massive, overwhelming, area-of-effect attacks that laid waste to everything, whether or not he could see them.

“Lorlael was the mage we saw. She's an old combo mage. Each spell she casts on a target affects the rest of the spells she casts on them, each time growing in strength and intensity. We have an info packet with all known combinations, but the main one to be aware of is air, followed by fire, followed by lightning. It seems to be a pure damage multiplier, and with enough stacks, it’s enough to crack a planetary shield. Zack, you battled her. Do you have anything to add?”

Zack gestured and the image changed to him and Lorlael trading spells. “Her spells are more than multiplicatively stronger. They are…” Zack paused as he searched for the right word, “malleable. Most skills are rigid save for a few well-defined points wherein they can be adjusted. Hers are almost fluid, freely restructuring themselves in response to outside stimuli. My normal techniques for stealing or countering don’t work against her, but I believe I’ve made some headway in adapting for the difficulty. They are merely theoretical for the moment, however.”

Zack looked to Matt, who nodded, giving the other Ascender access to run simulations on his [AI].

“With Matt’s processing power, I hope to be able to calculate how her spells are changing themselves based on the spells cast and the order. Once I understand the underlying principle, she dies.”

While he never frowned, Matt knew Zack well enough that the man’s professional pride had taken a hit from the other mage. Matt understood it all too well. He had been countered in his area of expertise and then they had been defeated, resulting in one of their own being killed. And Zack had almost lost his own life in that same battle. For a perfectionist like Zack, it must be eating him alive.

Darrow simply nodded. “Good. Up next is Colton. He’s a gunslinger of impeccable aim, and his gun is a growth item capable of generating whatever ammo he needs for a situation. But, it’s always created in the last empty slot so will always be five shots away. His reaction speed is also unparalleled, possibly placing him in a similar situation as Long Zhiyuan in having some minor precognitive power, as well as some means of vastly accelerating his mental processing power. We aren't sure, but it allows him to react to attacks and dish out a lot of damage in a short amount of time.”

“Last but not least is the sniper. We don't know who it is, but the three most notable Republic long-range snipers are Alphonse, Valentina, or Jullia. All three have different powers, but they all boil down to super long-range attacks before leaving. Alphonse is believed to have highly reliable future sight, Valentina’s attacks gain power the farther they fly, and Jullia is capable of placing a mark on a target and ensuring that her attacks will hit. None have been seen in decades, and all are dangerous.”

Allie growled, “When I chased them down, I only got to a platform set up nearly halfway to the next star. There was a degrading body from a simulacrum of some kind, but it was so decomposed I couldn’t get anything from it before the place went up in metaphorical smoke. They were ready for me to go chasing and set me running around like a dog chasing its tail. Tell me that gives us something Darrow.”

Darrow nodded. “It's more than expected, and the analyst might be able to make out some more from the recordings.”

Allie flicked a finger, sending Darrow the relevant [AI] scans, but even that small action screamed disgruntlement. In any other situation, it would almost be funny, but Matt only wanted an answer. He wanted a name. A face. A person to blame for the death of his friend.

They talked for a few more minutes before Darrow brought up something odd. “However, intelligence notes that there were twenty individuals assembled for the Harmony Accords. That leaves three people unaccounted for. One is possibly the unidentified sniper’s spotter, but beyond that, the only information we have is the name ‘Crastor.’ Who or what that is, we don’t know, but the fact there are two to three people with no apparent presence in the first fight is equal parts worrying and reassuring. For various reasons, we think additional antimemeticists are unlikely, but other forms of stealth specialists are possible.”

That sparked some speculation about the potential reasons they might be absent, ranging from acting as transport like Joy, synergistic buffs like Dena, or perhaps post-battle healers who were technically part of the team.

In the end, they could only control so much and instead turned their attention to their next fights.

The one thing that stood out to Matt was the fact they were going to appear more than a handful of worlds away from their last known location, but General Darrow shrugged the question off. “The call’s been made. Shadow’s deployment restrictions are being loosened, with the hopes that we can keep one step ahead of these so-called Harmony Accords. Keep them close enough to chase us, wear them out, while keeping our focus on freeing battlefields before they are tired, and we can strike a killing blow.”

Allie murmured half under her breath, “It's the League of Evil. The Harmony Accords is a stupid name made in a PR room.”

That almost got a smile out of Matt, but Eric's death weighed on him too much for him to enjoy even Allie’s normal flippantness, which turned the expression into a sneer. The name did suit them better.

Darrow assured that the spotty information about their enemies would be updated by the time they reentered the rift after this next outing. By then, they would have updated profiles for all of the enemies, which would correctly account for the power boosts they had shown in the last fight, and with possible counters. It was disheartening to know the enemies had decades of preparation on them, but he was sure they could get themselves up to speed faster than expected.

The title of Ascender wasn’t for nothing, after all.

Too soon they were boarding another one of Joy’s shuttles, but to his surprise, Dena came stomping into the hold just a moment behind them. Matt wanted to try and get her to stay behind so she could grieve, and more importantly so she didn’t get herself killed on this next mission, but he didn’t say anything. He made a mental note to keep an eye on her, but his sponsor was a grown woman who knew herself and could make her own decisions. Decisions that he respected her enough to honor without second-guessing her.

A teleport later, they arrived in a system already under siege.

The only good thing about them being on the defensive was that Allie had a waypoint in nearly any system they could possibly need, which made responses like this fast.

Matt wanted to say he was cool and calculated in his fight with the attacking Tier 26 army, but he was anything but. He wiped entire squads out without ever giving them a chance to surrender like he would have last week.

The death of someone close to him shouldn't change his perspective of the war he had been participating and killing in for decades, but he was angry, and those in front of him who refused to accept his first offer of surrender were easy, available targets which he vented his rage upon mercilessly.

It felt like just minutes later when the enemy surrendered en masse, but Matt’s fury wasn’t even close to sated. He wanted them to resist so he could crush them, make them feel as helpless as he felt.

He wanted them to hurt like he hurt.

But he controlled himself. Not because he was a better person, and even his enemies deserved respect, but because he knew if he didn’t control himself, he would be removed from the war and would lose his chance to fight the true enemies again.

And that would be unacceptable.

No, he wanted heads, which meant he needed to play by the rules.

Too slowly for his liking, they jumped to a Tier 25 battlefield and then again they went back to a Tier 26, repelling the attackers each time before moving on as fast as possible.

They just needed to clear their last stop, the Belview system, and they could head back to the rift where they would be informed about all the details they would need to defeat their enemies.

He couldn't wait.

Vengeance grew closer with every protected planet.
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Long Zhiyuan smiled. He couldn’t help himself, even with his long millennia of training telling him to remain stoic and in control. He was just too happy to bother with that level of control. He was in such a good mood, he didn’t even mind the twinges of pain that the flesh of his lower body, stretched by the healing cooldown, sent out from time to time.

Almost everyone was similarly wounded, but they’d been patched up remarkably well by the first response healers on staff which had regrown his arms. Gan Le and Valentina were the only ones who had escaped mostly unscathed, with the rest of them having been injured during whatever explosion Ascender Titan had triggered by the end of it.

Even Synoid and Crastor had suffered, something Long Zhiyuan hadn’t thought possible, and a few others had been more seriously wounded from the unexpected explosion. He still didn’t quite understand what had happened, as Titan’s armor made simulating him nearly impossible, but he had been able to get ahold of enough scans of the man from the ship to at least get a start.

None of that curbed his excitement, though.

The others being just as happy fed into that feeling the same as his own excitement. They had spent fifty years planning for that moment, and it had gone off without a hitch. It might sound measly. Decades worth of preparation for one pinnacle elite dead and two Ascenders seriously wounded, but it was the start of an avalanche.

The beginning of the end.

Now that their enemies had taken serious damage, there were two options going forward. Either the Ascenders and the Empire would turtle up, licking their wounds until they were back in top shape, which would allow their Great Powers almost free reign to overpower any battlefield they wished, with the Harmony Accords only deployed to crush particularly annoying elite holdouts. Or the Empire could throw the Ascenders back into the fray, where they would be wounded, riddled with curses, on extensive healing cooldowns, and generally in bad shape. If that happened, their enemies would be easy pickings, even without a long-planned ambush.

Either way, Long Zhiyuan would have free rein.

Their side had taken damage, but it had been minor in comparison. Half of his body had been blown apart, but with Gan Le sharing his Talent, Long Zhiyuan had survived the explosion and had instead been able to inflict serious damage back onto Ascender Titan in return. The hit near the end with the explosion had ripped off his arms before Gan Le’s Talent had fully kicked in, but they hadn’t been destroyed, and he was able to reattach them. Most of the others had been similarly wounded to various degrees, but it had been a glorious victory by any metric.

Jai Meng and Jai Xilu nodded as they laughed with the others before moving over to Valentina and Oskar, who entered through a side hatch, the former of whom they plied with compliments by everyone but Charlie’s team from the Federation.

Long Zhiyuan made his way over and congratulated the sniper for her excellent shots before walking to Gan Le, who was hanging along the edges of the crowd.

“How bad is the spirit strain?”

Gan Le’s white eyes didn’t seem to move, but Long Zhiyuan felt him watching. “It was truly awful, I was on the brink of death countless times, and my protection on all of you nearly broke so many times. The power he can bring to bear is far in excess of our most aggressive estimates. It is my expert opinion that we stop trying to block Titan with brute force and instead try to deflect or avoid his attacks as much as possible.”

Long Zhiyuan sneered. Such weakness was unbecoming of a fellow Sects member, but it did give him useful information about the man’s upper limits. Not that he expected to match Ascender Titan in power, but simply knowing of the limits was sufficient for his clones to begin practicing with and exploiting it. But before he could lambast his peer for his foolishness, Synoid materialized from the shadows, throwing an arm over Gan Le’s shoulder. The white-eyed man tensed but otherwise didn’t react to the disrespectful contact.

“You have a point about the damage, but you are missing the most important thing.” Jai Meng waited until he had everyone's attention before continuing. “You did it. Despite the miscalculation, you managed it. That's all that matters. The job was done, and we know better going forward. I⁠—”

Before he could finish what he was going to say, Supreme General Alicia Fortan walked through the nearest hatch, which stopped all chatter.

“Good mission. Dump your [AI] feeds and add any notes you have. We are going to dowse our next fight in a few minutes, so prepare yourselves for the possible answers.”

When Long Zhiyuan heard there would be another dowsing, he didn’t need the twins’ prodding to head along with everyone else to watch the show. Sora Fortan was the Supreme General's granddaughter and had a very similar set of abilities. Where Alicia’s allowed her to plan for battlefields and plan attacks, her granddaughter focused on plucking pieces of information out of the possible myriad futures.

Her powers were how they had planned the ambush so well, and their use was always a spectacle.

They had to head deeper inside the ship, into the bowels where the layers of armor made even a hull breach nothing more than an inconvenience, where security was higher than even their living quarters. It was almost amusing that even they were subject to security scans and checkpoints, but Long Zhiyuan knew it was just part of a good security perimeter and didn’t mind.

Once they were inside, they entered a massive room a full two hundred feet tall, with thick cables crisscrossing the area like a drunk spider had tried creating its web in the room.

In the center, Sora Fortan bounced on her toes like she was getting ready for a fight. It was almost cute with her pink skin and light sheen of sweat. The knowledge that she had never delved into a rift without a team to do all the killing in her life only exacerbated that feeling.

It was like seeing a child posturing.

Despite that, no one, Long Zhiyuan included, said anything. Sora’s job wasn’t without its cost, and if she needed to hype herself up before its use, who were they to say otherwise.

Placing her hands in the glass like orbs that connected to the tangled webs of cables, Sora's body jerked as it grew taut.

It started small, like a light being seen through fog, but her eyes glowed before illuminating bright enough to be unmistakable. As the illumination seemed to reach its peak, her mouth, which was stretched open like she was trying to scream out unimaginable pain, emitted the same early pale glow.

As the light intensified into an almost physical beam, Sora’s already taut body spasmed. As bones broke, the mass of cables glowed with the same eerie light and images of possible futures appeared between the cells created by their entanglement.

Sora was only Tier 25 herself, which made it hard to dowse same-Tier people, but as the images flashed by, they also grew clearer. From blobs of mist whose very movement caused them to fall apart, to irregular, but stable, humanoids shapes that quickly settled into full-on apparitions.

As energy pulsed along the cables, Long Zhiyuan felt the entire ship shudder as most of the available power was sent into the amplifying cables and their accompanying formations.

Alicia was unbothered by her granddaughter's bone-twisting plight and asked, “Empire Ascenders. Where are they likely to appear next? Show me who they fight.”

Sora’s head snapped to Alicia, her mouth opening to the point that the flesh of her cheeks stretched unnaturally well past the point where it should have been tearing. “Ascenders. Ascenders. Ascenders. Ascenders…”

As Sora repeated the single word over and over, the misty light that had been expelled from her eyes and mouth condensed in the weave of cables where they formed into clear images. Ascender Titan blasting through a group of Federation soldiers. Ascender Light detonating a spell in front of a Federation general, causing the man to die. Ascender Wraith summoning a field of ice on a group of soldiers for all of them to vanish a moment later, leaving behind a shimmering vacuum of cold. Ascender Shadow, a literal shadow driving her blades into someone's back before vanishing before the man even realized he was dead.

The images cycled while the dozens of watchers recorded everything they could, trying to get as many details as possible from the bits of information visible in the images.

So far, none of it had been too useful, but in an image of Ascender Legion cutting through a pack of Republic soldiers, the planet behind them was visible, which allowed everyone's [Spiritual Self] to match the war planets with Republic forces nearby. That image was bolstered by the close up of Ascender Shadow cutting off a general's head, and there was just enough detail in the general's face to identify him as Federation General Alko. Combined with the other bits of information, they were able to identify exactly where the Ascenders would attack next.

Except it made little sense.

Long Zhiyuan waited for the others to get their own answers, but his clones had already come to a near certain conclusion. The Ascenders would be back out in the field in less than an hour, and they would be seven systems away before cutting a path through the Tier 25 battlefields.

After a few more images, Sora’s taut body dropped limply to the ground and the healers rushed to her.

Supreme General Alicia Fortan just nodded like a wise sage. “That confirms our guesses that Ascender Shadow can teleport across great distances in chaotic space, possibly across entire Great Powers in some capacity, if the images of fully healed Ascenders Wraith and Light are accurate. Prepare yourselves. We will intercept them in the Belview system.”

The moment Alicia gave the order, Long Zhiyuan felt the ship tremble as dozens of cultivators worked in unison. With the harmony of long practice, they wove their extraordinary powers through the ship before the engines activated, and they ripped a hole through space itself as they entered chaotic space.

From experience and his own testing, Long Zhiyuan knew the oversized behemoth of a ship was far, far faster than anyone would guess. Dozens of hyper-specialized Talents working in perfect harmony could do marvelous things.

“Three days before we re-engage. Everyone goes to the healers and gets inspected, then you may take six hours for rest. But afterward, we start training simulations. I want another death added to the toll in our next fight. This is the time to keep the pressure on.”

Long Zhiyuan smiled at the thought even as he headed to the healers. Or rather healer, singular, as the Federation had pulled one of the few healers with an Overhealth healing spell out of whatever bunker they were normally kept in to add to the mission.

A translucent orange machine-like spider skittered out of a closed door and up the walls, spinning a glowing thread across Long Zhiyuan’s arm. The itching that accompanied healing cooldown didn’t quite fade, but it certainly became less prominent. A few moments of work later, a woven bandage completely enclosed the recently healed flesh. Were he to require healing again, he knew that the bandage would prevent his cooldown from getting any worse. It could even be applied infinitely, making it the best healing Long Zhiyuan had ever received.

That it couldn’t be applied to completely healthy flesh was hardly an issue, as so long as it was reapplied following each battle, he could be healed forever, with no risk of his body rejecting new healing. All he needed to do was prevent his body from being completely destroyed in one battle.

It was an impressive and likely expensive asset, but it would ensure they could return to the fray far faster than expected, possibly even outpacing the Ascenders and wearing them down with every engagement they fought.

As he joined the others in the training room, Long Zhiyuan couldn’t help but smile once more at the thought of the upcoming fight.
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Matt was elbow-deep inside a Republic soldier when he felt the space near the inhabited planet ripple. His hairs rose up on the back of his neck as a giant ship appeared, a ship he had just seen three days ago. A swarm of smaller ships took off from its surface, racing toward the battlefield at top speed.

Growling, he wrenched his arm free from the chest of the soldier and waited for a moment as Darrow sent the soldiers an offer of surrender. It would allow them to sit out this upcoming fight, but the general in command of the army must have thought they could hold out until the elites arrived. That was a futile hope. Matt wasn’t kind enough to play with them, given that there was a larger threat approaching. He didn’t even bother with his mana cannon, just a sweep of his hand and an overpowered [Mana Beam] swept aside the stragglers.

One of them survived, but he yanked a nearby corpse to his hand with [Gravity Manipulation], hyper-charged it with [Tribulation Strike], and threw it at the survivor. The modified [Lightning Torrent] lashed out and finished his portion of the fight.

Around him, the rest of Team Zero likewise stopped pacing themselves and tore into their own assigned troops with renewed vigor. Mana levels dipped precipitously and willpower reserves were tapped into to get the fight over now. Matt flared his Concept across the entire group, and Allie blinked Morgan and Sebastian in arm’s reach for him to more directly refill their mana pools.

It was a bit of a costly move, but the last thing they needed was more chaos as the dropship disgorged its inhabitants. Matt fired off a quick [Breach], more out of principle than anything, and was unsurprised when the ship twisted and avoided the attack given the range and small maneuver needed to do so. Joy picked up pursuit of the Sects-style ship, chasing it off with a few muttered curses leaking through their group comms.

Joy had very strong feelings about how spaceships ‘should’ look, and Matt knew very well her distaste for the Sects ‘wooden sailboat’ design. Unfortunately, her dogfight was interrupted by more Corporations-style ships, but Drifter effortlessly dodged their return fire and began engaging with them more directly.

His teammate would be fine. Matt turned to analyze the actual members of the Harmony Accords. They too were in remarkably good shape, and while Matt couldn’t tell at a glance, neither Bulwark nor Darrow saw any indications of lingering damage or even healing cooldown. That wasn’t a good sign, though it was even less of a good sign that they’d managed to get here so quickly. At least it seemed that they’d only just gotten here instead of lying in wait, but still.

Drifter was the first to articulate it through the mind-link. “They have to have Talented pilots flying that tub, or there is no way they could have gotten here that quickly. And how the fuck did they even know we were going to be here?”

Darrow interjected almost immediately. “Some Seeker Talent no doubt , but they shouldn’t have been able to get a read on us. And I don’t like that. We’ll pull back to Camp Lightfoot where we can reconvene.”

Matt didn’t even blink at the order.

Shadow on the other hand said what they were all thinking. “No, I don't think we will. Not yet, at least.”

Darrow must have sensed the mood, but he made a crucial mistake. Talking reason. “Drifter is correct in that they shouldn’t have been able to arrive so quickly. We only arrived here five hours ago and it's a week's travel from our last fight’s system. This could very well be a trap set by them via a Seeker or future sight of some sort.”

Everything he said made perfect sense, but Matt didn’t care. And seemingly none of the other Ascenders cared either, as not a single one of them shifted from their places in space. They were Ascenders. They did not run just because the enemy showed up where they shouldn't.

Matt was determined to make sure that round two didn’t end up the same way as round one, and he liked their odds when they weren’t caught flat-footed.

Darrow, to his credit, the moment he saw that the Ascenders were refusing to follow orders, immediately changed tactics and started planning for a battle. “Prepare for swaps. Don’t let them entangle you with the counters we talked about. Prepare for spatial locks. Prepare for long-range bombardments. Prepar⁠—”

Matt tuned him out as the first spells started flying.

Casting the largest [Bulwark] he could, he activated his Tier 25 Talent, strengthened it with [Reinforce Mana], and then dropped his connection to the spell, using just a touch of [Telekinesis] to hold the fifty-foot-tall and two-hundred-foot-wide block of mana crystal in place as cracks webbed across it, then webbed together under the volley of spells. Of course, shieldbreaker skills quickly followed and the defense collapsed, but that wasn’t the point.

Just before the entire construction was about to collapse, Matt broke the remnants into fragments and threw them. Not at the elites, but at the mercenary corps who had managed to approach the battlefield before Drifter had chased off their transports. The hail of mana stones didn’t hurt them, but it did make them wary and blocked a few spells that they got in the way of. It was a minor hindrance, but a hindrance, nonetheless.

Light kicked their side off with an [Arc], whitish-green bolts traversing the distance instantaneously, then becoming an eerie red as he twisted the travel mana into armageddon mana the instant before it struck home. The explosion tossed away one of the Federation soldiers furthest from the center, and knocked Colton’s hat off his head while leaving a few blistering wounds on his face. However, it failed to leave any serious damage on anyone closer to the center, where Gan Le was. The man in question was, of course, completely unfazed.

That confirms Gan Le’s defensiveness wasn’t a fluke. Even if we can break through that, it’s not worth the effort. We just need to get them spread apart and test the limits of his shared defenses.

Matt nodded at Darrow’s observation. They were learning and that would enable them to pick through all of their enemies' tricks.

Lorlael countered Light’s follow-up, dispersing a bolt of prismatic flames with a purple mist.

They had drifted close enough to engage in melee by that point, but while Gan Le beelined straight for Matt, he was waylaid by the combination of Stick and Torment, who had Sorrow and Lost Love as his primary summons at the moment. Ensnaring strips of cloth entangled the tank, while the summons darted forward with apt ferocity.

Of course, they weren’t the only ones with a team, and the Federation rune soldiers swooped in, clearly intent on freeing their teammate.
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Gan Le cursed internally as the Federation rune soldiers rushed over to free him from Stick’s cloth clutches. In an ideal world they would leave him to slowly work his way out of his entombment but no, they had to follow orders and come get him out post-haste.

Really, he was asking for too much, and he knew it.

At least when he was being wrapped up, he wasn’t protecting a dozen other people from Master-level lightning storms. They’d already blasted through his outermost defenses, including his amulets of protection.

He really needed to get some proper armor made, the kind that covered your entire body in metal. Sure, it may be inferior to a proper defensive technique, but there was no reason he couldn’t use both. He would ask the Republic smiths when they returned to the ship, he decided. They knew the proper way to balance protection with form, but he was not coming back into battle unless he could have something that could keep the attacks he was taking away from [The Unseen Guardian Which Halts All Assault] for at least a few blows.

As the rune squad started hacking at the binding, he struggled. He was trying to keep himself entangled , but he had to make it look like he was doing the opposite.

With barely three days to recover since their last fight, his spirit felt sore from spreading himself so thin. He’d never had his own defenses so seriously tested, and his technique had yet to properly adapt to all the new forms of assault he’d subjected it to. Even his Revelation-empowered refinement could only do so much so quickly, and he never wanted to get more than halfway past his personal protections ever again. It had even pushed through to the topmost layer of his skin. That was way too close.

If he could just sit this fight out…and maybe the next one, and if he was really lucky, the one after that, then he’d be able to be properly defended from that monster Titan’s ludicrously powerful attacks, and could focus on refining his defenses against Light’s own techniques. That would be preferable. What was less preferable was how his spirit got punched while his Talent intercepted an attack before it could blow a hole in the head of the rune squad. It was one of…Bolt’s bolts.

Such an inelegant and overly generic name, it made thoughts and conversations so redundant.

Still, he did his job, even as he winced at the pain that radiated through his spirit as his Talent struggled to project itself outward and cover Clarisse.

A dagger came from nowhere, aimed directly at his eye. It managed to break through his primary defenses, and he felt the draw on his Second Revelation as it tried to remove him as a threat despite being bound in place. When that failed, it reinforced his defenses, stopping the dagger a hair’s-breadth before it could come into full contact with him. He tried to blink, but found his right eyelid stopped on the razor-edge of Ascender Shadow’s blade.

She withdrew, and Gan Le desperately focused his spirit at preventing that from happening again. The knife, and the inconsiderate woman using it, were gone the next moment.

Then the rune soldiers, barbarians that they were, decided their best option was to burn Stick’s cloth while he was wrapped in it. The fact that it ended up working only encouraged Charlie and Cynthia to keep at it, and Gan Le held very still to keep their burning light and raging lightning from hitting him as well as the enchanted cloth.

He had been hoping they didn’t think of that and just kept trying to cut him free. Shame that, considering how much work he went through to make sure that the spatial ring the Harmony Accords people had given him was right in the blast zone of Ascender Light's first attack. That had been so full of escape methods. He didn’t want to be captured, the Sects were far more comfortable than anywhere else, but maybe he could persuade them that he genuinely was out of his depth, and get transferred to somewhere else?

Maybe the Guilds front? He’d heard there had been some upstart new cultivator there who fought with pillows and blankets, which sounded quite lovely to him. There was probably some horrible trick to it, but it was still better than here.

It had seemed like a really workable plan, too. Until the idiots freed him.

The moment he was free, he burst forward and resumed his job because he still needed his retirement fund if he wanted to find some higher-Tier woman to mooch off of later in life.

Conan and Clarisse were busy dealing with a pair of nightmarish things, one a crying snake whose tears made its watery body keep getting bigger, and the other some horrid two-faced beautiful girl and shadow monster, but Gan Le was more than happy to leave them behind as Lorlael triggered some spell combination on him and teleported him…

Not directly in front of Titan, like was nominally the plan. Instead, he appeared in front of Shadow, who now tried to stab him in both eyes. He tried to block but found that Shadow barely seemed hindered by that. Her arms phased through his techniques, bent around his arms at impossible angles, and struck like a mountain.

His head snapped back, and he went tumbling through the battlefield. Gan Le managed to direct his headlong flight such that he nearly bowled into Queen as she tried to take Chase’s head off. She barely even looked his way, only summoning a second Queen sword and all to deal with the intruder.

He at least was close enough to Chase that blocking Queen’s stab of the Federation soldier didn’t hurt too much, and the man in question disengaged to grab Gan Le, right him, and in a blur of color, ran Gan Le up to where…Ascender Titan was fighting.

He still wasn’t sure the others appreciated just how hard the Ascender hit. He had talked about it in their debriefing, but all they saw was that none of the attacks did any damage to him , but they failed to realize while a dagger to the eye might kill you just as surely as a [Pillar Of Pure Annihilation And Destruction], the latter did more damage to get the same effect.

The first was a targeted blow that bypassed defenses in a small area. The second was an overwhelming amount of damage applied in an unfocused wave, and to get the same effect, it needed to destroy a lot more flesh and therefore did more damage. Gan Le could take a few dozen blows from the other Ascenders, even Light, for the others on the Harmony Accords, but blocking Titan’s attacks was like trying to stop a train with his face.

And all of Titan’s attacks were like that. It was like taking a train of trains to the face. Repeatedly.

Then, they had the audacity to act like he was the crazy one for not wanting to throw himself in front of such a monster. Especially with an already stressed spirit like he was currently working with.

Right now, the man was a genuine titan, twice as tall as he normally was, a pillar of terrifying black metal. His sword blazed with so much lightning, it nearly hurt to look at it, his arms kept bending in ways that shouldn’t have been possible with that much armor on, and he was seemingly effortlessly fending off a massive nightmare of metal and crystal that was probably Maven.

“Get moving and interfere with Titan, now!” Synoid snapped through their mental link. “Shadow’s running rampant, and we can’t check her without you covering Titan!”

Gan Le hid the part of him that wanted to weep and dove into the fray with a roar.
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Liz drifted through space. Or at least, the mind residing within a few scattered drops of blood did as they tried to think quiet thoughts. Her skills should help hide her from any sensory specialists the Corporations had, but she’d never really tested it against all their unique detection methods.

When Colton had riddled one of her clones with bullets, she used that opportunity to have a spare consciousness hitch a ride on the projectiles. The angle and distance was right enough…and there were a lot of Corporations mercenaries just waiting for her to sacrifice them and use their blood as fuel to power her own army.

She just needed to get over to them without them figuring it out. As she had learned the hard way in her fight with Eliana, the combined Great Powers were ready for her blood tricks, so she couldn’t just send a clone over and expect it to be fine.

Despite her personal perspective of the trip being that of a leisurely float through the inky abyss, she was moving quite quickly, and so she only had a moment to act as she neared the weapons platforms. Fortunately, most eyes were on either the main battle or Drifter as she chased down several fleeing artillery groups. Nobody noticed a few errant drops of blood on bullets speeding by.

Nor did they notice those drops of blood expanding into a tiny scarlet miasma invisible to nearly all senses. Nobody saw as that miasma drifted toward one of the cultivators manning the mana cannon, nor as it slipped through solid steel armor and infected the man. He didn’t notice as his blood was rapidly assimilated and converted.

They did notice when she tripped some defensive system and a protective shield sprang up around the platform. It wasn’t intended to defend, but to trap, and Liz mentally shrugged and cast aside her attempts at stealth. She shredded the man’s body, tried for a moment to usurp his power armor—it was, alas, keyed to his spirit—then burst out in a cloud of blood. She set upon another mercenary in phoenix form, only to have reality shudder around her, a sudden detonation killing her.

Liz parried Long Zhiyuan’s attack with her spear and glared at nothing in particular. That was the third body she’d lost to a mana cannon’s self-destruct features. Well, she’d get one eventually, and she was technically succeeding at eliminating their artillery support.

There was, after all, plenty of her to go around.
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Matt wanted to use those precious few moments to enter the backline and cut down Lorlael, or even better enter the Corporations mercenaries’ lines and find the sniper, but he was immediately blocked by Maven.

He had expected that. He also was ready for her incredible physical strength, thanks to the warnings from Shadow. Matt slashed down at her , but she slipped to the side and brought a pair of massive claws down on his side, phasing them slightly out of reality in an attempt to bypass his armor. This time, he was ready, and he caught the attack with his off-hand.

He flexed his body, puffed out his chest, and temporarily doubled in size. His armor followed along for the ride, its enchantments ensuring that his Rubberfruit affected the steel construct just as surely, then met Maven’s follow-up strike with a backhand of his own.

Despite the fact her claw only skittered alongside the outermost layer of his armor, it still carried some form of curse-poison that dove eagerly into his body, the simple contact enough for its spread.

Already, it began corroding his flesh but while [Regeneration] struggled to heal it at the low level he normally kept it at, ramping up the spell’s intake quickly overpowered and eliminated the effect. He wouldn’t be able to reduce the amount of mana he spent on the spell until after the fight ended, but even at this increased rate, it didn’t take up that much of his mana generation.

He wasn’t surprised they were ready with counters to [Regeneration]. It wasn’t like it would be hard to figure out he was using it after all, but most counters relied on being able to wear down the effect over time or outright overwhelming it. Neither of those mattered to him.

Maven reared up and slashed with a pair of wicked-looking natural scythes, leaving energy crescents in the air behind them, then sent those attacks flying at Matt. He tried to cut through the first one with [Dispelling Edge] but instead was forced to parry it off to the side. The second one, he contorted his body out of the way to avoid it, trying to let it hit someone behind him.

There.

Except he was wrong.

Ari Kai had targeted Aster instead of him.

She spun even as the blade was driven into her back, then her body shattered into ice, rapidly turning black. The destruction of her decoy came with an eruption of an iridescent aurora, limning the decaying ice, but also some unimportant person on the battlefield. Who had just attacked Aster. Matt growled and unleashed a [Barrage] of [Gravitic Bolt]s before Ari Kai could slink away again.

Dozens of the projectiles lashed out even as Maven used that opportunity to tear at Matt’s back. His armor held, as did his body, but the attacks carried some kind of spiritual wounding effect that felt like they were carving furrows down the back of his head. It seemed really important, why wasn’t he doing something about that?

Who was he attacking?

Matt queried his [AI] but when even it was confused as to his last actions, he started to turn but suddenly halted as something twisted and collapsed in an anti-spray of blood. Ari Kai. One of his [Gravitic Bolt]s had hit an arm and obliterated it along with a large chunk of his chest.

The [Mana Beam] Matt aimed at his head should have ended the man right then and there. If that didn’t work, the [Icicle] Aster shot at him should have skewered him as well. But both attacks created little more than small scratches thanks to Gan Le, who was careening toward the Republic fighter.

Matt dropped his spell as Maven properly carved into his armor. Spinning, Matt let loose another [Tribulation Strike] and [Mana Slash] from his sword as it turned white and unleashed its own stored energy. The effects mixed and multiplied with each other, blowing the rabbit woman back.

Her burnt and charred metal-crystal body froze over a moment later as Aster cast a dozen area of effect spells in rapid succession, slowing everyone from the Harmony Accords even as her Golem did its best to keep people occupied. Lorlael was immediately trying to dispel the effect, but Shadow interrupted her attacks by driving a dagger into her chest from behind.

Gan Le was too far away for his Talent to do any appreciable damage negation and that emboldened the rest of Team Zero as for the second time, they had drawn blood. Once might be luck but two was a pattern, and they tasted vengeance. If Shadow had a few more moments, she could have possibly finished the mage off, but a bullet silently passed through the space her head would have been if she wanted to continue the attack.

The sniper. So they were still around.

Despite interrupting the mage, it would only take a few moments for the others to break free from the debuffing spells and Matt wasn’t going to pass up on the opportunity to dish out some more damage.

He parried a slower-than-normal spell from Maven, and then slashed at her neck. In a burst of green energy, the debuffs sloughed off Maven, allowing her to dodge his ink-black blade. She carried through with a potent attack that Matt redirected much of his movable defenses to block. But despite there being no visible tells as to what he was doing, Long Zhiyuan moved with practiced ease to exploit it. He dodged a small [Mana Beam], sweeping behind Matt, and striking on the exact gouge Maven had left with her earlier attack. He broke through, cutting a furrow into Matt’s back and severing his spine.

Matt finished blasting Maven’s attack away and spun to meet Long Zhiyuan’s follow-up. [Regeneration] was already knitting his spine together, but his power armor made the damage essentially irrelevant regardless. Matt quickly aspected his armor to be force-based, stalled the Sects man’s hand with a blast of [Telekinesis], then swatted it away with his sword.

A moment of thought and a query of strategy with Darrow confirmed it wasn’t worth it for Matt to call upon his Intent to massively concentrate his mana. If the attack hit, it would probably kill Long Zhiyuan, but the risk of Matt bottoming out on willpower was too high for the predicted kill chance.

Instead, he mercilessly split off a [Sword Twin], cleaving into Long Zhiyuan’s shoulder and sending a chunk of blood and bone away. Maven struck, twisting into something that looked like a giant pile of vines, and grabbed Matt’s sword arm. In response, he split off the rest of his [Sword Twin] copies and tried to cut into Maven’s binding ties. Frustratingly, they made no contact, instead just passing through her extremely tight bindings like they were an illusion.

She kept coiling up his arm, though, cutting off multiple paths of escape as space hardened around him. He channeled his Concept repulsion as powerfully as he could, but while it slowed her tendrils' advance, she kept pushing against the force and climbed past his elbow.

Long Zhiyuan slammed his good arm into Matt’s chest, not quite denting it, but with enough time…

Matt made a snap decision and cut off his own arm.

Maven had just about reached his shoulder when Matt brought a [Sword Twin] down on his armor. He’d withdrawn most of its reinforcements and disengaged its connections to keep from damaging it too much, but there were still a few bindings he had to cleave through to get it to work.

Maven’s vines snapped back at high speed toward the rest of her mass and Matt got to enjoy a moment of shock rippling through Long Zhiyuan’s spirit before Matt shot forward. Though his arm was only superficially regrown, and not enough to handle the full force of the spell anyway, Matt blew his own fist up with his [Tribulation Strike], made into a spiky gauntlet with his thrice-upgraded [Cracked Phantom Armor].

Long Zhiyuan opened a hole in his chest with some skill in a way that reduced the impact to mere knockback, but he still spasmed as some aftershocks wracked his body.

Maven pounced on Matt once again, now with Gan Le for support, pushing him to retreat while he regrew his hand again, and filled out the rest of his appendage with [Regeneration]. After tanking a point-blank [Mana Beam], Maven’s grip loosened on Matt’s severed arm for him to recall its armor to his still-healing limb.

Now wholly armored once more, Matt kept on the retreat, extremely careful to avoid Gan Le’s glowing hands. He wasn’t about to actually get locked down again.

Maven tried to disengage and redirect to Torment as he swooped somewhat nearby, but Matt slowed her down with [Hail], then dragged her back with a [Cosmic Pressure]-empowered flicker of his Intent. Even controlling gravity with his attraction was a bit more draining than he’d wanted, so he cut it off, but it was enough to accomplish his goal, as Maven once again turned back to keep attacking.

Matt played defensively, accruing some damage under the Sects warriors’ relentless and reckless assault, but nothing terribly concerning. That he couldn’t dissuade their attacks with his own abilities was annoying, but he could at least appreciate watching Gan Le’s gray skin grow darker and darker from exertion as he protected his countrymen. It was a slow process, but still fun.

And besides, he wasn’t alone.

Shadow came in with a vengeance, blades flashing, tearing up Maven’s back.

Maven turned and lashed out while tentacles grew out of her back. Those fleshy appendages tried to entangle Matt’s blade , but he didn’t care and simply hacked down, trying to push Gan Le to his limits, and right past them.

Long Zhiyuan didn’t sit idle and landed several attacks on Matt, but he blocked most of them with a combination of [Bulwark] and his armor’s inbuilt shields. Nearly all of the rest splashed against his armor, harmlessly. Only one attack landed, some kind of twisting black ball of thorns that weaseled into a crack in his armor while Matt parried an opportunistic shot from Colton from the far side of the battlefield.

It set into his flesh like a chainsaw, rending his leg into clumps of meat, but it wasn’t lethal quite yet so Matt ignored it while he took aim at Maven tangling with Shadow.

Gan Le used that moment where he was occupied to land a blow on Matt’s head, and even though he was ready for it this time, Matt felt the tether snap into place.

“FUCKKKKKK!” Matt lashed out, but Maven and Long Zhiyuan were already moving away, relying on the pale and panting Gan Le to keep him occupied.

Unlike last time where Matt tried to just blast Gan Le away through pure physical strength, he instead moved into grappling the Sects fighter.

Once they were close, so close Matt could feel the spell buzzing inside the other man, Matt unleashed skills with abandon. Not at Gan Le but at everyone else around them.

A number of them were so weak as to be useless with the counter measures Gan Le was projecting , but he didn’t care; that wasn’t the point of his attacks. No, he wanted to force Gan Le to use his Talent at range, always a fairly reliable counter for damage-stealers.

He was effective enough that Long Zhiyuan was already turning around, but after a brief pause, he hesitated then flew away even faster, just before the world went blue with mana.

Matt’s armor dented, gaps opening between its plates, and then the shrapnel hit. Hundreds upon hundreds of shards of metal raced into the crevasses opened in Matt’s armor before they closed themselves up.

Across from him, Gan Le was also bleeding in a few places, but all Matt could really focus on was that whoever had made that bomb needed to patch up their work. The detonation had definitely involved more mana than most of Matt’s attacks, but it was clearly approached from the angle of ship artillery.

Battlefield-scale munitions needed a very different approach to properly maximize their power.

Still, he couldn’t argue too much with the results given the thousands of enchanted metal slivers it had left in his body. Damage over time, healing and mana disruption, enchantment nullification, the whole set. Each one was simple in its design and execution, but there were just so many, with so many different techniques, that Matt’s comparative blunt-force methods wouldn’t do much of anything.

Hearing a message from Darrow, Matt pushed [Regeneration] as hard as he could. In a few places, the spell ran afoul of mana-disruption and only caused worse injuries, but it kept him alive…at the expense of empowering some of the needles stuck in his flesh. In a few minutes, if he didn’t get any additional attention, they’d detonate and rip his body to shreds. Or the rest of the way, at least. [Regeneration] kept his body running but it wasn’t putting him back together anymore.

He’d deal with it later. His muscles weren’t working quite right, and his armor kept malfunctioning, but he grabbed his own body with [Telekinesis], pushed himself with [Air Slide] past Gan Le and swung his sword, fully recombined with all of its [Sword Twin]s and blazing with [Tribulation Strike]. Long Zhiyuan loomed large in his vision, and Matt attacked. Not at the man’s core, but his still-injured shoulder. He was more vulnerable there…and it was easier to dodge.

Long Zhiyuan obliged, and the blade struck Matt’s true target…

An entirely unassuming man startled and faded from tangibility, but a storm of lightning wrenched through his body and tore the semi-corporeal man to pieces. Space rippled and fragmented, momentarily breaking through the spatial locks in the area, and Ari Kai vanished. No essence pulse, which was a shame, but he was definitely out of commission.

Long Zhiyuan struck, but Matt teleported behind his attack and struck out with a [Barrage]d [Wind Cutter]. The former Young Master spun and dodged them, striking Matt several times with his own attacks. Many of the attacks even made it through the mostly shredded armor, but they hardly did anything to Matt’s still-ruined body.

Then, Matt grabbed the man with his left hand—the only part of his body other than his head still fully functional—and crushed his arm. Bones snapped, Long Zhiyuan cried out, and Matt finished cutting off the man’s arm with a [Telekinesis]-wielded sword stroke.

The tide of battle wasn’t just shifting, it had turned.

They’d all been bloodied at some point or another, but Bulwark had kept their more fragile members upright. Stick had stopped screaming at some point, but her ferocity had yet to fall away. There was also a Liz flitting between them to provide patch healing where it was needed. As a massive explosion sent a half-dozen Federation soldiers away from Light, Matt felt the battle settle.

The Harmony Accords must have felt the same shift because just as Gan Le looked like he was going to vomit, they all vanished in bursts of spatial mana just like Ari Kai had earlier. Shadow reached out like she was trying to snatch them out of space, but her cursing told him whatever she had tried to do hadn’t worked.

A moment later, the enemy ships vanished back into Chaotic Space.

Matt glared at where the oversized flagship had been. They were victorious but it wasn’t the overwhelming victory he had been hoping for. Still, he couldn't linger on that thought, there was still a system to finish saving, and all of them were more injured than they would have been after a more normal fight. None of the Harmony Accords had been killed, with the possible exception of…Ari Kai, but he wasn’t going to count him as dead until he felt the burst of essence.

Eric had yet to be avenged.

There was more war to be fought.

It wasn’t over yet.

A pair of Lizzes flashed over to him, one of them resting her hands on his temples and casting, while the other became blood and dove into his body. With her aid, the metal shards came loose and [Regeneration] finally started doing its job. Even as his flesh knitted together, his spirit started complaining about soreness, and he’d probably have to be a bit careful about high-Tier skill overuse for a bit…but he was fine and could even go for round two. Though he might be the only one.

Flying over to where Dena floated in space listlessly, he pulled her into Drifter's ship where Darrow had already gathered with most of the others.

Dena’s words brought him back to the present like a punch from Maven, though. “I was trying so hard to join him, but I didn’t even manage it. I kind of hate myself for that.”

Matt rubbed her armored back, ignoring the gashes in the metal which threatened to tear his flesh even more.

He wanted to say things would be okay, but that was an outright lie. Instead, he went with, “Eric wouldn’t want that, but you know that already. No one here wants that.”

“I do.”

Matt didn’t have an answer for that and let the silence linger.
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Matt wanted to feel good about their latest fight with the Harmony Accords, but considering they had only rebuffed their latest ambush, he didn’t feel as good as if they had won a decisive battle or killed at least one of them. He wanted revenge so badly, he could taste it.

Sadly, it was still out of reach and that made him feel like a coiled spring ready to pop at the slightest provocation. His being on edge made him keep his distance from those around him, and the different perspective helped him notice that Darrow was a little quieter than normal. Matt knew why he was behaving that way, but he didn’t know what he should say to the man.

While Allie might disregard military orders, he, Liz, and Aster hadn’t done so before. Officially, they should be reprimanded for their actions with loss of rank, pay reductions, and time in the brig all being possibilities…but they were Ascenders. If they were punished according to the rules, Duke Waters would be in the brig for the next millennia. That knowledge didn’t make Matt feel any better about it. He genuinely felt remorse about flouting Darrow’s authority like that. It was rude and unprofessional in a way that reflected badly on Matt’s image of himself.

The moment they entered the rift, connected to the LocalNet, and got their deployment updates, Darrow gave them their leave. “You have seventy-two hours of liberty, then we redeploy to the frontlines, but orders aren’t yet settled and will most certainly be updated now that we know the Harmony Accords have a way to pierce our anti-divination wards.”

As they exited Joy’s ship, Matt hung back and waited for Darrow.

Darrow immediately noticed him and raised an eyebrow at his unusual actions.

“I just wanted to apologize for ignoring orders. I…” Matt paused as he searched for the right word, but when he didn’t find it, he simply gave up. He was too emotionally tired to think right now. “I’m sorry for flouting your orders so blatantly.”

Darrow’s third eye scanned Matt for a moment before he said, “I have come to expect such from Ascenders.”

Matt could hear the rebuke in his voice and accepted that as his due, but stiffened as Darrow ruthlessly continued. “Before you are so willing to disregard my future orders, I would remind you that I have many years more experience in battles than you, and I don’t call for a retreat because I am scared of a fight. I have no doubt that some more of us will die in the next decades as we clash in the twilight years of the war. As people get desperate, casualties will increase. If the Harmony Accords insists on chasing us down at every opportunity, more of us are going to die. Probably not the five of you, but the rest of us are affected when you ignore orders. I can’t reprimand you, and even an official complaint would do literally nothing, but I want you to think about the rest of the team next time you ignore orders. Right now, you can say you made the right call because none of us died, but next time? Will you still consider it the right call when another of us is sent to the incinerator? Think about that Ascender Titan. The rest of us aren’t so durable. Enjoy your time off and be ready for deployment in seventy-two hours. I suspect our next orders are going to be testing the Harmony Accords’ response times, and that won’t be without risk.”

With his piece said, Darrow turned and marched off, leaving Matt standing there feeling small.

Titan indeed.

Taking a deep breath, Matt thought about what Darrow said and was forced to agree with his assessment. He didn't like it, but the team leader had a point. A month ago, he would have blown the reprimand off, content in the knowledge that none of them would die in this war. But that illusion had been shattered along with Eric’s life.

Matt hated being made to feel small. He hated to be reprimanded. But instead of reacting, he took a moment to process both the reprimand and the mentality behind it.

Darrow wasn’t wrong. Matt and the others had been more concerned with their pride, their desire for revenge, or whatever other feeling pushed them into fighting in the last fight, when they should have been following orders.

At least, that was what the logical part of him said. The emotional side of Matt said he should keep throwing himself into fights, live up to his name and his Domain, and force the enemies to test their durability against his. Show them why he was an Ascender.

Looking down, he inspected his hands.

His left hand was utterly immaculate, now as always. He could count on one hand the number of times that he’d done more than scratched it since he’d applied Stygian Gossamer to it centuries ago. But his right hand was likewise in perfect condition, thanks to [Regeneration] knitting it back together and his Millennium Willow Lifesap helping him flush away all hostile influences from it. And nothing could stop that, not truly.

If he lost his hand, it would come back. If he lost his body, it would be put together just fine. If he lost his head, it would regrow with all of his memories intact. No sniper could take him out like they had with Eric.

He wanted to demand that he be given the opportunity to be thrown into the Harmony Accords' path and given time to just wear them down, except that was still his emotions talking. He, like Gan Le, was vulnerable to being entangled and imprisoned. It might be harder to do it with him, but it was definitely possible, and he was sure that the Harmony Accords had something in reserve just for him.

Matt had his own countermeasures to being captured, but they weren’t foolproof. And his willpower, unlike his mana, could be depleted. Was being depleted. He couldn’t afford the years or decades it would take to recover if it bottomed out. Bottoming out on willpower meant one needed to completely refill their willpower before they could safely use their Domain again. One could push through it, but that led to serious spiritual damage in the best of cases.

Having taken a few moments to process, he ran through his feelings once more before going to the hospital more centered and stable. Even after some ruminations, he wouldn’t call their previous decision wrong, but he better understood Darrow and the rest of the team's feelings.

Once Liz and Aster were taken care of, Matt accompanied them back to their house where they were able to finally spend some time alone. They mostly sat in silence, but conversations inevitably turned to Eric and their memories of him. That more than anything helped Matt’s mood. They might have lost a friend, but they had spent many good years with him and had the memories of their time together.

If they had been given their full break time to ruminate, it probably would have turned morbid, but things were never that quiet.

About seven hours into their break, Duke Waters came back into the rift bloodied and battered.

Matt raced over with Liz and Aster, but kept some distance as what was left of Aiden was rushed to the hospital. Unlike last time when he came back battered but able to banter, now he was spending all of his efforts on staying alive.

The healers stabilized him, with Melinda arriving shortly thereafter and solved everything physical. It was kind of disturbing, watching his face re-form itself, like clay un-melting, yet still deeply fascinating.

Matt, Liz, and Aster hung off to the side, but they weren’t shooed away, which allowed them to get the debriefing. Aiden had fought Maya, and they had thrown themselves into the fight with everything they had, resulting in serious damage on both sides.

Seeing how bad Aiden was, Matt had to wonder about what sort of condition he left Maya in.

Even with the damage, Aiden seemed ecstatic and loudly contemplated how he'd be ready for round two, even before he had a mouth. General Bell, the general Aiden had thrown through a wall last time he was this injured, was nearly tossed through a wall again at the suggestion that Aiden should stay inside the rift to accelerate his willpower recovery.

“You think I’m going to sit inside and twiddle my thumbs up my ass while the war is going on? Did someone replace your brain with a sponge? This is the time to hone myself.”

“Ascender Waters, you will be needed for the eventual defense of the Citadel. The regional capital cannot be allowed to fall. Everything before that is⁠—”

Aiden interrupted General Bell with a glare, “Is valuable real estate which can be traded to buy time by making them bleed for every system. I’m not going to sit around when I can be out there fighting, honing my skills.”

It was there that Matt noticed there was a major difference between Aiden and himself. Aiden enjoyed the fight because he was the only one risking his life. There was a freedom there. Fighting without someone else to worry about sounded…nice.

He’d never share the thought, but Matt almost wished Liz and Aster could sit out the rest of the war. It tied into his thoughts from before about the risks to everyone else. When he fought with those he cared about, he was vulnerable, whereas if he was alone, he could be freer.

Free like Aiden. Free to fight without a care, without worrying about anything but the next battle.

He had trouble putting his finger on exactly why he felt that way, but as he watched Aiden, it clicked. If he was alone, and he failed, he died, the only one to pay that bill was himself. And if he were dead, it wasn’t his problem.

Everyone he left behind would be as sad at his death as he was at Eric’s, but he’d be dead, so what did it matter?

As General Bell spoke again, Matt jacked his perception back down to the Tier 17 levels everyone was operating at around Melinda.

“Ascender Waters, if Maya and Yun Me group up, you stand a substantial risk of death. That cannot be allowed.”

At face value, it sounded like Bell cared about Aiden’s life, but Matt knew that the general cared more about the asset that their sole “Tier 35” Ascender represented. And about the losses they would suffer if they lost said resource.

That, and their last battles caused Matt to pull up an overview of the war. The map of interconnected worlds that made up the Great Powers looked like eight balls of clay that had been smooshed together. Each had its own core territories mostly centered around their Tier 47 worlds, which were surrounded by thousands of worlds that had been inhabited for millions of years since The Shattering.

When the Glorious Everlasting Kingdom of Prosperity fell and the various political entities who scrabbled for dominance emerged, they did so around the highest-Tier planets, which became the capitals, and they took the former worlds of the Glorious Everlasting Kingdom of Prosperity as their core domains. But once the entities became stable, the squabbling started.

As each Great Power had a Tier 50 to hold down the fort, all-out war was expensive and never resulted in too much gain or loss of territory, as a rogue Tier 50 could spell disaster for all. Which forced the Great Powers to look for other avenues to gain power.

Outward expansion via adding worlds to the tethered mass of worlds that were the Great Powers was the main method, but it was more haphazard than the mostly clean lines that had been the former lands of the Glorious Everlasting Kingdom of Prosperity, which caused the middle regions of the Great Powers to mix and tangle.

Subsequent wars had smoothed those borders out to a degree, but in the three-dimensional map of tangled worlds, the Great Powers seemed to protrude into each other more and more as one left the main region until the current borders. There, the space was less densely packed with worlds at the maximum distance possible with the teleporter tethers.

Currently, the Empire was being pushed in on all fronts that either the Sects, Federation, and the Republic bordered, with most of the fighting centered on the core regions of the Empire. But the outer regions which bordered the enemy Great Powers were being occupied as well.

The Conglomerate of Guilds, despite nominally being engaged in the war, was only barely being pressed. Since the time they’d run interference in Guilds space, back in the first few years after their Ascension, the other Great Power had barely been attacked at all. It was enough to keep them focused on defending their planets and unable to provide much aid to the Empire, but practically nothing past that.

There were even a few places where the Guilds had made headway, with their own forays into Federation space, but they never were able to push more than four or five planets deep before being repulsed. The light back-and-forth meant that the attacking Powers could focus almost entirely on the Empire, only occasionally sending troops to fight back the encroaching Guilds.

Instead, those troops were being redirected to the current push to King Rusty’s capital, the Citadel. That information threatened to crush something inside of Matt. They were already fighting daily, going from battle to battle to repel a single assault on the Tier 25, Tier 26, and Tier 27 battlefields, and still losing ground. And now there were even more troops coming?

It felt hopeless.

Except it wasn’t. Luna had made that clear. Team Zero, and by extension he himself, were making a difference. Ignoring the fact that the war might not have even started without them, if they weren’t there and playing Whac-A-Mole with enemy incursions, the war would probably already be over and have ended in a disastrous loss. Doing your best and hardly treading water didn’t feel good, even if you knew that otherwise you would have already drowned.

But maybe there was an opportunity in that?

It was something he was sure Darrow would argue for, but Matt made a mental note to follow up with Chess. While he felt the name was a bit on the nose, the war was, to a degree, a simple game of logistics similar to the board game, and they might be able to hit another supply depot or the like. They had tried to do so in the last seventy years of the war, but the enemy Great Powers had learned their lesson about substandard defenses inside occupied territory. Except, now that they weren't really bothering to hide Allie’s Talent, they might have some opportunities open up.

Matt liked that idea. He liked it enough that after nodding to Aiden, he made his way to Chess.

Technically, as a captain, he didn’t really have the clearance to enter the deepest recesses of Chess, where the best planners worked, but no one stopped him. He caught a few odd glances, but when he saw one of the members of Chatter, the group that managed their images as Ascenders, he got them to bring him deeper.

There were several Chess planners sitting in a circle of chairs, their heads locked into oversized helmets with glasses, massive cables glowing with mana running to and from them, plugging them into what he realized was a genuinely massive formation integrated with the building itself.

General Cynthia Almora appeared next to him like a thundercloud. “Is there something I can help you with, Ascender?”

Matt nodded as he let the oddity distract him. “Originally, I only came here to ask a few questions about possible deployments, but now I'm wondering about the formation. Is it some kind of amplifier?”

Cynthia nodded. “Yes, but that is only part of what it does. It enables our strategists and Seekers to combine their abilities in unique ways. Their skills, Talents, and Domains are effective separately, but the whole is greater than the sum of their parts. A farseeing skill, enhanced with a Natural Treasure, can provide much information that a Talent can expand upon, and a Domain can inform us of the most relevant parts. But when each of those comes from different people, we must make do. It is, in truth, a fairly standard effect. General Darrow’s own Domain functions similarly, and our enemies utilize them in abundance. It is likely something quite similar to this which led the Harmony Accords to find you so quickly, though given how concentrated the warding is around you, any such arrays must be impressively large.”

Matt raised an eyebrow in return as a hunch settled over him. “How large is ‘impressively large’?”

“About five miles long, at least. Yes, from the reports about them arriving so quickly, we can almost guarantee that the ship is a mobile platform built around a divination amplifier. Before you ask, no I don’t know the exact specifications, but I do know they are horrendously expensive. Not just in mana, but exotic materials as well. That ship probably burns a cart load of Tier 25 divination-based Natural Treasures every time it's activated. And if that's true, it also helps explain how our inventions haven’t picked up much about this team. Part of divining the future means isolating variables, namely oneself, meaning the amplifiers are the best divination wards.”

Matt caught on almost immediately. “So, we are protected here, but not out on a mission, and yet they are because they remain near the ship and formation in question. Is there no counter? I find that hard to believe.”

“Your masks are some of the best counters we have, and your personal armor is built to the same standards, but if your question is if we can predict them, the answer is no.” When Matt gave her a level stare, she continued. “We are, however, not helpless. Part of their methods to divine you all has been to have Tier 25 leaders stop their anti-divinations wards. That helps them know if they are going to die via Ascender and pinpoint your locations, but it also has created a massive gap in their defenses that we have been abusing. It also tells us where they expect you to attack. Things like supply lines are still protected by the wards, but the frontlines might as well be a written book for us.”

Matt liked the idea of being able to read the future. It seemed like being the Emperor for a little while. “And what does that book say? Can we use that to rewrite the ending of said story?”

“If you can pull ten thousand Tier 35 troops out of your ass, along with a few million Tier 25s, and hundreds of millions of Tier 15s, sure we could. In fact, it’d be downright easy. But at this point, the war is more a matter of logistics than anything else.”

General Almora said the last bit with a resigned sigh, but Matt disagreed. “Logistics only really matter in an even fight, but like you said, logistics do matter. If we are giving up on hiding the capabilities of Shadow’s Talent, we can widen the range of attacks. What are we able⁠—”

The general shook her head, interrupting his question as it formed. “That is beyond your paygrade Ascender.”

Hearing that, Matt let his expression go flat, and he stared down at the general. She could toss him through a wall thanks to their Tier disparity, but he didn’t care. His anger still simmered at a low level, and that made him disregard the consequences. So for the second time today, he threw his title around.

“I wasn’t asking, General. What are our plans and where are the highest value targets we can possibly hit? I want a list , and I want it now. As for what I do with it, that's not your problem.”

“Ascender Titan, I assure you that High Command have already considered all the possible missions with far more information than you can get from us. In fact I⁠—”

Matt cut her off with a glare, letting his true feelings leak through, meeting her tone with hardened steel. “And what you and High Command believe is impossible might be limiting your viewpoint. It's time we, the Ascenders, take a look.” Not wanting to burn this bridge completely, Matt let his expression and tone soften. “I do appreciate what you and your people do. It's not easy and is incredibly valuable work, but we do the impossible.”

His piece said, he waited, letting the moment grow.

It dragged out long enough that Matt was sure she was going to refuse, but in the end, General Almora gave him what he wanted.

Scanning the information packet, Matt nodded. “Thank you.”

Despite wishing he could go and inspect the divination amplifier, he read the general's mood and made his exit.

Instead of going back to his house, he went to check in on Dena. He wouldn’t say he was worried she would hurt herself, but he also wanted to remind her that she still had friends who both cared and worried about her.

He was a little worried when she wasn’t in the camp, but he found her just a few hundred miles away, sitting under a tree and watching a waterfall.

Matt watched her for a moment, not wanting to intrude if she really wanted to be alone, but Dena waved him over.

“Hey.” It wasn’t his best opening, but it would hopefully gauge the waters without causing any harm.

“He loved this spot. He complained about it all the time, but secretly, he absolutely loved it. He tried to play it up like I was the one who wanted to come, and that each time we came here he was doing me a great favor. He liked how the water spray could just make it over here when the wind blew correctly. I hated it.” Dena hiccupped as she half laughed, half sobbed. “Now, I can’t wait for the wind to blow a little harder. Why didn’t I treasure those moments before? Why won’t the stupid wind blow over here. Does it hate him? Does it miss him? Am I not worthy? Why⁠—”

Seeing that Dena was working herself into a spiral, Matt put an arm around her and just listened.

Eventually, she petered out, and they sat there in companionable silence, just watching the waterfall. Matt tried to relax, but every time he did, he felt an overwhelming desire to move try to tear him apart, so he eventually gave up and just concentrated on being there for Dena. That was easier than dealing with his own grief.

They had been sitting there long enough that Matt was almost caught off guard when she chuckled. “I remember when we were Tier 7 and spent like a week and a half inside a rift because the apartment we rented had overbooked. We found a waterfall like this. Okay, not really like this. It was small, ten feet or so, but similar. And on our third day after we cleared the rift, just when we were starting to go stir crazy, Eric went on this big adventure trying to figure out where the water came from and how the rift kept having more water to move through a waterfall. He was convinced the rift was cheating with a looped space where the river reached the limit of the rift. I didn’t believe it at all and was convinced rifts were just destroying and remaking the water. We spent hours arguing our sides just for something to do, each argument becoming more and more tangential to the actual point. When we left and looked it up, he lorded the fact that he was more right over me for weeks.”

From there, they just spent some time exchanging stories about Eric until finally Dena stood and brushed the grass off her legs she had pulled apart while sitting down. “Let's go to whatever planning you had in mind.”

Matt copied her sans brushing himself off. “How did you know that was why I came out here?”

“Because I had the same thought. Come on.” Just before they took to the sky, Dena reached out and pulled Matt into a short but tight hug. “Thanks for checking in on me, but I don’t intend to die until I rip that sniper’s head from their shoulders.”

Matt nodded, but wasn’t brave enough to ask her about what would happen after she accomplished her goal. Hopefully, a little time and distance would, if not make the wound heal, let it callus over enough that it didn’t hurt so much.

As they arrived back to the base, Matt called a team meeting. It wasn’t official, and no one had to arrive, but all of them did, even if Zack looked disgruntled at being pulled away from whatever he had been working on.

Even Darrow arrived, though he took a seat when he saw Matt standing in his usual place.

Looking at everyone, Matt took the opportunity to memorize their faces. Darrow's earlier words about their lives being more fragile than his had stuck with him. That made what he was about to suggest feel like murder, but they all knew the costs and had signed up for this. Even Eric.

“I don’t like our situation. We’ve been in a holding pattern, just running around trying to plug holes in a leaky ship with our fingers. The moment we leave, the leak continues. I went and got a list of the most vulnerable targets in the enemy Great Powers. As was pointed out to me, High Command has most certainly already gone over all of these missions and disregarded them for whatever reason. Part of that, I’m sure, is them not wanting to give away Allie’s Talent, but another part might be them not believing in our abilities. Fuck that. As Luna pointed out, we do the impossible. What on this list is not just impossible, but our flavor of impossible? The impossible we can do? Maybe it will amount to nothing, but we are already losing. It’s time to flip the board.”

Allie grinned wide enough that he could see her rubbing her incisors with her tongue. “Oh, I like this. What about you, Darrow? Are you going to run off to High Command and quash this little idea?”

General Darrow caught Allie’s gaze before looking around at the rest of the Ascenders. “I will, of course, inform High Command about all plans made here. But like myself, they have no way to stop an Ascender’s antics.” After a small pause, Darrow shrugged. “And General Raven would more than likely agree with any asinine plan we come up with, and he's our direct report. Besides, I’ve been trying to get the five of you more involved in tactical planning for the last seventy years. I won’t complain about the subject of said plans, so long as they aren’t truly suicidal. I do value my own life at least that much.”

Hearing Darrow wouldn’t actively hamper their planning, Matt grinned.
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Matt wished he could say they immediately sprang into action, fighting the Harmony Accords to a standstill before crushing them, but that was the opposite of what they did. Instead, the mission they were given was exactly what Darrow said they would receive, finding the limit of the Harmony Accords’ response times.

Before anything else could happen, they needed to know the limits of their enemies’ powers. Each and every one of their follow-up plans depended on what they found out. They might not have come up with any war-changing ideas in their planning session, but they did come up with a few ideas that would hurt their enemies if they were able to pull them off.

A lot of what was possible would come down to the exact capabilities of the Harmony Accords’ ship and its crew's ability to move. The analyst had already been able to gather some data from the Harmony Accords’ response time in their second engagement, where they covered a distance that should have taken weeks in days, but it was a single data point and in no way definitive of their actual limits.

Drifter wasn’t the only Talented pilot in the Great Powers by any margin, but even the best-known pilots couldn’t move a ship that large nearly that quickly. Talents had limits, and ship Talents usually had cutoffs in size or at least heavily diminishing returns. That could, at least to a degree, be countered by formations and Talented pilots working together, but neither of those methods were perfect. There were always flaws and limits.

Their next expedition would be about testing those limits. Once they had a few more data points, they could enact their own plans.

Thankfully, they knew where the Harmony Accords were just hours ago, and it was downright impossible for a ship that large to teleport large distances. Even Allie, with the best teleportation skill as an innate free skill, had limits that were magnitudes lower than that behemoth of a ship.

With the Belview system as a center point, they started teleporting to nearby Tier 25 through Tier 27 systems, staying just long enough to crush the besieging armies while hoping to provoke a response from the Harmony Accords. That many teleports in rapid succession paired with short bursts of all out combat pushed Allie to her limits. She never complained, though. She just seemed to revel in being given free rein with her Talent for the first time.

That change, if nothing else worked, would help them turn the tide of the war.

Instead of teleporting to an out of the way system near where they should be if they only traveled in normal space, they teleported directly into a star system under siege. The moment they arrived, they didn’t bother with flying the distance from the inhabited planet, but instead made a dozen shorter jumps to arrive next to the fortress world in seconds.

They were attacking before the sieging army even knew they had arrived.

The results were devastating.

The moment they arrived at Ciccra, just two jumps from Belview, Shadow started teleporting them forward. From Matt’s perspective, it was like watching a sped-up slideshow as the local gas giants grew larger before flashing past, until they arrived at the fortress planet just barely inside the local star’s gravity well.

Matt and Light unleashed their largest spells the moment they arrived next to the troop transport ships, holding nothing back. The first of the [Barrage]d [Breach]es smashed into and through the unprepared ships like they were toys being swept away by a hurricane.

They were mostly empty, so the losses were few, but going for direct casualties wasn’t why Matt attacked them first. No, he just wanted to make retreat harder. If they wanted to run away, they would need to run through chaotic space with their bodies exposed to the corrosive energy. High Command suggested the idea, as even if the Harmony Accords didn’t care about individual planets being sieged, they would need to consider the survival of the actual fighters if they wanted to win the war.

Elites might take a planet, but if there was no one there to occupy the planet for them, they would become tied down as they were forced to personally protect any system they helped conquer. Taking out the easy methods of retreat would hopefully force the Harmony Accords’ hands sooner than them just running around relieving sieges would.

The second and third [Breach]es flew directly to the rear of the fortifications the Republic attackers were using to siege down the planetary shields. Hitting the weaker walls, the projectiles exploded the two fortifications they hit, causing mass damage and chaos.

The enemies were just beginning to turn to face them when Light unleashed his own attack. He hadn’t directly attacked the moment they arrived, but instead, he focused on corralling a strand of lightning so thin, it nearly looked like gossamer between his hands. The moment the armies turned to face them, Light opened the cage that was his hand and the strand of lightning darted off.

It crossed the distance fast enough to seem like it teleported, but that was the power of travel mana. It was fast. It had almost no damaging properties, but Light, with his Tier 25 Talent, didn’t care about such limitations.

Right before the gossamer lightning landed, the spell turned to actual lightning. From a finger wide and two feet long thread snake of translucent mana, the spell turned into a torrent of lightning dozens of feet wide and hundreds of feet long. The spell crackled with so much energy, the ambient mana reacted and took on its properties.

The first man the spell hit just vanished, but his sacrifice wasn’t in vain, as the spell used him to redirect itself from one person to the next. Light grunted as he spent considerable energy to control the spell’s jumps and keep it from splashing onto any of the fortifications still lingering near the edges of the battlefield.

Just moments after they arrived, half the army attacking Ciccra was either dead or seriously wounded.

Throughout the fight, they had been watching for the arrival of the Harmony Accords, but when they didn’t arrive to intercept them, they were simply left to wonder why.

It was almost a certainty that the Harmony Accords was using some kind of future sight Talent to predict where they would be arriving, but knowing that particular detail didn’t give them any insight as to what information the Talent specifically gave out, or the Talents of the ship’s pilots.

While they had spent three days inside the Camp Lightfoot rift, that had only been nine real world hours, and the Harmony Accords hadn’t escaped battle unscathed while they were, at least physically, in perfect shape thanks to Melinda. The Harmony Accords might know they would arrive here, and could possibly even arrive in time to stop them, but they could have chosen not to take the bait so soon. Or, they might not even know they were attacking so close to their former location. It was impossible to tell, but this was still an important data point to be added to the collection.

And it wasn’t like relieving a siege wasn’t helping the war effort. Another army would soon take its place, but these losses still represented a reduction of the total number of troops on the enemy's side.

They stopped attacking as the surrenders rolled in, but they didn’t move out to accept them.

Even in their group chat, Matt could hear Darrow’s smile. “Mission completed. Back in the ship, and we are out.”

Pulling Light in with him, Matt grinned as everyone looked at the damage they had done in just seconds.

Shadow whooped loud enough to be audible from the rear, where Matt and Light were. “And that's how we fucking do it. None of this ‘hiding my powers’ bullshit. Grab your tits because this train doesn't stop.”

Matt felt the ripple of space around him even as Light moved to sit down and Liz moved to take his place.

She was up next, and in preparation for his next attack, Matt pulled an item out of a box that had been loaded into the ship before they left. It needed time to warm up.

The moment he physically came in contact with the oversized mana cannon, he couldn't help but smile as a dozen tendrils snaked out and connected to his armor.

Connected to the cannon, he flared his mana by sending his entire mana pool inside it. The connectors, despite being designed around this very level of mana output, glowed blue as they leaked trace amounts of mana. Once his mana had flooded through all of the cannon’s circuitry, he activated his Tier 25 Talent, turning the mana into mana stone.

While it had been seventy years outside the rift since they finished the Path, inside it had been over five hundred years, and members of Project Breach had learned a few things. One of them was that while no Tier 25 material could handle 41 million mana per second, his Talent-made mana crystal handled the throughput with little wear and tear.

The issue was translating mana circuitry to a physical form. Interacting with a Talent was never easy, but with centuries of research in the rift, they’d made some working models and then improvements on top of them. Unfortunately, it wasn’t compatible with his armor, but they had been able to fit it into a mana cannon. It had to be semi-stationary…but that was workable.

It had initially been made as a proof-of-concept and prototype, something that they would save until Tier 35, when they would have Shadow teleport it from place to place. But that was the tactic of a soldier who needed to save a trump card for when they ran out of ways to grow.

Not an Ascender.

As they arrived in the second system, Liz split into a dozen Lizzes, all of whom rushed out and intermingled into the army. Each death added another clone to the collective, and in just fifteen minutes, Liz had decimated the attacking army.

Then, just like before, they teleported out when it was clear the Harmony Accords wasn’t going to confront them.

Aster and Bolt took care of the third battlefield, with Bolt sniping the generals while Aster flooded the battlefield with her ice before detonating it.

It took a little longer to pull off than the other two attacks, but that was part of their calculations.

If they took long enough, they hoped that their enemies would feel forced to choose this location to defend. The Harmony Accords still didn’t chase them down, but they had another tactic to force their hand.

Shadow teleported them once more, but this wasn’t part of their official mission. This was part of the plan they had discussed in their own little planning session.

Instead of teleporting to another nearby besieged world, they teleported halfway across the warfront, far enough away from the Harmony Accords’ last location that even with Talented pilots, there was no chance they could catch up, even if they had immediately headed to this location the moment they left Camp Lightfoot.

As they arrived, Matt felt Shadow sag to the ground as Drifter pulled them into chaotic space, where they immediately left the tethers that connected the planets of the Great Powers for the swirling depths.

There, they went hunting. After all, you didn’t catch the largest prey in the shallows.

When the team went over the battlefield reports, they had noticed the other Great Powers were redirecting a large portion of their troops from the Guilds battlefields to the Empire warfront. Instead of moving those troops back into their original territory, they stayed inside occupied space, keeping close to the active war front. While the ships they moved in were heavily armed and armored, the armies inside were still more vulnerable than when deployed and on guard for attacks.

On their own, with the normal speeds even Talented pilots traveled at, ships could see each other well before engagements could be forced, so there was little risk in moving inside occupied territories rather than their own space lanes.

This time, the enemies' desires to save time came back to bite them. Thanks to Shadow’s waypoint being near the old borders, borders that were now deep inside occupied territories, they could arrive behind the war front on the side the enemies wouldn’t be as wary of.

It didn’t take long for them to find their first target, just three short hours. The moment their sensors found a convoy of Tier 25 ships, Drifter opened up the back hatch and Matt activated the mana cannon.

He felt the cannon vibrate as his mana pulsed through it. Most of his attention was on the aiming telemetry coming from the ship’s sensors. It only took him a heartbeat to lock on, even through the obscuring energies.

The beam of mana lanced out and carved a path of pure annihilation through chaotic space, spending enough energy to turn the swirling chaotic energies light blue. The cannon punched right through the forward-facing shields of the lead ship without even struggling.

Matt immediately shifted his aim to the next ship in line, which also went down in an explosion of fire, mana, and expended essence, all of which reacted with the chaotic energies. The other five ships in the convoy had enough time to activate their full powered shields, but that only meant the ships lasted a few brief moments longer than their exploded brethren.

When Matt finished destroying the last ship, they shut the rear hatch and slipped back into the swirls of energy that was chaotic space. Like fish in water, they moved up and down the convey lines, picking off any Tier 25, Tier 26, or Tier 27 convoys they could find.

It took almost a week, but they had managed to take out eleven full armies. Thanks to the warnings of the other ships, most of the troop transport ships in their Tier range either diverted onto other routes, or their troops were ready and able to evacuate the ships the moment they arrived. That allowed them to flee to the nearest world, but that was an acceptable outcome, even if the actual losses were low in some of their latest ambushes.

Attacking a fortified world for average troops was more than throwing bodies at the shields until they broke. If a commander didn’t want crippling losses even before they engaged in a melee, they needed fortification to protect their troops, mana cannons to batter the shields, replacement arms and armor, and consumables. All of those supplies were invaluable but took up a large amount of space. Even with prepared convoys, a portion of that equipment would be lost as the ships were destroyed.

The only stuff that escaped was what the soldiers’ spatial rings could hold, and that wasn't much. Like their own rings, all soldiers had fortified spatial rings which were more protected from the corrosive effects of chaotic space but came with far more limited storage capacity and were usually full with the soldiers’ own unique required items.

They were about to attack their twelfth army, when the energies of chaotic space rushed at them like a surging tide, and they all readied themselves for battle. This had happened a few times before, but they had all been false alarms. Not this time, though. They had finally forced the Harmony Accords into action.

With a rush of air as Drifter dropped the rear hatch in a hurry, Matt opened up with his mana cannon, letting a stream of mana splash on the oversized ship’s shields. When the shields only turned slightly opaque and didn’t crack or show any other signs of strain, Matt cut off the stream of mana. He was sure that eventually he’d cut through whatever mana reserves the ship had backing its shields, but this wasn’t the time for that.

Despite them pursuing their own objectives their goal had still been the same as High Command’s: To provoke a reaction from the Harmony Accords. And now that they had, they had another data point. It was only a single extra data point, but they now knew how long it took the ship to move from its last known location to this area of space.

That gave a lower bound of the ship's speed and possibly an upper bound if this was the fastest the ship could move, though the latter was unlikely. It was much more reasonable to assume that the ship had been chasing after them as they teleported around. Part of their plans had involved them not actually planning which region they were going to hit in the hopes of confounding the future sight cultivator’s Talent.

Shadow made a rude gesture out of the rear hatch before she teleported them across the war front once more. Just like last time, they were still near the supply lines that the ships were using to traverse chaotic space, just on the other side of the war front.

The spread of information hadn’t reached this region of space, which allowed them another devastating strike on the unsuspecting armies. But like before, the ships quickly spread the information through the higher and lower-Tier convoys. A part of Matt wanted to complain about the rules of engagement and how they weren’t allowed to strike out at the plethora of lower-Tier ships. But if they had been allowed to do that, they would have been prey to the few Tier 35 armies they did encounter.

They spent another two weeks hunting ships until the Harmony Accords’ ship arrived near them once more. Instead of fighting, they immediately teleported out with more information on just how fast their response and travel times were. Better yet, they were almost certain the Harmony Accords had rushed right after them, which made the data point far more valuable, as it let them get a feeling for how long they could act with impunity before they were confronted.

Floating in a distant corner of the Empire, Darrow gathered everyone in the strategy room of the ship.

“We only have two data points, but I suspect the Harmony Accords will stop chasing our tails now that they know we can move faster than them. If I were them, I would go on the offensive and force us to respond.” Darrow paused and looked around at the rest of them, weighing their reactions, but he must have seen what he wanted as he continued. “To prevent that, I say we follow plan C and do it first. Push deep into the Great Powers’ heartlands and strike out at the softer targets we considered. We won’t have waypoints to teleport to, which leaves us more vulnerable to being intercepted, but we can always retreat without issue so long as we keep our distance from the ship and its spatial locking. The Harmony Accords will be unable to ignore our actions, even if we are smashing things the enemy Great Powers thought well beyond our reach.”

None of them had forgotten about the interference Maven had been equipped with. If the ship had some stronger version of that, they would find themselves vulnerable behind enemy lines, prime for being encircled and ambushed.

That was the risk of such a mission, but all of them felt it was worth it. Once the Harmony Accords changed tactics and went on the offensive, they would be forced to respond to their movements, which would keep them inside the Empire's borders and on the defensive.

Their information was over a month out of date, but large-scale operations couldn’t move so easily, and this was an opportunity to really hurt their enemies. Even if it came at the cost of them not slowing the enemy advance. They could only hope their act of flipping the board would be worth it in the end.

Frankly, Matt didn’t know if this was the smart play. But it was also the most destructive thing they could do that would not only affect the war, but force the Harmony Accords to react to them instead of being proactive.

They discussed a few more things, but once the meeting ended, Shadow teleported them to the farthest waypoint she had. It was on the old border with the Republic, and from there, they slipped past the picket line ships which guarded the official border via means of Shadow.

Normally, teleporting inside chaotic space was incredibly dangerous, as once one lost the reference points of the planetary teleport tethers, it was all too easy to get lost inside the swirling energies. Inside said energies, the destructive power would slowly drain one’s mana reserves from repelling the energies, until the shields failed and everything was destroyed as the essence of all matter was disintegrated by chaotic space.

For them, though, it wasn’t too much of an issue. Drifter’s Talent already meant all ship-related functions were free; but even if the shields weren’t free, Matt could ensure they could survive forever. And if they got lost, Shadow could teleport them back to any of her waypoints with a thought.

Thankfully, they didn’t need any of those backup plans. Once they found a planet, they used it to orient themselves and started teleporting through enemy space as fast as Shadow could sustain.

Shadow made quite a few comments about how she wished she could spend a few months inside one of the worlds to set a teleport waypoint. Thanks to their repeated teleports in the last months, her spirit was already stressed, and she couldn’t rapidly force the creation of one without needing months, if not years, of recovery.

Still, they didn’t necessarily need a waypoint to do what they were about to do, though it would have made any follow-up attacks easier.

It took them almost a week to travel deep enough inside Republic space, but they arrived at system BQAZ-201555, otherwise known as Khan’s Retreat in Republic. It was a Tier 25 shipyard which pumped out new ships along with repairing battle damaged ships.

After their attacks into the Federation when they destroyed their shipyard and when they raided the Republic’s supply depot, all three Great Powers had buffed up their internal defenses near the borders, but that shouldn't matter to them. First, they weren’t here to steal anything. Second, from their spies’ reports, this system hadn’t gotten such increased security thanks to it being so deep inside enemy space.

When they entered the system, their ship was instantly washed with dozens of spiritual senses strong enough to crush them with a thought, along with various scanning equipment, but no one made a move. It had been unlikely, but there was always a chance someone would react before actually thinking about the consequences of their actions. Now that the higher Tiers hadn’t done anything stupid, they had a plan to execute.

They had contemplated coming in hot and just instantly attacked the orbiting station. Shadow, Sebastian, and Stick pushed for it, but the rest of them wanted to offer the workers enough time to flee. Technically, they were soldiers and therefore fair game, and taking them out would hurt the Republic war effort, but the rest of them wanted to avoid escalation as much as possible. Matt was still angry at Eric’s death, but essentially executing a lot of what amounted to construction workers wasn’t the right answer.

Darrow projected their demands even as Shadow teleported them next to the massive shipyard.

“You have two minutes to evacuate. Anyone who hasn’t evacuated in time will have to deal with the consequences.”

They probably didn’t need it, but Matt had already ensured his mana cannon was charged up and put a shot past the shipyard's central pillar to give their threat some teeth. Anyone working in the shipyard should have been able to feel the massive amount of energy in that shot, even if they were far away.

The attack or the threat of two teams of Ascenders worked, and in two minutes, the shipyard and its ships were empty. Or at least, mostly empty. Even with Shadow bringing them in close, they were far enough away that they couldn’t scan the shipyard with their spiritual perceptions. That didn’t mean they hesitated, though. The workers were still enemy combatants, and anyone who didn’t take their goodwill only had themselves to blame.

Matt activated the mana cannon at full power and slowly walked it around the edges of the spinning shipyard, destroying all docked ships as his first action. Unlike last time they had done this, the enemy didn’t have time to take any ships and flee thanks to them abusing Shadow’s Talent. Each ship which exploded caused more damage from the shrapnel, but all of that damage paled in comparison to when Matt turned his mana cannon to the main pillar of the shipyard.

Similar in general construction to the Federation shipyard, Matt knew how important that central pillar was and slowly burned through it, letting his mana cannon vaporize the thick metal. As he reached the halfway point, the internal rotation caused the station's top half to twist and bend. His [AI] pointed out a few bits of debris that, if not taken care of, could enter orbit. Matt was going to target them, but before he could shift his aim, the entire shipyard crumpled and careened out of its orbit deeper into space.

An overwhelming presence settled over them for the briefest of moments, and Matt felt a message transfer to his [AI]. “Your jobs are now done. Please take your leave.”

The level of power was strong enough that Matt couldn't identify the Tier. That only narrowed down the range to ‘over Tier 40’, but that was still more than strong enough to give weight to their words.

Darrow seemed unfazed and simply looked to Shadow, who teleported them out without saying a word.

The person in question had at best almost broken several laws as they interfered with an active battlefield below their Tier, and any interference from someone of that Tier could be deemed a large violation, but Matt knew nothing would come of it. First, he didn’t think any of them would be lodging an official complaint, and second, the cultivator in question had the excuse of debris potentially entering the orbit of the planet, which meant he had wiggle room to interfere in how he protected the civilians living nearby.

The fact that Matt could have taken care of it would have only been relevant if he had been given the opportunity to do so, and the person in question had destroyed the shipyard, so they couldn't even charge them with positive interference. Even if Matt had taken another half hour, he wouldn’t have been able to destroy the shipyard so thoroughly, and who complained about their enemies being hampered to such a high degree.

They were quiet as they moved through chaotic space to their next target, but the move served as a reminder of just how deep behind enemy lines they were.

When they arrived at a supply depot, they gave the same demand. But unlike the shipyard, the moon simply closed its metaphorical doors as it went into defensive mode.

Matt didn’t particularly care. He had brought his lockpick and hammer.

Origami, and he had worked on moon-cracking bombs a few decades ago as a side project, and this was the perfect time to use them. The horse-sized mana stone was covered in formations which Matt activated before tossing the bomb into the moon with all his strength.

The instant it left his hand, Shadow teleported them away, but that only gave them a better view of the resulting explosion.

The bomb didn't explode with the impact but instead the power behind Matt’s throw had turned it into a penetrating round which dug almost a mile into the moon's surface before detonating.

The explosion vaporized a quarter of the Tier 15 moon outright, even as the rest of the satellite cracked and drifted apart. Continent-sized rubble floated through space, but that wasn’t enough for Matt. A follow-up pulse of [Telekinesis] reached into the satellite's cracked core and expanded, sending nearly another quarter of the moon flying out in the depths of space, away from the nearby inhabited planet. They didn’t want to give any high Tiers a reason to step in again.

Such thorough destruction of the moon meant this supply depot should be cut off from the Between until it could be carefully rebuilt and enchanted. Technically, the higher Tiers could rebuild the moon in a few minutes, but the damage was publicly done and was obvious enough from the planet below that if it was repaired too soon, it would be all over Republic news.

This being a reasonably high-Tier world, there were enough cultivators that Matt was sure at least one of the Great Powers had a spy on the planet. A single report from them would cause heads to roll if a higher Tier interfered, and everyone would love to jab one another.

It was a bit of a shame that they couldn’t destroy the actual supply depot and the supplies inside like they had last time, but cutting off a node was worth the few minutes the attack had taken.

They struck two more supply depot entrances, two more shipyards, and three Tier 25 weapon and armor crafting facilities before they saw the billowing shape of the Harmony Accords ship moving through chaotic space.

The moment they had confirmation of its location, they teleported back to the rift, content with the knowledge that the Harmony Accords ship would take at least three weeks to cover the distance to the frontlines. That was still faster than any single ship should be able to move, let alone one of its size, but even that prodigious speed couldn’t keep up with true teleportation.

They returned to the rift with the knowledge that they had caused serious damage to the Republic's Tier 25 war effort. Beyond that, they reentered the rift armed with information about the Harmony Accords’ capabilities that they could use going forward.

They still intended to make repeated incursions into each Great Power, but that would become hard when the Harmony Accords went on the offensive. Hard didn’t mean impossible, though. A good win against the Harmony Accords was all the opportunity they needed to go back on the offensive.

Future sight was hard to deal with, and Team Zero was still needed to help blunt the offensive. Destroying shipyards and supply depots hurt the enemies’ long-term war capabilities, but did little in the short term. Battles and blood spilt were the best ways to slow them, and Team Zero was nothing if not proficient in fighting.
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Janet was fifty hours into working on a rebuttal to a proposal for an overhaul of Veil policy in some of the inner regions when her [AI] blipped at her. She ignored it. As much as she felt that mortals should not need to worry about cultivator business, they couldn’t allow the Empire’s current policies to go un-investigated.

The idea that low Tiers, born of low Tiers and unused to the normal ways of the higher Tiers, could make Gladiators wasn’t unknown. It was the original way in which the Gladiator program had gotten its name, after all. But the original Gladiator program was so rife with abuse and unambiguously unethical, it had been excised in its entirety shortly after the first Veil-born had reached high office.

And now…it might be coming back.

She didn’t know how to feel about it, in all honesty. There would be far, far more checks in place, more oversight, diligent monitoring of the handlers to ensure their charges weren’t being abused, weren’t being thrown into the arena en masse, or killing billions in the reckless pursuit of a singular elite. That was nigh unforgivable, and a crime for which the Empire’s hands were more blood than flesh.

Harold’s proposal was far too lax in such important considerations. He was too cavalier, too content to allow the sands to flow red as he hunted for the resplendent few. And while there was too much support behind his initiative to fully shut it down…she could at least blunt it. Millions would still die. That much was certain, if this proposal went through.

Potentially for naught, if the prevailing theory remained that the origin of Gladiators was genuinely random. Signs still pointed to no, from what she could tell. Waters, Titan, and Light were all from worlds that would have been Veiled were they in the Republic, that was true. But Legion and Shadow weren’t. Wraith was something of an in-between, but it was clear that the children of immortals still had a better chance at becoming Gladiators.

And this was all assuming that Aiden, Matthew, and Zack weren’t seeded talents, something which she could not yet discount, and in some ways, something that only became more likely as she looked into it. Matthew had actually entered Republic border space at the time that he ‘met’ Elizabeth.

And while it was difficult to fully investigate on account of the planet in question being stolen, they were quite certain that at Tier 3, having never officially left his Tier 4 homeworld, he already had bonded to Aster and possessed his signature, impossibly powerful armor skill. A Tier 14, cracked armor skill at that. There wasn’t technically enough evidence to implicate King Frederick in Matthew’s seeding, but the odds that he was uninvolved were astronomical.

But, officially the Empire simply was playing dice with the lives of their mortals, until astronomical odds became inevitable. That the Empire was being honest was the theory which Grand Senator Harold was operating under, and it was a theory that would be tested one way or another. She only hoped she could limit its harm. This war was brutal enough, she did not wish to brutalize her own regular citizens as well.

By all rights, the Empire should have already crumpled under the pressure. It was three on one. Even counting the nominal participation of the Conglomerate of Guilds, the Empire was still effectively outmatched two to one. Unchecked and aggressive expansion was the diplomatic reason for the war. They weren’t supposed to already be so strong that they could weather such intense pressure!

If there was any consolation, the Federation was also being pressed, thanks to their smaller size, which meant they would be in an even weaker position than the Republic would be if, or rather when, a war between them started.

The revelations of the Federation’s experiments upon their subjects had been…disturbing. She almost wished they’d been more successful, because then she would have better cause for forming a new coalition to declare war upon them. Perhaps if Virgil’s mad plan to eliminate Aiden Waters worked, then Janet could garner enough support with the Unification of Clans, and possibly the Monster Collective as well, to war with the Federation next, under the pretext of their too-powerful soldiers disrupting the balance of power?

It might take some time for her and the Republic to recover thanks to how drawn out this war had been, but she knew her next target. Janet might be able to set aside her morals for the bigger picture, but that didn’t mean she would disregard them entirely. She would not exist in a Realm with something as vile as Virgil leading quadrillions to their doom. Still, for now, the Empire was the larger threat.

Emmanuel, like his father, was a conniving piece of shit, but he at least didn’t boast in the horrible evils he wrought upon his subjects. He at least acted regretful about the billions, even trillions, who had wound up dead upon his bloodbath of a Path, compared to Virgil’s disquieting and proud glee at her twisted “children.” But to give credit where it was due, Virgil was at least upfront about her twisted mind.

Rather than Emmanuel, who had either bewitched or cut backroom deals with half of the Realm to look the other way as he climbed ever higher, giving paper-thin excuses for what were obviously preparations for war. They’d even bluffed cutting funding to their Farm. Janet didn’t know what it was a cover for, nor why they’d chosen that as a cover, but it was hidden behind few enough misdirections that it was obviously the intended story to leak.

That any other Tier 50 could look at a man amassing power, preparing a vast war chest, and consolidating some kind of ability to create Gladiators nearly at-will, and see anything but a warmonger preparing to attempt to conquer the entire Realm was mind-boggling to her. It seemed utterly shortsighted.

The worst part was that if she hadn’t joined the war, the Empire might have outright won. It was a horrifying prospect that she had tried to use to bring either Aoife, Tobias, or JR into the war on their side, but all of them had refused. Tobias had done so with just enough fervor that Janet couldn’t be sure if he had been bribed or if he was just holding out for a better offer.

The World Turtle had, until just a few centuries prior, hated the Sophrons. It was a professional hatred, born of grudges left over from the war of foundation for the Monster Collective and before, but it was there, nonetheless. Yet now, he steadfastly refused to entertain the idea of joining the war against the Empire, and she didn’t know why.

Her best theory was far too petty, that he was friends with Mara Moore and thereby saw her daughter becoming a Gladiator as unworrying. She wasn’t sure if any of that was true, but there was no evidence for anything, and the bonds of friendship didn’t leave a paper trail.

JR, the greedy Raven, on the other hand, had outright told her that breaking his neutrality would be too expensive—a blatant admission that he’d been bribed to stay out of the war—and there wasn’t anything she owned that could tip the scales to bring him in.

Neither would say more than that, and Janet couldn’t force them.

Aoife at least had the noble excuse of honoring the treaty Hastor had signed before his Ascension, which Janet couldn’t refute without tarnishing either party’s reputation.

Her [AI] blipped again and she waved it away as she continued drafting her rebuttal to Harold’s proposal.

Sometimes, she truly wished that the Republic might have been set up more akin to the Clans, Empire, or Sects. There, whatever the Tier 50 said simply happened. But in the Republic, she certainly had power, and lots of it, but it was far from absolute. Especially in terms of allocating the ten Tier 47 slots and two Tier 48 slots each Great Power was allowed.

Where the other three Great Powers simply dictated who got what slot, if they got a slot at all, her power was far more limited. Even Janet's Tier 48 running mates hadn’t been assured to be by her side in the election. Whereas the other three could simply allocate slots as they wished, six of hers were outside her control. Most trouble came from the three generally elected Grand Senators, especially those on their second, or—in Harold’s case—third term. To win the election for a Tier 47 seat three elections in a row meant that his influence and constituency extended far and wide.

It would almost be easier if he were one of the Grand Senators with a seat set aside for the scholars, mortals, or blooded. Then his motivations would be more direct and focused, easier to work around, and simpler to negotiate with. But no, he kept winning the general elections, and that meant his appeal was wide and his goals were broad.

So, she did her best to simply limit the damage. Some people were advocating for universal state-sponsored Awakening, others were advocating for lessening the loan programs present for Awakening, and one faction wanted to do away with the Veil entirely. That particular group wanted to imitate the Empire and their mass-Awakening technology in its entirety, never mind that such machines were expensive and impractical to deploy at scale. How the Empire was managing it was something of a mystery, but it was eminently possible that they weren’t given their apparent pushes for war.

Still, that particular bit of cruft was easy enough to dismiss with her counterproposal of carefully expanding Gladiator recruitment. Firm documentation as to how and why the handlers chose a given candidate, explanation of the nature of cultivation before their first match, mandated handler-separated opportunities to leave the Gladiator circuit and get a low-level job at regular intervals, the list went on. Their Awakening could be state-sponsored if they chose to enter the circuit, but not if they opted out, and⁠—

Janet glared as her [AI] beeped for a third time. Her flow interrupted, she brought up the message and froze for a moment until she jacked her perception to its max to go through and read the past messages.

02870101 17:12 ‘Empire Gladiator Team has destroyed the alchemy crafting station at Resplendent Night.’

02870101 21:45 ‘Empire Gladiator Team has destroyed the supply depot moon at Galphor’s Rest.’

02870102 02:32 ‘Empire Gladiator Team has destroyed the arms crafting station at Kipling Two.’

02870102 04:53 ‘Empire Gladiator Team has destroyed the…’

The messages repeated themselves five more times with various variations, but Janet couldn't quite process them.

It made no sense. The incidents were just days, if not hours apart, and crossing that much space should be impossible for a Tier 25.

What had happened in the war in the last few weeks?

The last report she was given had been about the death of an ex-Path elite and the serious wounding of Zack.

Janet had gone into her project content with the knowledge that all the resources that had been poured in the joint venture had paid off splendidly, and that the war was finally tipping into their favor after being a grinding slog for so long.

What had happened?

Scouring the attached documents, Janet almost couldn’t believe what she was reading. She didn’t want to believe.

They’d long suspected that Allison had a higher range than she was ostensibly letting on, but this was…impossible.

Rapid deployments across a Great Power were hard enough with Talented pilots. It had taken three Great Powers merging their resources to get enough of them to move that behemoth of a ship at a speed that should have made it impossible to outrun. Yet, no matter how fast their ship moved, true instantaneous movement was faster still.

They’d apparently left the frontlines, seen an incredibly powerful healer, then returned to the frontlines to fight and win against the Harmony Accords, all within the span of a week. From the injury reports, they had to have seen an Overhealth healer, which meant that at minimum they’d gone to a regional capital, if not Sophron Imperium Maginex itself.

The Empire Gladiators had then gone on to ambush unsuspecting troop transports, causing mass casualties in the Tier 25 bracket. Troops needed to batter down the final layer of Empire planets. Troops they couldn’t afford to squander.

As if to further anger her, the Harmony Accords’ responses had only led them to getting pulled into a more remote region of the war front. That had given the two teams of Gladiators the freedom to slip deep inside her territory, where they proceeded to destroy Tier 25 bracket infrastructure like children having a tantrum.

The shipyards and crafting locations had few actual casualties beyond idiots who disregarded the Gladiators’ threats, but that was the only good thing about this mess. Sure, it would take decades, if not a century, to get those factories up and running again, but if the majority of the crafters themselves had been killed, the Tier 25 war effort would have been crippled for thousands of years. It took time to raise tens of thousands of Tier 25 crafters. But what hurt worst of all were the supply depot moons they destroyed. So much had been lost as those nodes crumbled upon themselves.

Janet felt a flare of deep hatred pulse through her as she watched a recording of Titan throwing a bomb into her moon. Watching the resulting destruction felt like finding one had a chipped tooth when eating something frozen and minty.

Her generals had already redirected troops from the frontlines to guard what was left of their Tier 25 production facilities, but it was too late for ten percent of her facilities.

Janet immediately drafted and sent a proposal to the Senate for expediting replacements of those facilities. They would be fine using existing stock for this war, but losing ten percent of her Tier 25 supply making capabilities would make that entire bracket look weaker. Weak enough that the Clans, the Monster Collective, or the Corporations might see them as being ripe for jumping on.

While rare, if a Great Power took enough damage in a war, the other Great Powers might start declaring war on them, looking for easy concessions. She could always decline, but that would come with payoffs. Worst of all, the Sects and Federation hadn’t even been attacked in the same way, meaning they might be just as opportunistic as the others when this war ended.

Fists clenched so hard she started creating distortions as the fabric of reality struggled to contain her might, Janet counted down from ten thousand.

It helped.

A little.

Letting out a breath, she brought up the rest of the war reports, searching for any good news.

Maya beating Aiden into a bloody pulp was technically old news, but reviewing the beating delivered to the freakishly strong Tier 31 made her feel marginally better. So did the reports in the Tier 15 and Tier 35 brackets.

The Tier 15 bracket was a brutal meat grinder where fresh immortals were chewed up by the millions, but there at least the three of them were doing well. Virgil's implementation of her rune soldiers had given them a distinctive edge, and the callous Tier 50 didn’t mind using her soldiers like shock troops, even with the losses that came from such actions. The lack of any Gladiators or Graduates in that Tier bracket meant there wasn’t too much which could go wrong.

Having one of the major war brackets essentially in the bag was a relief.

The Tier 35 bracket had been mostly in a stalemate, but with Maya’s victory taking Aiden out of the fight, they were making steady progress in closing in on King Rusty’s capital, the Citadel.

Two out of three major war brackets was still a victory. That couldn’t be denied. Combined with the loss of a regional capital, the Empire would be forced to give exorbitant reparations. But a victory for them or even a stalemate in the Tier 25 bracket would lessen those damages.

War calculations had been long hammered out when the war was declared, mostly using existing precedent. They could demand the Empire stop expanding for forty thousand years or so, even if the Tier 25 bracket lost, but Janet wanted more.

It wasn’t enough to drive the knife in, she wanted to twist it. She wanted to hit the Empire so hard they couldn’t recover for generations of immortal rulers. That was impossible, but she salivated at the thought. Even an unconditional surrender wouldn’t give her so much sway, but still, she wanted to take some of the wind out of their sails.

Things like the full Path of Ascension audit would reveal enough cause to further censure them. Taking inspiration from her current counterproposal, perhaps they could establish some form of cap for the maximum number of deaths allowed upon the Path? That could effectively force them to limit the number of entrants, and therefore both strengthen the older, more conservative noble factions, as well as make it harder for the oddities like Aiden, who weren’t exceptional until far later, to be discovered.

Additional reparations, more planets, natural treasures…the Empire had a lot of momentum, but it could still be hampered, and in the best case, taken for the Republic’s benefit.

After seeing Supreme General Alicia Fortan was going on the offensive to force the Empire to respond to them, instead of the other way around, Janet finalized her proposal for the expansion of the academies.

Janet wished there was something she could do to personally change the course of the war, but at this point, she was just an observer.

But she believed. Believed in the indomitable Republic spirit that would see them through this difficult time. Her people were nothing if not hard working and stubborn.

That would have to be enough.

It had to be.
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General Declan Raven tapped the table with a finger as he got a report directly from Brigadier General Darrow.

The message had been sent just before he and his team had left the rift, which meant there was no way to respond. Declan didn’t take it personally or get mad. It was a classic move that he himself had pulled a few times before in his career, when he wanted to do something he knew wouldn’t go over well or wouldn’t get approved.

So long as the mission wasn’t a complete disaster, such transgressions were usually forgiven.

Usually.

When they weren’t forgiven, you ended up promoted to a seat on High Command, where you were endlessly tortured with paperwork and the inability to throw a fit.

Ah, well, such was life.

Opening the contents of Darrow's message made him wince internally, but he didn’t let any of that show as the others looked to him.

“Our Ascenders are planning to do their own thing.”

It was almost amusing to watch the others stiffen at the news that their most goodest boys had decided to slip the leash after so long plodding along with the boring-ass missions they had been given.

Declan wasn’t one to gloat. Eh, who was he kidding? He fully intended to rub it in. “And this is why I said we should be giving the Ascenders missions with some teeth. Keep them from getting too bored and complacent.”

General Brooks had a vein throb on his temple so quickly, it almost looked like he was trying to send a coded message. But really, it was just his anger. “What are they doing, Raven? We can’t have them messing up our plans now of all times. We are too close and have been working too long to prepare for this moment.”

Declan flicked a finger to send the message to everyone else and gave them a moment to process the information.

General Li let out a slow breath that was almost a sigh. “It could be worse. If⁠—”

“Worse? This could spoil our plans. Operation Defang has been our trump card for winning this war, and the Ascenders are risking it by gallivanting off to take out a few armies and supply bases!” General Crawford was nearly standing from the power he slapped the table with. “I propose we issue them an immediate recall via any means necessary.”

Declan looked around but saw less support for the motion than he expected from everyone's expressions.

General Kjarr waved a hand. “If this is the extent of their plan, we can work with this.” Seeing Crawford nearly explode at the very suggestion, Kjarr narrowed her eyes. “I understand you are worried about the operation you spearheaded, Crawford, but keep control of yourself, man. You are reacting like a six year old child who was told he can't have any candy. Far too emotional.”

Declan smirked at General Kjarr’s verbal smackdown, but didn’t add to it. He would have been a bit more cutting, but she had dealt with the situation and that was what really mattered. That, and he did understand where Crawford was coming from. Operation Defang was their big gamble in the Tier 25 war front, and if it was spoiled by the Ascenders going wild, they were screwed.

Let alone that, officially the Ascenders reported to him, so he’d be the one taking the heat for any issue from their actions, both sanctioned and unsanctioned. Oh well, maybe they’d let him retire after this fiasco.

Once she saw that she had things under control, General Kjarr brought up a projection of the war front. “Without the Ascenders running out and plugging the war front assault, we are going to lose more ground than we expected, but Defang isn’t in danger of being exposed just because they show Shadow’s Talent a little earlier than we desired. If we want the operation to succeed, we still need Team Zero to smack the Harmony Accords down hard enough that they can’t respond immediately. This can be a good chance to force such an encounter. I say we let the game play out and react as needed. What’s more immediately important is the question of how we want to handle Team Zero’s absence on the war front. Do we bring out the last of our reserves to bolster the defenses, or let planets fall?”

Declan listened as the others argued back and forth, but ultimately agreed with the choice to let the war front get pushed in. It meant losses both in personnel and planets, but it would help sell the message they were on their last legs and being propped up by the efforts of their Ascenders.

The fact that it was true helped sell the not quite illusion, but this was the moment where hard sacrifices needed to be made.

They needed the Harmony Accords to take a loss, and if Declan was right, they were about to be led around by their noses. And for elites who must feel like they were on top of the world, that would be the worst feeling imaginable. That was their opportunity.

As days passed, they got more reports and Declan couldn’t help but grow excited. The dozens of armies that had been destroyed were great and all, but what he really cared about were the reports that tub the Harmony Accords floated around in had been seen running around as they chased Team Zero across the war front.

Dozens of stops and starts when Team Zero moved around and hit locations until they finally decided on a place to hunt and their futures settled down. It was a simple strategy, but one that forced the Harmony Accords to respond, as Team Zero was more than happy to just slaughter armies and destroy infrastructure should they not be checked.

After they brought the Harmony Accords across the war front to an out of the way location, Declan and the other Generals waited for reports of Team Zero sightings.

The reports from the Watchers came in first, and they were glorious and eventually filled in when Team Zero returned to the rift.

Ten critical Tier 25 points of infrastructure taken out in the Republic, forcing all the Great Powers to redirect troops to their heartlands where vital infrastructure should have been beyond reach.

For the first time since news of their little expedition, General Crawford’s expression relaxed just the tiniest bit. “While they didn’t ruin our plans, we are at a juncture where we need to make a choice. Do we loose the arrow now, or do we hold it a little longer? Now that deployments are changing, we are going to start losing track of elites, and that could ruin everything. It might be worth it to send them right back out now that we know the Harmony Accords are deep inside Republic space.”

Declan chewed the inside of his lip as he mulled over the problem.

He actually agreed with Crawford. A week and a half of travel time, two at the longest if their estimations of the ship’s capabilities were off, wasn’t the ideal opening they had been hoping for, but it was an opening. And sometimes, you didn’t get what you wanted. They could always wait, but the longer they waited, the more out-of-date their data became.

It would be better for the Harmony Accords to be inside their space, but this might be the best chance they got.

Operation Defang was the culmination of decades of planning on how to use Shadow’s Talent reveal for maximum effect. The idea was simple. Use her mobility in the waypoint-infested war front to let Team Zero teleport around like madmen, with the single purpose of killing as many elites as possible.

Not to fend off armies—armies could ultimately be replaced—but elites, especially peak and pinnacle elites, were oh so valuable. A death or two could be shrugged off, but if Team Zero could kill a dozen of them, they could outright cripple their enemies’ ability to wage war in the Tier 25 bracket.

With the threat of Ascenders ready to pounce the moment an elite moved to engage in a frontline battle, the enemies would only have two options, neither of which was palatable. Gather all their elites together with the Harmony Accords, or pull their elites out of the war so they were safely sequestered away from the danger of an Ascender swooping down to kill them.

If their enemies were smart, they would pull their elites back, but if they wanted to risk a defeat in detail, Declan and the other Generals had plans for that too. Either way, the heaviest hitters would be removed from this war, which would make all the earlier losses worth it.

With that and Aiden assuring them he could single-handedly turn the Tier 35 bracket around, the Empire had a chance to flip this war around in one moment.

They just needed things to go right.

And anyone who had led troops on even something as small and easy as a picnic knew that never happened.

It had taken tremendous effort from all sectors of the Empire war machine for them to get precise locations of most of the enemy elites in this narrow little window, but that information would quickly lose its value as time passed and orders changed.

If they moved now, they could ensure at least a minimum level of damage. But if they waited until the Harmony Accords was inside Empire space, they could use their reserves to slow both the Accords and the elites down.

Settle for a smaller but more certain victory or risk it all for the large victory?

The choice had plagued military leaders since man picked up its first pointy stick, Declan was sure, but now that he was in the position to help decide, he found himself conflicted.

As he cast his vote, he smiled seeing the others almost unanimously agree with him. It almost surprised him, but they all must have had the same thought.

Ascenders did the impossible all the time.

What was once more?
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Aster felt a deep need to be happy. Actually that was an exaggeration. She didn’t need to be happy. Happiness seemed like a distant dream. She just wanted some good news. It had been closing in on three months straight behind enemy lines, breaking everything they could get their fangs on, and while that should have cheered her up, it just didn’t. It certainly seemed to help Allie, who was working the hardest out of everyone by teleporting them everywhere, but it did little for Aster.

That was why, when they returned to the rift for a break after testing how far they could push the Harmony Accords, she hoped for good news. Surely, their efforts had paid off and could buy them a modicum of relief.

The moment her [AI] connected to the base's intelligence center, she looked at the map of the war front. The results of her initial glance weren’t great—the Empire had lost even more planets with their absence from the frontlines—but the more she looked, the more she liked what she saw.

The other Great Powers had, in fact, reacted to their incursions into Republic space beyond sending the Harmony Accords to chase them down. That information was like a weight lifted off her shoulders. It made their gamble of going off and doing their own thing worth it.

Something like ten percent of the armies in the Tier 25 range that had been moving from the Guilds war front had redirected to their respective Great Powers on trajectories to reinforce supply depots and manufacturing facilities. The Guilds had been pressing the attack somewhat, pressuring them in turn and essentially preventing those reinforcements from smashing into Empire systems, thus upsetting the balance of power even more.

It matched with the reports that the war was about to enter the most ferocious time period, but to Aster, it looked like a light at the end of a long, dreary tunnel. If they could just persist through the next few decades, maybe a century, they could come out the other side of this war relatively intact.

Running around and plugging holes might be the most effective way to slow the enemy advance, but the last sixty years of the war felt less impactful than the last few months. Matt said that was just her pride talking, though.

It was the unseen which could have the greatest effect, after all.

Her eye was drawn to the convergence point of the Citadel.

The reds, oranges, and whites of their opposition were closing in tight on the purple Empire forces around the Citadel, and while Aiden kept saying he had some big grand plan for how he’d turn it all around…Aster was pretty sure she saw nervousness and worry tinging his spirit every time he spoke about it.

Or maybe it was excitement? Aiden was almost impossible to read , but she was pretty sure it was nervousness.

She knew firsthand about the faith that people put in Ascenders, and as much as she loved the attention and faith people put on her…they were, in the end, only people. There was a lot of pressure to figure out something new, to show up everyone, to be legends. If she were in Aiden’s place, she’d probably also be confidently saying she could handle it, even if she had no idea what she would actually do.

She’d come up with an idea on the fly, be light on her paws, and do something. And Aiden was twice the showman she was. Who knew what was going on in his fathomless mind? It certainly wasn’t ice cream. Grilled fish, maybe? She actually didn’t know what his favorite food was, but that was probably it considering how much he barbecued.

Well, she’d just have to trust Aiden in much the same way she trusted Matt, trusted Liz, and trusted herself in that when things got truly dire, they’d make it work.

Aster did let a smile play over her face, shimmering her hair happily as she saw their personal stats. Team Zero was rapidly closing in on the record of ‘most armies routed in a single war’ from the past half-millionish years. At their current rate, they were on track to take the record from The Mechanic within the next thirty years. There was, of course, the standard ribbing that they had an advantage in their two Ascenders, and the fact there hadn’t been quite as many armies to rout in The Mechanic’s day, but Aster didn’t care.

Besides, their real value wasn’t in defeating armies but in defeating elites, especially the Harmony Accords. If they could not just defeat but either kill or capture the entire operation, she expected the other Great Powers would be far more willing to capitulate. Twenty pinnacle elites might not sound like a lot, but that was possibly about a quarter of what they had at the Tier.

Their deaths would be a devastating blow to their Great Powers, but their capture might be even more effective. Capture of elites was strange, and was a reminder that this war was a game to those with real power.

Ideally, the captives would be held until the end of a war, but oftentimes elites, pinnacle elites especially, were traded back and forth just to be sent back into battle months later. It might be for the release of other elites, entire armies, or rare resources, but she had faith in her team and their power.

They had been caught on the back foot in the first fight, but the last fight had shown them the Harmony Accords was far from undefeatable. Killing an elite might hurt the enemy Great Powers in the long term, as they permanently lost a valuable asset, but capturing an elite could be held for ransom for a handful of low-Tier planets, whether the Empire won or lost.

Sadly, the others didn’t want to hear that. She had tried to broach the subject, but the others almost uniformly disagreed. Allie was just generally bloodthirsty, and was more than happy to go for the kill, even when capture was possible. Dena felt the same way, but that was understandable after her loss. Morgan, Sebastian, Ai'la, Joy, Arthur, and Darrow, on the other hand, understood her perspective. But the non-Ascenders just wanted to get through the battles alive. Capture was harder than a kill, so why bother?

Susanne, despite not being an Ascender, was confident enough in her abilities that she didn’t particularly care about the spike in difficulty, but she wasn’t championing Aster's point of view, either.

Zack was, in fact, the only Ascender who agreed with her. Despite his injury at the hands of the still-unknown sniper, he was logical enough to agree with her.

The real issues were Matt and Liz.

She loved the lug, but Matt had taken the death of Eric harder than anyone but Dena herself. She wasn’t sure if he had even processed the death fully. Actually, she knew that he hadn’t thanks to their bond. Not really. He had processed the death logically, but his emotions were like a tangled knot of muscles clenched to the point they refused to move. She had tried to broach the subject, but Matt was so insistent that he was ‘fine’ that nothing she said penetrated, and he threw himself into the war for vengeance in an effort to find…something. Forgiveness maybe? Aster wasn’t sure.

Liz, on the other hand, had agreed with Aster when she brought up both topics. Matt was not processing his emotions, and it would be better to capture their enemies if possible, but in the end, Liz didn’t care about logic. Their enemies had hurt Matt therefore they should die, the other considerations didn’t matter. If Matt didn’t want to capture their enemies, Liz wouldn’t go for the capture.

And that was the issue.

Matt.

Darrow was their nominal leader, their tactician, the mouthpiece of the army at large, but Matt was the real leader of Team Zero. He didn’t even seem to realize it a lot of the time, but he was the core from which everyone else derived their strength. He was Endless and Dauntless, the foundation of everything.

It was most obvious in his mana. Between his Concept and the runes they all had, Matt was single handedly keeping Team Zero in positive mana. And yet he brushed over it, never thinking twice about how much he was providing. She hadn’t thought about it until Allie had made a comment one day. But he never lorded the fact over anyone, never called in favors, never complained about how much of his day was eaten away by people who had undeniably started spending mana way less conservatively than they would otherwise.

But it wasn’t just the mana, either. He spent time tinkering with mana types alongside Zack, creating elaborate clockwork gadgets with Ai’la, playing strategy games with Arthur, talking with Sebastian, and cooking dinner for the entire team. He even set aside time to bake scones just for Allie. He had his roots spread deep in the entire team, far more than anyone else.

It made him the nucleus, so when he went in for the kill, everyone else followed. It was why she needed to convince him to put aside personal vengeance for the greater good. It wasn’t like Aster didn’t hate them for killing Eric, he was her friend as well. She was all for killing Maven and the sniper, if they ever found them. Slowly, if she could manage to lock them in her spirit space. Allie had certainly hated the sensation every time she’d ventured in so Aster was sure she could make the duo suffer enough for their crimes.

But the rest of the Harmony Accords? Aster wanted them captured. They would make fantastic bargaining chips.

As everyone stood from their seats, Darrow spoke up. “I’ll have an update in three hours, but we will have at least twelve hours of downtime.” Knowing the incoming complaints, he quickly added, “I’m going to push for more time, but you’ve all seen the reports. The Harmony Accords will be able to return to the frontline in roughly three weeks real time.”

Aster nodded with the others but hoped they got at least a full eight days off. The war effort could spare them for one real day off.

After they dropped off their armor and weapons to be looked over and then got checked out by the healers, Aster put on her best cheery face and grabbed Matt’s arm. “I need some help with my forge. Can you assist a poor maiden in distress?”

She looked up and fluttered her eyes, concentrating on their bond, trying to feel past the general tenseness that Matt exuded.

She nearly cheered when a spike of irritation rippled through the bond, but even that was quickly lost to the clenched control. “Of course I can help.”

Aster was no therapist, but had been hoping for something. She even would have settled on him lashing out, but getting him to spend some time with her would help.

Aster shot a grin at Dena before pulling her along with a similar excuse. There was nothing wrong with her ice forge, but there were a few upgrades she had been sitting on and she could use the free labor.

It was even a little fun. It took a lot of effort, but she managed to keep the conversion light and cheery until they were given notice of how long their break would be. Eight full days like she hoped. It sounded like a dream, and Aster took the time allotted to kick everyone else out and to pass out. She slept for a glorious two days straight before crawling out of her room.

The remaining six days flew by just as quickly, and before she knew it, they were back out on the battlefield, with them teleporting to four or five battlefields thanks to a combination of Allie’s Talent and Joy flying them around the mundane way. The only reason they returned to the rift was to abuse its time dilation, as it allowed Allie’s spirit to recover from all of the hyper-long-range teleports.

If Allie wasn’t such a battle maniac, she would have probably snapped under the pressure, but the only thing that changed was that she had her scones delivered to her house instead of jumping around the Empire for unique snacks. They were running right on the edge of pushing Allie too far but Aster knew that was where the teleporter liked to be.

They spent three weeks real time jumping from fight to fight before they were finally given the news they had been waiting for.

The Harmony Accords had reappeared.

Not on top of them; their locations varied so much that even with future sight, arriving where they were didn’t mean they would engage in a fight. Instead, their report said that the Harmony Accords was the group attacking a supply line.

Either by accident or their future sight, the area they arrived in was a full day's travel away from Allie’s nearest teleport waypoint, which meant they had more than enough time to search for ships. Still, Team Zero couldn’t ignore their presence, just like the Harmony Accords hadn’t been able to ignore them destroying Republic assets.

As they arrived at the scene, she saw the mercenary companies were tearing into the supply ships' defenders while the rest of the Harmony Accords watched their approach, ready for a fight.

Aster swept herself up in a cloud of mist, cloaking herself in dispersions, illusions, and disguises until she was an utterly unfindable [Winter Spirit]. Around her, chilled [Dispelling Wind]s swept out, invisible save for brief flickers of color. Once the battle started in earnest, it would be self-sustaining, but for now, she still had to feed it mana.

Fortunately, while she was unable to fully manifest her Domain, with physical access to the spirit space already being blocked by the spatial locks, she could withdraw enough mana to not even touch her mana pool. Gan Le was still her prey, and if the opportunity aligned, she would absolutely pounce, but it seemed like she’d still need Allie’s assistance if she was going to imprison him within the lands of eternal winter.

[Chill of the End] came next, as did [Headwind], [Absolute White], [Winter’s Harvest]… And there was Lorlael, starting her counterspell routine. While the woman’s Talent wouldn’t start to accumulate unless she was casting spells targeting Aster specifically, she had backup in the form of Colton and Corvis, one of the rune soldiers.

They couldn’t focus their efforts on her for too long, as Zack started engaging his counterpart and the chaos began.

[Headwind] made some headway, dragging projectiles off course and knocking their flying foes off balance. Their armor’s enchantments, along with a hefty dose of buffs from their supports, helped to counteract the effect. But [Dispelling Wind] shredded a good half of those buffs, subtly carrying their effects and re-applying them to Team Zero as they were needed.

But beyond the passive effect of her dispelling area-of-effect, she didn’t directly contest the countering. Their defenses were designed to shrug off a lot of her broad-area effects, forcing her to focus her efforts on a small area if she wanted to get anything done fast.

She also could eke out minor, incremental benefits by wearing down their defenses, which was completely fine in her estimation. The cold didn’t kill quickly. Ice would, but cold was slow and insidious, creeping in until your fingers were gone and your eyes were frozen.

She channeled her [Ice Manipulation] through her Tiara, summoning its elemental. Unlike the lumbering hulk it had once been, it was now a perfect doppelganger for Aster herself, and she channeled [Astral Path] through it, leaving a rainbow trail through the middle of the battlefield. Matt skated through it with his [Cracked Air Slide], getting a massive boost to his speed as he charged toward Maven. Gan Le, in rapid pursuit, simply bounced off the multicolor wake, and Saziel flicked his hand to send the tank around the rainbow.

Aster nudged the motion such that Gan Le went perpendicular to the main plane of the battle, forcing one of the rune soldiers to dart up, grab the Sects man with a coiling metal whip, and drag him back to the battlefield.

After a short while, Aster turned her [Ice Manipulation] doppelganger invisible, then created an illusionary double of it, sending it skating off in a different direction, accumulating clouds of mist that obscured its position.

Ari Kai chased after the illusion for a brief instant, and Aster unleashed a praying mantis with wickedly sharp icicles for hands on the antimemeticist. The man faded from reality, and the [Cracked Shatter]’s elemental’s blades passed through nothing. [Skill Freeze] forced the man back into full corporeality, but before the mantis could take advantage of that fact, it stumbled, lowered its blades in confusion, and was promptly melted.

Aster tsked, but she resummoned the mantis and created a dozen illusionary copies of it, siccing them upon the rune soldiers. Three of them looked like obvious illusions, but the rune soldiers had learned their lesson. They turned from their attack on Morgan, Sebastian, and Arthur to destroy the illusions, focusing on the ‘obviously fake’ ones first. This time, they were right, but that meant the nine illusionary copies were able to deliver their [Illusionary Fang] spells unimpeded.

Fear was a funny thing. On unthinking enemies, it could cause them to flee. On thinking enemies, it forced wariness. On the most elite of enemies, it made them so incredibly twitchy. She left one of the spear wielders, Calvin, alone, because his danger sense opened up other opportunities.

Cynthia lashed out with a blast of lightning at Calvin, who instinctively responded with a [Meteor Storm]. The use of a fire spell was enough to dispel the illusion he’d been layered with, courtesy of her ice mantis, but that still left the rune soldiers dealing with a high-Tier explosive spell as the real [Cracked Shatter] elemental emerged from invisibility to take off the arms of Clarisse, the team’s healer.

The shock and pain on her face was delightful, and Aster feasted on the outrage.

Not literally, though. She was still working on that. Instead, a blast of wind picked up the severed limbs and tossed them to the nearest Liz, who happily took their blood into her swirling sanguine vortex before the limb dissolved in chaotic space.

“Protect the convoy.” Darrow's command went through both his Talent and his [AI] and caught Aster off guard.

She expanded her awareness. Gan Le had managed to close in on Matt without her noticing. How had that happened? He was on the other side of the…

Aster stripped the magic from the Gan Le she’d been focused on, revealing she’d been paying excess attention to Ari Kai. When had that happened? Regardless, Matt had been locked down and was being steadily separated from the group of himself, two Lizzes, Sebastian, and Susanne fighting off a concentrated force of Maven, Saziel, Colton, Eliana, and Long Zhiyuan.

Aster swept her [Ice Manipulation] doppelganger, still hidden by [Black Ice], toward the action, leaving behind a suite of illusionary and semi-illusionary monsters to keep the rune soldiers occupied for a while. Once there, she stripped Colton of a good set of his buffs, forced a form change from Maven by pelting her with frozen rain, then tried to snap-freeze Long Zhiyuan where he stood.

Long Zhiyuan wreathed his hand in flames and clawed through the [Polar Beam] aimed at him, but Aster was already moving on. An illusion of herself swept through the area, drawing a few bullets from Colton. She gleefully swiped the projectiles from the air and sent them at Eliana. The golem-woman dodged, and Aster sicced a [Headwind] elemental on her.

Most of Aster’s debuffs didn’t work on the Federation woman, but objects and humans alike could be restrained by the powerful ribbon-like elemental. Within moments, she looked like a mummy, and while the elemental was destroyed shortly thereafter, by the time Eliana was free, she was staring down a sand-colored dragon and a pack of red and black lightning wolves instead of Liz, as Sebastian set Awe and Hatred upon Eliana.

Liz had taken the opportunity to target change to the rune soldiers, and Aster helped out her attack by hiding her sister-in-law inside an illusion of a [Cracked Shatter] elemental, identical to the illusionary creatures they’d just finished destroying.

The Lizzes fell upon the rune soldiers like a barbarian deep in its bloodrage, and within seconds, three of them had vanished in a flash of blackwater mana as their lifesaving enchantments activated, dragging them back to the ship. That was interesting. She didn’t know that blackwater could do teleports. Shadow’s expertise filled her in on the ways that basic shadow magic could do teleport-like things, but she was surprised at the specific application in question.

Maven unleashed a massive lance of moonlight, but Matt dragged Gan Le into its path before it could get far. Aster took the opportunity to try and strip the man of his defensive skills, but her spells skittered along the outside of the defenses, finding no purchase. Even the tether seemed to be defended by the man’s inviolable Talent, but it didn’t stop her from flinging Maven far away, carried on her own little private wind. She’d come back at some point, but she was no longer attacking the convoy. Aster was glad that the attack had finally worked, she’d been trying to get that to stick on Maven for ages.

Long Zhiyuan attempted to charge at one of Aster’s illusionary decoys, but she wrapped him inside of a [Fog of the Lost], trapping him in a cloud that would take quite a bit of…

And he just blasted through it. Like a surgeon’s scalpel, he immediately found the weak point of the working and ripped into it. Bleh. Winds snapped around him, but the Sects fighter was proving oddly resilient and smacked the winds aside with a single gloved hand wreathed in red, green, and blue.

Before she could retaliate more, Colton blasted Aster’s elemental doppelganger, stripping its invisibility. But before any of the shots could actually land, the elemental burst into snow, reformed under his feet, and tripped him up. The moment his momentum was no longer fully under his control, he was caught up in Aster’s fell winds, stripped of his buffs, and thrown bodily into Saziel as he engaged with Susanne.

The Federation soldier was forced to wrestle control of the winds away from Aster, flooding the area with fire as he did so. Susanne parried the explosion with one sword and struck with her second, forcing a split defense. Then, her Domain clones lunged at the opening that had been opened.

Saziel summoned a wall of force to block one of the clones and a bullet smashed into the other clone, dispersing it, but the sword didn’t vanish and carved a deep furrow down Saziel’s arm. A blast of telekinesis pushed everything nearby back, and Aster responded in kind.

Susanne held strong, and Allie teleported into what had to have felt like a vice squeezing in around them. Susanne’s still-intact clone blocked the telekinesis with a manifested shield while Allie’s shadow rose up from around her, teleported to the other side of Saziel, and attacked. Colton recovered and attempted to interfere, but Aster dedicated her doppelganger to engaging with him, leaving Saziel in a four-on-one in which he really stood no chance.

Susanne’s clone lopped off half his hand, Allie’s shadow stabbed him in the back, Susanne cut off his leg, and then Allie closed her two daggers in an inescapable scissor that phased straight through his armor and severed his head. Blackwater washed up, trying to drag him back to the ship, but Aster had seen it and was ready.

While she may have preferred to take prisoners, that wasn’t a hard requirement.

[Brittle Cold] was the first step, weakening and ‘solidifying’ the enchantment before it could activate. [Dampening Snowfall], [Frost], [Cross Wind], even a basic [Counterspell] kept up the fight, and while the best enchantments three Great Powers could make fought her, she didn’t need to win for long, just long enough. With no healer to reattach his severed spine, he was a dead man floating in such a past paced battle.

But he wasn’t dead yet. Magic pulsed under his skin, keeping his biology running and his spirit intact. Just because Aster was fighting his armor didn’t mean her teammates had stopped, as Susanne and Allie continued slicing into the armored man. Their attacks didn’t seem to be doing anything, though, because he just kept fighting.

With no warning, the magic Aster could sense in Saziel turned chaotic, then suddenly stopped. Essence washed out as the soldier ran out of mana and died, with chaotic space embracing the spilled essence and turning it into a physical wave that pushed Susanne back. Allie had already teleported away, off to tangle with Eliana.

Aster frowned as Ari Kai reappeared by driving a blade through the back of her doppelganger’s head. She adjusted the illusion accordingly, making it seem like he’d scored a hit strong enough that [Deathly Cold] had been needed, but while she may have truthfully been unharmed, she felt her rage boil.

She’d stopped dealing with him for two minutes, and he thought that she was the weakest link. He always attacked her, and Aster was sick of it.

Her doppelganger rushed forward with [Astral Path], and Aster slipped into the multicolored wake and blasted the stealth specialist with [Glacial Spear]. A moment after, she was gone. At the same moment her doppelganger turned around and blasted the man with another bolt of ice.

The last she saw of Ari Kai was the look of shock on his face before Aster lost track of him. Whether he’d avoided the attack, tanked it, been forced to use his lifeline, or died and still had his Talent make her forget him, she didn’t know. It also didn’t matter much, as Arthur was downed by one of Colton’s bullets. His lifeline triggered and pulled him back to the ship successfully, but that left the group he was reinforcing suddenly down a healer.

Aster relocated to the group in question, blasted Colton and Lorlael with icy wind, dispelled a few debuffs clinging to Morgan and Ai’la, then sheltered the group in a [Cracked Ice Canopy] to get a moment to recover. Allie popped in with a Liz, who gave a brief wave of healing to the group, before leaving again to fight off the Corporations mercenaries attacking the supply ships.

Bullets and spells slammed into the icy shield, to no apparent effect. Even though it was about to collapse, Aster had long since learned to weave subtle illusions into all of her skills, making it look like the shield was tanking the attacks with no problem.

More often than not, that caused enough hesitation in the enemy to give her an opportunity for reprisal. By the time the shield actually fell, Ai’la had deployed a new weapons platform, whipping them out of range, and Aster was already moving on. Her doppelganger had grabbed Matt and was dragging him back to the center of the fight, where his Concept spread out to refill everyone’s mana.

While he was in the area, he’d managed to sneak a spell past Gan Le’s interception, and Eliana lost half an arm from an unexpected [Crescent Sweep], giving Awe a chance to bite down hard on the mechanical woman. The summon crunched through metal like it was wood and sand worked its way into the exposed joints. A teleport began, but while Aster came down hard on the anticipated blackwater escape, Eliana instead vanished with a crack of thunder.

While Matt was unarmed, Long Zhiyuan closed in on the fight, impotently striking Matt—and tearing off a massive section of his armor’s back? That wasn’t normal, and while she couldn’t hear Matt’s response, she knew her bond was roaring as he punched the Sects fighter with a lightning-wreathed hand.

Blue lightning crashed against the fighter ineffectively as Gan Le protected the man, of course. But Aster brought a massive blast of wind to pull Long Zhiyuan away from Matt, and therefore Gan Le, while also pushing the duo away from the battlefield before Gan Le’s presence could help protect more of his teammates.

Maven crashed into the fight with Light as a half-turtle, half-elephant monster, and Aster rushed to relocate so she could assist. The woman hadn’t done much yet, seemingly conserving her strength, but Aster expected her to unleash overwhelming power the moment she got close to Light or herself.

Before she could arrive, Long Zhiyuan lunged for where her spirit was centered, and she was forced to use [Floating Snow] to dodge a mana-wreathed claw. She pelted the Sects fighter with her best debuffs, trying to strip him of his magic, but they were immediately ripped apart the moment they landed on him.

Long Zhiyuan threw a projectile of hungering shadows, which she effortlessly dodged, only for it to keep flying, curving like a drunk phoenix, until it hit Sebastian. It ate through a half-dozen Hatred wolves and tore into the summoner’s arm before Aster managed to deflect it. She had tried to dispel it, but the spell was far stronger than it looked. Light, thankfully, darted over to seize control over the spell. He actually succeeded, only for it to detonate the moment he took control, blasting him back.

Off in the distance, Aster saw Joy and a squad of Lizzes engaging with rune soldiers, Lorlael, and Colton, trying to keep their attacks, along with the ones from the mercenaries, from landing on the supply ships. Things did not look like they were going well with the supply ships already littered with holes.

Susanne swept in, heading three Domain clones, and attacked Long Zhiyuan. Unlike previous matches, the Sects man seemed to effortlessly sidestep every sword stroke. He didn’t even have his eyes open as he gracefully danced around Susanne’s every attack while using any openings to lash out at both Susanne and Bolt, who was peppering the man from range.

An explosion from where Light was fighting Maven caught Aster's attention for a moment. Maven had been blown back by a series of spells and was working with Lorlael to try and corral Light, but they were failing surely enough.

Aster conjured a [Polar Beam] elemental, siccing the oversized mosquito on the Sects man, but when it came within arm’s reach, he reached out without ever opening his eyes, grabbed its proboscis, and threw it at Susanne, usurping Aster’s control over the monster as he did so. It sank its spearlike mouth into Susanne’s arm, and while a clone sliced it in half a moment later, it left her slightly, but noticeably, slower.

The fur on Aster’s tail stood up on end in anger, and she redoubled her efforts to try and get one of her debuffs to stick on the Sects man. She mustered her strength and prepared to bring down every spell she could afford on him in one go, only to be interrupted by a hail of bullets from the sniper.

Aster was only able to slightly deflect a single one of the bullets, one that ended up being firmly blocked by a Queen clone instinctively raising its sword to protect her. One of the other bullets had passed through her spirit in a way that forced her to try and steady her [Winter Spirit] as to avoid being jettisoned back into fully corporeal space.

Long Zhiyuan took the opening to lunge between two of Susanne’s clones, form his hand into a blade, and cut Susanne deeply enough that her spine was visible. Susanne gritted her teeth and prepared to fight on, only for a massive explosion off in the distance to rock the battlefield, breaking her concentration and whisking her back to Drifter's ship just as Matt closed in, dragging Gan Le behind himself.

Aster relocated to get a better idea as to what happened, and bared her teeth as she saw that Ari Kai had delivered bombs to each of the supply ships, then detonated them all in one go. She had hoped she had killed him as well as Saziel, but apparently not. Around them, the Harmony Accords quickly disengaged and fell back, their mission done.

Aster wanted to chase them, keep the pressure up after having killed one of their elites, but Darrow sent out a command to return to the ship, and she acquiesced.

Aster manifested herself and Susanne back in the bay of Drifter’s ship as she slowed down to pick them up. A slight breeze brought her up to the observation deck, where her eyes fixed upon the billowing waves of energy the massive ship left in its wake. Off to the side, Arthur was putting Susanne back together while Darrow cross-referenced the tactics used in the battle, so they could be better informed for the next battle.

They had failed to save the supply convoy, but they had secured a kill at the cost of mostly physical damage that Melinda could heal, but having her prey run was setting off primal instincts in Aster.

She wanted to chase them down and rip into their fleshy bits, to tear their throats out and feel the life drain, but she controlled herself.

This was a war, not a mere hunt. And this last battle had been quite interesting. Darrow’s voice was in the background, querying the others as to the nature of Long Zhiyuan’s latest buff. Between his sudden surge in strength and Maven apparently holding back, Darrow seemed to think that whatever empowerment had previously been focused on the Dao Child had been redirected.

It was curious, but Aster didn’t care much about it. Moving the buff was interesting but didn’t upset anything about the overall strength of their enemies. That still meant wearing them down one nip at a time until their enemies collapsed from their own blood loss was perfectly viable.

But first, they needed to return to the rift so Melinda could heal them up in preparation for the next battle.

Aster couldn't guarantee much, but she would bet everything she owned that their healing, thanks to Melinda, was far better than whatever the Harmony Accords had.
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Matt felt like his blood had been replaced by electricity the moment they arrived back in the rift. He wanted to pump his fist and cheer, but he was too focused on their follow-up plans. As part of their attacking the enemy backlines, they had scored a victory versus the Harmony Accords, creating a large enough opening to go further behind enemy lines and really start smashing things. With a little experience, more ideas on how they could move faster and hit more targets started flooding in.

If they moved fast enough, they could probably even reach some of their more distant targets before they were reinforced by the diverted troops. It was so close, Matt could taste it.

He had hoped to get more than a single kill in their last battle, but he took solace in the fact that they had dealt out some serious damage to everyone else in the Harmony Accords.

They had lost the supply convoy, which meant the Harmony Accords had technically achieved their mission, but they had paid a substantial price for their victory. Even twenty supply convoys wasn’t worth the life of a single pinnacle elite.

Still, the lost supplies would hurt the Empire's war effort. But Matt was working on a solution for that as well. He wanted to steal some from the other Great Powers. They couldn't take a lot, certainly not the amount they had taken from their first raid on a supply depot. But this time, Allie could just teleport back and forth a few dozen times. It would be hard on her, but it was possible to offset the losses from their last mission. If their enemies had lost a pinnacle elite for literally zero gain, it would hurt all the more.

As he connected to the LocalNet, he froze halfway out of his seat. He half expected to get an official reprimand for their previous actions, or even a congratulations for killing an elite, but what he hadn’t expected was to get orders that sent them right back out of the rift on a mission. Especially not a mission directly from High Command.

Normally, missions went through Darrow as he was their direct superior in the chain of command, but High Command had seen fit to bypass normal methods.

Reading the message, Matt pursed his lips. The reprimand he expected had come, but in a strange way.

Before the orders, there was a personal note from General Declan Raven himself. One of the few four star generals in the Empire, the man held great authority. But more than that, he was their official reporting officer and getting a message from him didn’t bode well.

‘Ascenders, I understand your frustrations and desires to take the war into your own hands, but believe me when I say, we have greater plans than letting you run around relieving sieges. To that end, High Command not only wants but needs your very best. With the war entering the endgame, we wish to cripple our—your—enemies. That is not a euphemism or exaggeration. Our plan is to cripple the enemy's ability to make war in the Tier 25 range for the foreseeable future. To achieve this goal, we have located and tracked the enemy elites in your Tier ranges. All of them. Your charge is to remove, capturing when possible but killing when not, as many as possible before they are able to retreat back to secure territories or gather with the Harmony Accords. This is an opportunity that can only be realized now that you have sent the Harmony Accords reeling back. But this chance only lasts a moment, and we must act upon it. Attached is our recommended target priority, but you may deviate from the list as you see fit.’

— General Declan Raven.

Matt looked at the signature, not quite believing High Command’s idea. If he was still mortal, he would have hyperventilated, but the news still caused his blood to pump. Team Zero had considered this option when planning their little expedition, but they had disregarded it because they simply didn’t know where most of the elites were. A few elites who were embroiled in a battle were in static known locations, but that was the exception.

And yet, High Command had sightings of every elite, from the lowest-level elites to mid-level elites, high-level elites, and finally peak and pinnacle elites. Each and every one had a location noted. Most of the nodes were the lowest rungs of elites, those Matt didn’t even consider real threats, and they were immediately filtered out so he could look at the true prizes.

That wasn’t just his pride talking, but rather High Command’s intentions. Their attack list had them working down in order of importance, even though it would send them bouncing around the warfront like a hyperactive rabbit.

If they were able to kill half of this list, or even a quarter of the list, the enemy Great Powers would not only be seriously hampered in their war effort, but they would lose a ton of their momentum.

Currently, the Empire elites were being whittled down as they fought three to one, and that was wholly unsustainable. It allowed the enemy elites to cycle in and out of the frontline no matter the damage they suffered in a battle. Their deaths would give the Empire so much breathing room, Matt wasn’t even sure he fully understood the consequences of this deployment.

Allie whooped and floated up from her seat before flipping midair in a way that was only possible because she contorted her body with spatial warping.

Darrow was a moment slower and looked out to the waiting healers and technicians. “One hour. Get checked over by the healers and get your armor and weapons serviced. If we finish up faster, we leave faster.”

Matt didn’t need to be told twice and moved at his max speed to reach the hospital where Melinda and her mentors could quickly take care of them. Even with his prodigious speed, he wasn’t the first one to arrive. He was the fourth. Zack had used a movement spell and travel mana to move fast as thought, but Allie had just teleported herself and Aster, beating everyone else.

Allie had received a few healer’s orders to limit her teleportation, given the strain it was putting her under, but she ignored them just as readily as Matt ignored the notes about his own exertions. Spiritual strain was a complicated beast, and Melinda’s Talent not affecting it meant they couldn’t wholesale ignore it, but there were potions, spells, and a few healers in the rift who could help manage it.

If Matt didn’t miss his guess, Allie had just dosed herself with all of them. Her silvery hair had picked up an indigo shimmer and was flowing in an almost stuttery manner, her eyes blazed with ultraviolet light, and at the right angles, Matt could see her skull, black and menacing underneath momentarily translucent flesh. Her arms left trails of black runes in their wake, and her daggers hummed in her grip.

A few of the effects were ones Matt associated with some of her spatial trick enhancement suite, but most of them were about preventing total spiritual collapse. It wouldn’t help with the pain, and any normal person would be laid out for decades, if not centuries, by the time they wore off. But that was why they were Ascenders. She’d be down for…five, ten years at most. With the rift in play, that would just be a couple of months real time.

Matt firmed his will at the realization. That just meant they needed to do enough damage in this next raid to buy themselves a few months of breathing room.

They could do that.

Matt would ensure that.

He flinched as Aster came over to him and took him by the elbow.

“Hey, I need to talk to you.”

Matt blinked down and probed his bond, but felt their connection slightly closed off. Not completely, but enough that he couldn’t really get a feeling for what she was thinking.

When she used their physical contact to send him an [AI] communication request, Matt grew genuinely worried, but accepted it, nonetheless.

“What's wrong?”

“There isn't an easy way to say this, but I think we should go for as many captures as we can.”

Matt stiffened at the suggestion. He wanted to get angry, did she not feel how angry he was at their enemies? Did she not care, herself? That last one was unfair, as he knew she cared deeply for both Dena and Eric. But then why was she suggesting anything other than a full on offensive? These were not noncombatants they were talking about, but elites whose deaths would hurt even the Tier 50 leaders.

But this was Aster saying it, which made Matt hear her out.

“Why?”

“Because they are valuable, Matt. Their deaths can hurt. Their deaths might slow the war to a point that we can stem the tide, but their capture can buy us so much more. The Great Powers will bend over backward for their elites' safe returns. Think about the ransoms usually exchanged for peak elites, let alone pinnacle elites. Instead of valuable treasures being traded over, we’re talking about entire star systems. Each capture can mean a dozen planets not handed over to the enemy should things end badly.”

Matt worked his jaw as a healer moved around him. There was nothing to heal, [Regeneration] had already taken care of the only attack that had broken through his armor, and his Millennium Willow Lifesap took care of any curses that had tried to infect him. But he might have missed some obscure hidden affliction, which is why it was standard procedure for everyone to be inspected.

“If we kill enough of them, we can turn the war around in our Tier bracket. Then⁠—”

Aster's hand squeezed as she cut him off. “Then it comes down to Aiden in the Tier 35 bracket, and no one in the Tier 15 bracket. One out of three won't win the war.”

Matt hated it…but she was right. Wars being so structured came with a plethora of rules, but without the ability to attack down, a Great Power might win in the Tier 15 bracket but lose in the Tier 25 and Tier 35 brackets. If that happened, the question of who was the winner and by what margin came up.

Winning in two of the brackets was the undeniable way to be declared a winner, but treaties were far more fluid than that. Like Aster said, at the end of the war, the return of important elites, while mandated, had weight. Should the other two major brackets crumble under the pressure of their combined enemies, the war score they earned with captures instead of kills could be the leverage the Emperor needed to save some worlds from being traded to the enemies.

Should they end up winning the war outright, or even forcing a white peace, the captured elites could still be traded for any number of concessions.

Matt wished she wasn’t right, but she was.

“You’re right. If we can take them alive or if they surrender, we should try our best to do so.”

Hearing that, Aster beamed at him. She shined so brightly, she actually shone.

Poking her through the blinding effect, Matt got her to shut off the illusion. “Just because you’re right doesn't mean you need to gloat, and it certainly doesn’t mean you need to glow.”

“Yes, it does.”

“No, it doesn’t.”

“Yes, it does. See, I can enunciate, too!”

Their playful banter only lasted another few minutes, as the moment the healers finished their checks, they both left to finish their preparations for the next mission. Matt went off to Group Firmament for a few disposable formations, bombs, traps, talismans, potions, and his backup armor, while Aster went to gather some of their more robust capture equipment.

Caging an elite was difficult in the best of times, pinnacle elites doubly so, but they had equipment which could ensure their tricks were limited. In the worst case, it wouldn’t stop a core detonation, but it would slow one down long enough for them to shove whoever it was out a hatch, or more likely drive a blade through their brain.

As much as Matt didn’t want to admit it, many of the elites, upon seeing the odds stacked against them, would probably try to flee or surrender. It wasn’t like any of them wanted to die. Even Sects elites would probably surrender if the odds were bad enough.

Seeing Ai'la gathering supplies, they brainstormed a few things they might be able to cobble together in the short amount of time they had left. Most of it was too optimistic, but Matt was still happy with what they created.

Nasty surprises were always good when the ones being surprised were the enemy.

Once they were all back in Joy's ship, Darrow took the time to give them a quick rundown of their mission before going into the top-level elites they were to hit.

Matt carefully listened while burning most of his mana generation on simulating the fight with his [AI]. With all of them together, there was almost no chance of escape or failure, but it was still better to be safe rather than sorry.

Matt would accept a surrender, a capture, or elites who fled away from the frontlines before they came around to them. But he could not, would not, accept any failures.

Allie clapped her hands together loudly, and just like that, they were halfway across the Realm.

Their first target was someone the Empire had wanted dead for years as indicated by their inclusion on the ‘kill list’. Alexie Taltor, the strongest horde tamer of their Tier. Tamers of any sort were an uncommon sight, but Alexie had the strategy down to an art. She assembled entire armies of rift monsters, threw them at entire planets, and could take up to four or five worlds before she needed to restock, something which only required visiting a Tier 25 rift.

Even when routed, her position at the backline meant she was never genuinely defeated. It also made her elusive and hard to pin down, but Matt was happy to take advantage of the rare opportunity provided to eliminate her.

The woman had taken almost a dozen worlds in this war herself.

She wasn’t the top target because of her individual combat prowess, but that didn’t mean she was weak.

Shadow immediately teleported them into the chaotic space between worlds’ tethers before they arrived at the Juliana system. As they ripped their way into real space, their ship immediately started pulling data about the fortress world.

Alexie had arrived just hours before them, and with a horde of monsters trailing in her wake, she had already started besieging the fortress world. Tens of thousands of Tier 25 monsters threw themselves at the shields with no regard for their own lives as they were shredded by the ground-to-space mana cannons defending the surface.

Allie teleported them to the battlefield in just a dozen quick hops.

Matt, boosted by a travel mana [Telekinetic Invisibility] cast on him by Light, raced after Alexie while the others started culling the monsters that would soon go wild once their mistress lost her life.

Matt would be enough to take care of Alexie and her guards. The guards were elites in their own right, but they were only high-level elites and therefore not a concern.

Moving faster than he could easily control, Matt arrived next to the first guard without slowing down at all. He didn’t even bother to swing his sword, and instead just held the blade firmly, cutting through his magical shield projection, his tower shield, and the man all at once. With the lingering effects of the boost, Matt watched as Alexie’s eyes widened. With one of her protectors dead, Matt had an open path to Alexie, and he took it.

He knew what Aster and High Command wanted, and captures would come when they had time to spare. For now, they needed to send a message written in blood.

[Cracked Air Slide] sent him forward in a burst of air that destroyed the slows the protectors tried to delay him with.

As if it were so easy.

Alexie, even as it looked like she was trying to surrender, materialized a nightmare monster that felt like a Tier 25 boss swinging dozens of tentacles with blades embedded in its limbs, but Matt hardly noticed it.

His full focus was on Alexie.

He was Endless.

He was Dauntless.

He was…determined.

Matt was willing to accept surrenders, but now that they had made their move, an invisible clock was ticking, and surrenders took time they didn’t have. Which meant Alexie needed to die, and quickly.

He flew through the boss monster, his glowing, pitch black longsword leading the charge like a lance. Before she could even fully process that she herself was under attack, Alexie was impaled on his sword.

Matt unleashed the [Mana Slash] he had cast into the blade, exploding her head and upper torso.

Spells slammed onto him from the elites and the monster who was still alive despite a Matt-sized hole in its chest.

Slashing out with his blade, a second [Mana Slash] ended everything.

The boss monster dissolved into motes of nothingness while the elites' bodies exploded, adding to the essence spreading into the surroundings.

His job done, Matt joined the rest of his team even as Darrow ordered the defenders to sally forth and help. There were so many monsters, and they couldn’t allow any of them to reach the Tier 7 planet this fortress world defended. And now that the first pinnacle elite was dead, every minute counted. The Republic would have been informed the moment Alexie died; they might not know the how of it, but they and all the Empire elites had the same backups, each unique to make interception nigh impossible.

Once most of the monsters were dead, and it was clear the Empire soldiers had things under control, Team Zero rushed back to their ship. Shadow, who was the only one who hadn’t fought, immediately teleported them again.

Their next target, Li Luo, was a triple elemental Sects fighter who had killed almost a dozen elites in his time active at Tier 25, including one Everborn in the last Sects-Republic war. But more than that, he was a tactical prodigy who moved with his own army. They might have taken fewer planets than Alexie, but he was one of the Sects’ most capable Tier 25s.

He and his army were also just two jumps behind the frontlines in a system where Shadow had a waypoint. From the reports, it was obvious their army was preparing for another deployment to the frontlines. But little did they know the fight had come to them without the courtesy of a warning.

Matt once more threw himself out of the ship the moment they arrived next to the army floating around the local inhabited planet's moon. His sword sent out two crescents of mana that reaped the lives of hundreds of unprepared soldiers, but his gaze was entirely locked onto the figure of Li Luo, who had let loose a flare of power the moment they arrived.

He was surrounded by over a dozen cultivators that Matt’s [AI] registered as medium- and high-level elites, but just like with Alexie, Matt didn’t even slow down. He threw himself at them, pitting their bodily strength and durability against his and his armor.

It wasn’t even a fight. It was a slaughter.

Li Luo summoned a water elemental of some kind even as his subordinates cast dozens of spells, but they splashed harmlessly off his armor, not even leaving a scratch.

[Mana Beam] swept across the collected elites, and while most survived the initial attack, none of them came out intact. Many were cut in half and a lucky few only lost an arm or a leg. The only one fully intact was Li Luo, and Matt rectified that situation with a swing of his blade.

Li Luo tried to block his attack, but he wasn’t in his combat armor. And if he had any buffs active, Matt couldn't feel them. He had been caught flat-footed, and that allowed Matt to end him in five exchanges.

Instead of bothering to fight the surviving elites still attacking him, Matt sent a message to Origami and the rest of the team. As they retreated into the ship, Origami tossed a torso-sized mana crystal bomb out of the ship just as Matt entered.

Shadow teleported them out before the bomb went off, but Matt knew its detonation signified the rest of Li Luo’s infamous army was gone.

Their next target was less of a prime target and more of a convenient secondary target. Jiang Jiahao might only have been a peak elite, but he had the misfortune of being just a single jump away from Li Luo.

They descended on the ice mage just as they had with the pinnacle elites, but he didn’t even last long enough to know how he died.

Shadow teleported behind the besieging army and Light disrupted the spell he was casting while Matt sent a [Gravitic Bolt] through the back of his head. Either probably would have killed him, but it took only a moment and three teleports, which made it a worthwhile pitstop.

Their fourth target, Algo, was a Federation duelist who had modeled herself after Cosmind. While only a pale imitation of the Chosen, even that was enough to kill three of the Empire’s Graduates in this war through a combination of body-jacking cybernetic weapons, illusions, and presumed foresight. It was hard to dodge the woman’s blade when your senses lied to you and your body betrayed you.

It wasn’t quite as intimidating as the way the deadliest duelist in the Realm could get you to slit your own throat, but it was still enough to get her to rank third on High Command’s kill list.

Shadow didn’t have a waypoint in the system where High Command said Algo was situated, but she did have one just three worlds away. A little far considering the ticking clock hanging over their heads, but instead of flying the distance, they teleported dozens of times, which turned a multi-day trip into a two-minute one.

Shadow’s breaths were deep and slow, but it was clear that the teleports were catching up to her. She didn’t complain though, which only invigorated Matt all the more. If she could push herself so hard, he could—and would—do the same.

As they arrived in the Galos system, they immediately came under fire, but they had expected that. Algo, surprisingly enough, was in a forward medical deployment center. Algo wasn’t a disabled combatant, so she was fair game, and her location wasn’t going to stop them.

Not today.

Today was a day for their enemies’ blood to flow, not one of mercy or compassion.

Matt left the ship with everyone else, but he didn’t rush for where he felt Algo. No, that was Liz’s job. Ten of her moved together in perfect unison while another Liz remained seated in the ship.

Matt, along with Light, Bolt, and Origami unleashed a wave of spells to keep the station's defenders on the back foot. He didn’t even really need to focus on defense, as a simple [Bulwark] was enough to stop the small number of attacks they suffered from the cultivators, and Light destroyed any of the spells the emplaced mana cannons attacked them with.

They had to be a little more circumspect in this attack, as they couldn’t deliberately slaughter the wounded, but said wounded were also not completely off limits. They were still active combatants, just ones in a de facto surrender state. That made it mighty suspicious that Algo was waiting among them while being a valid target. There was surely some plot or plan in her actions, but Matt didn’t care about the technicalities.

Instead, he watched as the ten Lizzes threw themselves at Algo, who retreated, feet glowing and letting her skate around like she was on ice. Her rapier struck out, illusionary copies of it making it hard to tell which was the real one, until the blade pierced the head of one of the Lizzes, killing it with a burst of greenish-gray light. That was her triumph, but also the moment that ensured her death, as the other nine Lizzes descended on her, stabbing, slicing, and ripping her apart before she could play any more tricks.

Where Matt might have struggled taking out such a competent foe, Liz took advantage of any duelist's main weakness and just sacrificed a body to create an opening.

The moment they felt the essence wash out and confirmed the kill, the Lizzes fell into puddles with the Liz in the ship standing up. Once Matt and the others retreated into the ship, they once more teleported as Matt refilled the blood vats on the ship for Liz to form new bodies from.

This time, they were only a single jump away from their target. Harley’s team was a group of Everborn graduates who had made a name for themselves in the Republic's last war, where they reinforced why the Academy was the Republic's elite-making factory by securing and holding a critical Tier 25 system by themselves.

While they hadn’t made any such amazing contributions in this war, they had participated in several battles in the early stages, which contributed to the fall of key systems before vanishing back behind enemy lines.

Until now.

The Republic had pulled them back into active duty for this last push, which was going to cost them their lives. Along with everyone else in the army that they were supporting.

Light grunted as his grimoire fluttered its pages in one hand while he brandished his staff in the other.

Spell formations twisted into space in massive circles before spinning and flashing through various colors. The light show only lasted a moment; a moment that was long enough for the attacking army to realize they were under attack.

If they had a second more, they might have had time to offer a defense, but Light didn’t give them that opportunity.

[Meteor Storm] was a basic, if high-Tier, spell but Light’s version of the spell was boosted to insane levels, feeling more like something Matt would cast than anything he would come up with. And that was the point. The power contained in the spell, even before it was fully cast, screamed danger to anyone nearby.

Still, it was ultimately a distraction.

Or more accurately, it was a trap.

Harley, being a mage herself, tried to interrupt the casting of [Meteor Storm], but that only allowed Light to find her faster, which was the goal of the modified spell. Once he had her and her team's location, he changed the target of his spell and the space around them blazed with the concentrated power of the modified [Meteor Storm] spell.

For a brief instant, there was a new star born in the star system as all of the power of the spell was converted into a sphere of pure armageddon mana just fifty feet wide. Even the mortals all the way back on the inhabited world would notice as their night turned into day for a few moments. There wasn’t even ash left of the group, but there was still an army. They had a solution for that, though. Matt and Origami still had another eight bombs.

A bomb lighter, they moved to their next target, all while Matt silently urged the equally silent Shadow to move faster.

The faster they moved, the more elites who would die before they stopped catching them unaware. Once true fights started, they would be slowed, and once the elites fled or gathered, their pace would slow down even further.

Matt wanted at least a quarter of their list dead before that happened.

Maybe even a third.

Maybe even half.
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Matt knew he had a feral grin etched on his face as they left their eighth elite floating in a spreading cloud of lightning, but he couldn't help himself.

They had chosen their targets carefully and gone after the more valuable targets first, with peak elites being handled in passing if they were close enough to the pinnacles. As a result, of the three dozen or so pinnacle elites the opposing coalition had at their Tier, they’d killed eleven. Even spread across the three Great Powers, those—along with the four peak elites—were losses not seen in hundreds of thousands of years.

Thirty percent of the enemy's strongest forces at Tier 25 had vanished in less than an hour.

It felt like proper retribution only possible thanks to them finally using Allie’s Talent to its true capacity and the work of High Command, who gave them data on most of the enemy elites’ locations. Matt knew how extensive the protections were that elites used to block or subvert divinations and tracking spells—the plan must have been the work of decades, all in preparation for one decisive moment.

It was a stunning feat of intelligence work and planning, paired with a faith in Team Zero’s abilities that Matt had not seen coming. High Command hadn’t been holding them back out of risk avoidance, in the end; they’d kept their new Ascenders low-key to make this strike all the more impactful. After all, if their own maneuvers had shown off Allie’s Talent in their tests of the Harmony Accords ship, they might have ruined some part of this plan.

They’d even kept the team itself in the dark, maybe to limit their own exposure to divination; luckily, they might have slipped the leash with their mission’s extension, but they hadn’t exposed Allie’s Talent on their own.

Allie had talked about just going wild a thousand and one times in the last seventy years, but for all her flaws she wasn’t dumb enough to just do it on a whim. She knew the value of revealing such information at an opportune moment. And if the bloody grin she was sporting was any indication, reality was living up to every daydream she had ever had.

That was in spite of her already starting to run low on willpower—hence the bleeding—and the spiritual strain, which was starting to manifest in physical damage that Arthur couldn't heal.

The higher Tier someone got, the more their spirit influenced their physical body. While it was most commonly brought up in regard to the way that immortals could edit their body however they wanted, it also meant that certain forms of spiritual damage could impact the physical body in very overt ways.

Something Matt hadn’t seen before was what Arthur had called ‘fading.’ It was apparently an occasional symptom of incredibly deep spiritual exhaustion, and was exactly what it sounded like. The tips of Allie’s fingers were literally becoming translucent, and her normally shimmery hair had become a transparent ghostly white.

Arthur had given a strong recommendation that Team Zero should return to base, taking their victories and getting Allie the appropriate medical care, but Matt’s fellow Ascender had vetoed the proposal in no uncertain terms.

Even now, her arms were shaking, ripples of spatial energy undulating across her body with every teleport, but Allie’s weak spirit was, nonetheless, wholly focused on the task at hand. It was a sight echoed across all the group, spirit-deep exhaustion from battle after battle, after battle. Willpower reserves were exceptionally low across the board, with Dena at total exhaustion, and Sebastian and Ai’la actually sitting the current battle out to preserve their Domains. Liz was nearing the very last dregs of her strength, and Matt was, so far as he could tell, the only one not ready to just drop.

If any of them truly bottomed out of willpower, that would put them out of commission for decades, which wouldn’t be great. Allie was likely to need a decade to recover, which would still functionally leave them, if not stranded, at least extremely slow compared to their normal movement speed. Being short a few members just meant cycling in some of their reserves but that didn’t make it a good idea.

It was just that none of them wanted to give up.

They were finally scoring a lasting blow against their enemies, and it felt good. Team Zero had their hands around their enemies’ throats and refused to let them breathe for even a moment. He was going to squeeze not just until they stopped fighting back but until they went limp. Anything less would be a betrayal of all the losses their side had endured.

Or he wanted to.

As he landed back on the ship, Aster materialized right in front of him, finger pointed accusingly at his nose. “Matt! We had this conversation. Enough killing. The first few were acceptable because we needed to move fast but enough is enough. We could have captured these.”

“We need to keep moving,” Matt protested. “Capturing takes so long, and it’s going to be harder and more dangerous, not to mention that it gives our enemies more time to prepare for us.”

“I know that!” Aster snapped, “It’s why I was fine with the first few. But now? They know we’re coming, and we don’t need to rush. And so what if it’s harder? You promised you were going to go for captures more than kills, and you aren’t.”

The aurora in Aster’s hair flickered red, punctuating her words as she jabbed her finger in his face.

“I—” Matt tried to protest, attempting to gather the words for why it was still needed. This was the only way they could truly protect the Empire and not just give their enemies their best fighters right back to them.

“I nothing, Matthew Moore née Alexander. I don’t care what justifications you have, you know I’m right about this. You promised, are you breaking that promise?”

Matt’s Domain flared unconsciously. He was not breaking his promise. Once he set his course, he would never deviate from it. The enemies of the Empire would pay for what they’d done… He clenched his fists. That didn’t matter. His course had been set with a promise made to his sister.

“You’re right,” he ground out. “I promised. Captures from here on out, as best as we can manage.”

There was a shifting among the others, but no one spoke up against the change.

With that settled, they teleported to another battlefield. There, they found exactly what they didn’t want to see: three elites in the system, rather than one.

There were actually dozens of elites but most of them were lower- or mid-level elites. While Matt would happily give them a burst of [Mana Beam], they were ultimately just bodyguards. Their targets were the three elites already trying to run.

The elites hadn’t even seen them. Their ship was still at the inhabited planet and most Tier 25s’ spiritual perception couldn't reach that far, nor would the light from their arrival have reached the outer system, but they were already boarding their ships.

Word must have spread, but they’d known it would—through the future sight amplifier of the Harmony Accords, if nothing else. The wave of deaths they had left behind when they attacked the pinnacle elites would see to that, thanks to the normal soldiers having deactivated their divination wards.

They had considered not killing the armies, but Darrow reminded them it didn’t matter. Elites all had safeguards that would alert their handlers on their death just as Team Zero did, so they might as well do as much damage as possible while they had the initial moments of surprise. Part of the reason they were attacking right after having injured the Harmony Accords was to either force them to not respond at all—which was admittedly unlikely, even if it would have been nice—or to have them weakened when they did inevitably respond.

High Command expected the Harmony Accords to chase after them, to intercept them to tie them down, or to use their incredible speed to gather elites into their ship. The second option was…less than ideal. That ship was so large and so heavily armored that if they simply buttoned up, activated their shields and closed any hatches, even Matt couldn't do much to the ship without spending more time than they had.

Even in a best-case scenario, it would take hours if not days to burn through that much shielding and armor, which was more than enough time for the fleeing elites to run back to a safe haven.

Allie didn’t teleport to the outer system immediately but waited a few seconds for the ship’s sensors to pick up on exactly who the extra elites were. It wouldn’t do to walk into a trap.

Raymond Turner was the elite they had been expecting to be in this system and was one of their high-priority targets. An old Republic pinnacle elite, he had been a household name in the Republic known for his undefeated record in bladework competitions until he reached Tier 15 and joined their military. There, he cemented himself as a mid-level elite before working his way slowly up to the level of pinnacle elite.

Tracy Norton was a slightly weaker pinnacle elite who had only crossed into that designation during the war. Having lingered at peak elite for the last fifteen thousand years, she had been considerably farther down their list. She was a sound mage whose voice could disorient with just a whisper, but her screams could cause even heavily defended minds to crumble.

Fuji Morimichi, on the other hand, was an old Sects peak elite who mainly relied on an oversized bow paired with an ability to multiply his shots. That made him a very dangerous opponent in single combat and a decent shock trooper when fighting over besieged worlds.

Together with their mid- and high-level elite bodyguards, the fight would be far from the slaughters they had enjoyed earlier. Still, it was nothing they couldn’t handle. It would just be an exercise of killing the lot of them as quickly as possible, while expending the least amount of energy and time.

Matt worked his jaw as he corrected himself mentally. It would be an exercise of capturing the lot of them while using the least amount of energy and time possible.

Capture.
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Fuji Morimichi cursed Turner with every fiber of his being. The Republic elite was taking far too long, even gathering his men aboard his ship before being willing to leave.

Ever since Grand Orator Cao Yuhan had warned him of the deaths of so many pinnacle elites, he had felt the blade of death hovering over his neck. He hadn’t needed the order to group up with the nearest allied elites to retreat together. He knew his own capabilities, and Masters who could move that quickly spelled certain death should they choose to attack him. Allies would hopefully help buy time for him to flee if nothing else.

Not that he would truly flee. Such behavior would be unbecoming, though there was little shame in fleeing from not one but two sets of Masters. That face he lost would be greatly offset from simply surviving the engagement. No, there was simply no point in fleeing from a Master capable of teleporting anywhere they wished. He would be tracked down and slain where he stood, and there was no honor in such a death.

Far better to stand alongside a nominal ally and preserve his reputation until death. Of course, when he had arrived at this system and spoke of his knowledge to Turner, the everlasting fool refused to act on account of a lack of orders. He had dismissed Fuji Morimichi’s own concerns until his Republic compatriot— Tracy— arrived.

Her arrival bearing the same news had finally convinced the other man. Mid-evacuation, Raymond had redoubled his efforts as his own orders arrived— late and slow, slower by far than the rapid communication of the Sects— but Morimichi urged them to move faster still.

The cold edge of the blade felt like it was drawing nearer, whispering of his death.

Then it descended, and he knew it was too late.

Morimichi summoned and drew his bow before even the light of the Empire’s ship arrived. A [Seek the Heart of the Enemy] appeared multiplied around him, and he loosed his ammunition without hesitation.

The walls of his own ship exploded outward from the force of the attack. Even as his team prepared themselves for a fighting retreat, his technique arrows sought to end the lives of the enemies, or at least slow them down as they finished deploying.

A beam of mana an arm wide appeared for an instant. It punched through the rear half of his ship, destroying the engine before cutting off as abruptly as it had appeared. Two more beams targeted the other ships’ engines— a tank from Tracy’s team tried to intercept one, but it lanced through his technique, shield, and armor before doing the same to the man himself, uncaring for his efforts as it erased that ship’s engine as well.

The hole was so clean that the tank could have survived had frost not covered the man and entombed him in a mass of swirling snow.

With his opening volley splashing harmlessly upon a massive [Wall of the Mightiest Mountain], Morimichi sighted down his next arrow— this one not a magical construct but one of his elite-killing arrows. Carved from the heart of a ten-thousand-year-old tree, fletched with the plumage of a feathered serpent, its head was starforged bronze, worked in the volcanic forges of Mount Toluris, and radiated the might of the cosmos like a beacon.

It would usurp the strength of any defenses it struck, layering them upon itself to further strengthen its own might, making the most well-defended foes the most vulnerable to its deadly strike. All that power, however, would be hidden perfectly by his [Legendary Sword, Laid to Rest and Rust] technique, masking its magic and causing it to be underestimated.

He loosed the arrow with enough force to shatter a small moon.

His arrow flew in silence as Tracy finally reacted, her screech traveling through the void and rattling all their equipment.

Morimichi didn’t target Master Titan the Indomitable, known for his defense, even as he raced at Tracy with his armor visibly vibrating. That would be foolish. Instead, he targeted Master Light, the Hundredfold Mage. Not with any hopes of killing him, but he hoped to stop the technique the man was channeling between his hands, which looked far too much like lightning for Morimichi's liking.

His arrow flew deadly through space as Morimichi utilized his [Iron My Will, Iron My Body] technique to bolster his physical prowess as he drew his bow and notched a scattershot arrow. Engaging his Talent, the resistance on the bow doubled and then doubled again as first two, then four copies of the bow and arrow appeared.

With the arrows loosed, he called upon [I Flit from Flower to Flower], appearing a dozen body lengths to the side before firing another two arrows at Master Light. The first crackled with auburn mist that would burn through even magical defenses in just seconds while the second pulsed with light that screamed danger. The original arrow, still apparently perfectly mundane, would go unnoticed and un-deflected.

He had never once tested his first and grandest attack upon such a mighty foe, but even should his first arrow be detected and deflected, there was no defense which could turn it aside and the thousands upon thousands of nearly as deadly projectiles that followed in its wake. Many a foe had fallen to this attack, and Master or no, Light was still but a mage, and no mage could wholly withstand this assault.

And yet, none of them reached their targets. A blizzard sprang up from nothing, though to call it a blizzard would be to call an ocean a puddle. It was a blanket of snow, so thick that even Morimichi’s keen eyes couldn’t pierce but a few feet into the swirling maelstrom. His storm of arrows met the storm of ice and snow, and he saw no sign of his own attack as it passed through.

A chill swept over him, unrelated to the wall of ice hurtling toward him.

Time and time again, he called upon [I Flit from Flower to Flower], grabbing what brief snatches of reprieve he could manage to try and escape the unstoppable maelstrom. Yet with each use of the technique, he felt the ice fighting him, attempting to freeze him in place and prevent his escape. However, his magic was refined, and no petty assault could interrupt him.

Until the winds turned their attention to him, at least. It was only then he realized that previously, he had not warranted their full attention. His technique rose up to whisk him away, only to be torn to shreds by the prevailing winds, leaving him in one place for too long. Cloying ice creeped over his body, and he unleashed his ultimate escape technique, [The Arrow Which Pierces the Heavens Heeds No Earthly Coil].

He appeared outside the blizzard, looking frantically for Master Wraith the Ineffable, that he might be able to smite her and make his escape. He was beyond the range of the snows, yet not above her power, as there was naught around him but swirls of gray, a disorienting prison of illusions that prevented him from seeing anything. Yet just as he was about to give up in despair, [The Keenest Eye of Five Realms] spotted a figure cloaked in white, directing the winds around it with a crude staff made of raw ice.

Gathering his power, pushing through the cold that had crept all the way up to his elbows, he drew his bow and used his personally modified [My Power Is Ascendent; I Pierce the Heavens with My Arrow], manifesting an arrow the size of a small shuttle.

Morimichi watched as it tore through the gray space, bending reality around it to ensure that it would strike. And so, he triggered his escape formation that would carry him some distance away. Perhaps the others would keep the Masters occupied enough that he could honorably carry news of their demise to other defenders.

Yet nothing happened. Space closed around him, his hope stolen from his breath like a candle snuffed out. Be it some consequence of the gray prison he was entrapped within, or something altogether mightier, he could not say. Perhaps this was an illusionary prison the likes of which could only be escaped via physical travel? If it were impossible to escape with techniques, then he would utilize his bodily strength, honed from millennia of practice.

Thus, he ran. His Revelations firmed his footfalls, propelling him through the infinite, monochrome illusion. A fell chill seeped into his torso, yet he did not falter.

He covered miles in an instant, but nothing happened. The swirling gray seemed just as oppressive as it had been before his sprint.

Pushing himself and every technique he had, Morimichi tried to resist the creeping cold. But as it penetrated his core, he felt his energy start to leave him.

Despite knowing it was far too late, Morimichi kept resisting.

Even as the ice that had formed on his limbs crept upward, he resisted.

He tried to detonate his cores, but as he tried to spin them up in preparation to rupture thousands of years of work in one final act of will, he found that even they had been infected with the creeping cold.

Before he could reach a critical mass, the ice had completely encased him and Morimichi felt the darkness sweep over him.
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Aster panted lightly, swallowing. That had been…a little close. But she had not only captured Fuji Morimichi alive— she’d also captured most of his elites.

She had been mostly limited to practice as she couldn’t hold an entire army and Allie sure as shit couldn't teleport the mass of one even if she did capture them. That meant this was good field testing and doubly so with someone who was willing to detonate their cores like that. Fortunately, Light had been able to lend a bit of aid at the end, pulling mana from Matt and combining it with his own expertise to smother Fuji Morimichi’s spells while she lulled his cores to an icy slumber.

Aster would have loved to spend a few minutes to process everything she had learned but if she did that, Matt might just start killing people instead of going for less lethal attacks again.

Moving her frozen prisoner to a distant corner of her spirit space, she swept over to Matt, where he was handling Tracy.
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Raymond slashed his blade down at Gladiator Titan, striking just at the moment he knew Tracy’s disruption would make the magically reinforced armor weaker. The timing, like all of his attacks, was perfect.

His blade, a product of the Republic’s finest spellforges, capable of slicing a mountain in half, left little more than scratches in the implacable jet-black armor. Titan’s own longsword, also jet black and radiating danger, swept out seeking Raymond’s neck. He changed his flight downward slightly to avoid the blow while using the movement to free his blade from where it was embedded in the armor.

He twisted to dodge the knee, and then foot that followed it, but right as the foot was going to miss by a hair's breadth, Raymond felt a surge of danger and raised his off hand to block.

Titan flickered and the kick that should have missed landed on his upper arm. Pain blossomed in his side even as he was sent tumbling through the wreckage of Tracy’s ship and one of their men. What was left of the armor on his left side was embedded into his arm, and the rest had been obliterated in the attack.

A lifetime of combat had taught Raymond how to take a blow, but he had never taken a blow like that before. A melee fighter himself, he had an aggressive eighty percent of his cultivation allocated to his physical core. And what he had allocated to his magical core was dedicated to running incredibly efficient and potent magical buffs that further increased his physical prowess. Yet that glancing strike exceeded any hit he’d ever landed.

Raymond hadn’t expected to be able to fight a Gladiator on even footing, but he also hadn’t expected to be so badly outmatched in even the first exchange.

After seeing Tracy indicate she wanted to surrender, Raymond made the decision to run.

He had the feeling that surrenders wouldn’t be so easily accepted if the Gladiators were going around and killing elites as the report had said. While they might be taken to task later for breaking the rules it wouldn’t help him if he was already dead.

If Tracy was dumb enough to risk it, he’d rather take the opportunity to dive into chaotic space and make a run for it. He had a few lifesaving treasures that could teleport him vast distances, and he hoped they would be enough to get him out of danger. The Gladiators wouldn’t have the time to chase after him if they both had a captive in tow and wanted to hunt down more elites.

Using the distance the kick had bought him, Raymond slashed a small hole through reality to create a tear leading to chaotic space. Slipping through, he activated his⁠—

Raymond looked down at the three spears that had been driven through his chest. Two more plunged into his neck, cutting off his head. He tried to flee, get enough room to activate a teleportation spell, but he felt foreign liquid start to creep into his flesh. As Legion's blood moved, he felt his own body start to betray him as it fell to the control of the invader.

Things grew cold and, a moment later, Raymond’s world went black.
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Matt turned to Tracy as Raymond fled to chaotic space, not bothering to chase the man— Liz had been waiting right outside of the chaotic space node for any runners.

Tracy dropped all of her offensive magic and surrendered. Her surrender was followed by the surviving lower-level elites, and Matt repressed the urge to kill them all anyway.

After all, if any of his team were to one day need to surrender, he wanted to ensure that it was honored even if he agreed with Lila and wanted to refuse and keep the battle going.

Aster sent out a pulse of ice and quickly entombed the elites where she easily pulled them into her spiritual space before closing her eyes. It only took a few moments, and when her glacier blue eyes opened, she nodded. “I got them. Let’s go.”

Matt looked to the attacking army, wondering if he should take the time to finish them off, but the moment he turned his attention to them, a mass surrender was announced.

Unable to take control of that many people with the rush they were under, Matt ignored the surrender and moved to join the others at the ship.

As they exited real space and entered chaotic space, they picked up half a dozen Lizzes and Raymond.

Darrow assessed Aster. “Should we drop them off or keep going?”

Aster shook her head in the negative. “I can handle them now that they are entombed. Let’s move to the next fight before going back. No point in having Allie doing unnecessary teleports.”

Matt moved between the crew, using their runic tattoos to refill their mana pools as space twisted around them, Allie bringing them onward in their assault. The next two peak elites fell easily enough— they must not have gotten the warning, as they seemed entirely caught off guard by their arrival. But when they arrived at the Levalntont System where Alejandro Rogers should have been, they only found evidence of his recent flight.

Seeing that, Joy pulled them into chaotic space looking for any signs of recent passage that might have lingered in the turbulent swirls of energy.

Matt was about to write the man off, but Allie cackled. “Got you, bitch.”

The ship flickered as they teleported half a dozen times in rapid succession, arriving at three ships flanked by four more that seemed like they were trying to enter the real space of a long-occupied system. A system that hadn’t had an elite in it according to their reports.

Three pinnacle elites and four more peak elites. A smaller harvest than Matt hoped for but not a bad one by any means.

It had been a clever idea. Hiding in an occupied system where no elite or Empire presence should be. If they hadn’t caught them in the act, they might have just believed they lost the trail in the mess that was chaotic space and flown right by this world.

If only it were so easy to run away from them.

The moment they were close enough, Matt threw himself out of the ship and right at the vessel High Command’s reports said was Alejandro’s. The fire mage was one of their highest priority targets, and Matt didn’t want to let him slip the net.

Cannon fire from the ships was quickly redirected from their ship to Matt , but he let their power wash over him, not bothering to contest or block the attacks and fully relying on his armor to protect him. Matt felt spatial magic start to build in the ship, reminiscent of Allie’s power, but didn’t stop or slow his advance.

He punched through the hull of the ship, sword leading the charge right before the spell went off. He hadn’t been fast enough to completely stop the teleport, but at least he was able to interrupt the spell enough to stop the ship from doing more than teleporting to the planet they had been fleeing to. As they entered real space, Matt noticed they were far away from the inhabited world and almost inside the local star. He didn’t know if that had been the intention of their enemies or if his interrupting the spell had caused them to travel further than they should have.

Matt felt spells, mostly flame-based, hit him , but he simply watched his sensors and paid attention to the feedback he got from [Cracked Phantom Armor]. Alejandro was well known for having incredibly strong flames that ate through magical armor like acid and Matt intended to identify him before striking.

Except the attack he was expecting never landed.

A [Mana Slash] both blew the attacks away and forced Alejandro’s teammates to defend themselves where it didn’t cut them down entirely. In that small moment of calm, Matt identified…Alejandro’s back.

He was a rapidly shrinking pinprick of darkness on the backdrop of the star’s magnificence.

Matt cursed. Alejandro surely had either [Fire Body] or a similar spell. Once he was close enough to activate it, he could enter the star and—like a fish in water—either vanish in its fiery depths or use its power to fight Matt.

No.

Matt wasn’t going to allow that to happen.

His prey was not allowed to slip the net like that.

Matt activated one of the enchantments he rarely had a need to use on his armor. Force plates expanded from his feet and gave him a secure foothold in space and Matt used that to jump with all the power his armor and body could muster.

He nearly caught up with Alejandro. As fast as fire mages like him were, Matt was faster. But the head start the Federation mage had on him was too large, and he splashed into the mountains of flames that was the outer layer of the star.

Matt plunged in after him, letting [Cracked Phantom Armor] absorb the flames and adjust to the fire. As the stress on his armor lessened to something he could easily deal with, Matt activated his Concept to cancel out the gravity of the celestial body.

He did all of that without ever letting Alejandro slip from his perception. The mage had used half a dozen movement spells, but between Matt’s spiritual perception, skills, and the suite of sensors in his armor, the Federation elite hadn’t managed to give him the slip.

Matt gave chase with grim determination, turning each time the mage used a fire movement spell. Matt had spent decades helping Aster perfect ice versions of such elemental movement spells and, thanks to the potent sensors in his armor, could easily track the admittedly small eddies that those spells caused even in the reaction of an essence-fueled star.

It only took Alejandro a few attempted spells to realize Matt could track him. That was when he finally went on the offensive.

The fire around Matt came alive and the plasma that had been easily blocked by [Cracked Phantom Armor] grew angry and warped as Alejandro used his Talent to empower it.

Matt flared [Fire Manipulation] and shoved the fire away, but he wasn’t just contesting Alejandro. While Matt had increased his mana control in the last seventy odd years of the war, and he had made enough progress that his old self seemed like a clumsy child trying to juggle for the first time. He would never beat a dedicated fire mage at fine control manipulation, but he wasn’t trying to battle Alejandro in a contest of fine control. He was simply commanding the fire to stay away, a demand backed with a million mana a second behind it. What caused Matt to struggle was the weight of the Tier 8 star itself. Its gravity didn’t want even a small bubble in its gaseous form and sought to crush him for his impudence.

Matt repelled both powers and chased after Alejandro’s fire body that floated in the flames unharmed and unbothered.

Seeing that his tactics weren’t working, Alejandro changed course. Instead of trying to crush Matt, he started sending jets of flames through Matt’s control to smash against him.

The flames were an unnaturally deep shade of red, nearly burgundy beneath the brilliant glow of his power, but while they strained Matt’s armor, singular attacks had no chance to break through. He was selectively reinforcing [Cracked Phantom Armor]’s second layer where the attacks were going to land to ensure exactly that as had long become second nature.

Alejandro sent Matt something through [AI] but it wasn’t a surrender so he ignored it.

The fire mage darted deeper into the depths of the star, but Matt chased right after him. Through the barrage of attacks, despite the attempts to sabotage his [Fire Manipulation], Matt closed the distance steadily.

“Surrender or die.”

There was no response, which didn’t hurt Matt’s feelings in the slightest.

Just as he was getting close, he let Alejandro pick apart [Fire Manipulation]. He could almost feel the fire mage's elation as he turned and sent streams of burgundy flames out of his palms. The spell gathered strength from the body of the star, but Matt didn’t slow down for even a moment.

Instead, he called forth his Anchor right in front of his heart.

His Heart of a Black Hole.

The fist-sized cultivation core of a Tier 14 black hole he dispelled in Minkalla was no longer a mere innocuous training aid. The moment it appeared, all the fire around them was sucked into the black hole— not just the star but also the attacks Alejandro sent toward Matt.

Alejandro turned to run again, but Matt flared his Intent. He made the man the center of the Realm and decreed that the mage was not strong enough to move the entire Realm. Alejandro tried to break his Intent, and with how low Matt was on willpower, it was entirely possible he could manage that.

But that would take a minute at the fastest…and they were just feet apart.

Alejandro didn’t have seconds.

Matt grabbed the living flame even as a burgundy hand pressed itself against his helm.

Pulsing his Anchor’s absorption effect, Matt vacuumed every flame in a quarter mile sphere around himself.

All of it.

The vacuum tried to slam itself shut as the gravity of the star tried to reform itself into a sphere, but Matt had no problem resisting the weight of the star.

After all, Alejandro had been in the mass of flame he absorbed, so his efforts to crush Matt had vanished.

Feeling overly stuffed, Matt dismissed his Anchor and breathed out the mass of essence from both the flames he had absorbed and the Tier 25 cultivator he had killed. Aster couldn’t blame him for this one. It was either let him go or end him, and there was no way Matt was going do the former.

Taking a moment to orient himself, Matt flew out of the star to find the rest of his team rounding up the remaining elites from Alejandro’s team.

His armor, thanks in part to [Cracked Phantom Armor]’s protection, was cherry red in the wake of the heat it had been subjected to. In the vacuum of space, he would need to use ice spells to cool it, which he did as he flew back toward the rest of the fight. Matt used that time to note that the star’s magnetic fields were changing due to his actions.

He sent a report to the local authorities, recommending that they get a Tier 36 or higher fire mage to come inspect the star. Stars were so large their Tier essentially always lagged behind the local inhabited planets, but it was still prudent to make sure the star wouldn’t let out a bubble of gas that might send too much radiation to the inhabited planet.

Matt was doing this to protect those people, not harm them.

His musings ended when he arrived back to the ship and Allie teleported them. They arrived back in the Capital, stopping just long enough to drop off the prisoners Aster had taken before teleporting to the next target on their list. They only found an abandoned system, and Matt inspected the blood running from Allie’s ears which were looking transparent instead of their normal night sky black.

Seeing him inspecting her, Allie grinned, showing bloody teeth. It would have been threatening if he couldn’t just about see her spine through the back of her mouth.

Matt grinned in response. If Allie could push herself that hard, he most certainly wouldn't be giving up.

It might be harder to find the prey now that they had fled, but when they found them, their harvests would be even grander now that they were gathering together.
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Matt watched as nineteen mostly frozen cultivators bound in manacles on their hands, legs, chest, and heads were dropped off to the stunned faces of the guards.

He still wished they were heads, rather than captives, but he had made a promise, and he would not flout it. He had set his course, and he would certainly not waver from it now.

And so, five pinnacle elites and fourteen peak elites were being added to their collection that now sported twelve pinnacle elites, fifty-two peak elites, and a handful of high-level or lower elites who tried to reinforce the primary targets. Matt would have loved to double, triple that even, but they were at the absolute end of what they could manage.

Once the Great Powers had gotten wind of their actions, they had their elites gather before fleeing , but they were so deep inside Empire space, Allie had more than enough waypoints for them to chase them down or intercept them.

The last six hours had been grueling, but he wanted them to get one more run in before Allie collapsed. It was only the five Ascenders still pushing through at this point, with even Susanne tapping out after their second-most-recent engagement. Matt himself was starting to feel the weariness set in, most obviously in his slipping mana control.

The interior of his helmet was illuminated by a flickering, harsh blue light as his mana glowed from inside his face, the result of a purged curse that had the side effect of causing the mana inside his body to react. If he wasn’t so tired he could have controlled it, but he was utterly exhausted and the pain was not excruciating any more.

That didn’t matter, though. This needed to be done.

Returning to the Capital system with their prisoners had practical purposes. It wasn’t just a break or to lessen the burden for Aster and Allie. While they were here, they could get up-to-date information on the fleeing elites.

The Harmony Accords ship had been running around gathering up as many elites as possible, but according to the reports, there was still one large group of five pinnacle elites—two from the Federation, two from the Sects, and one from the Republic—along with twenty peak elites fleeing through chaotic space to try and find safety in the oversized Harmony Accords ship.

It was possible it was a trap and that the Harmony Accords would jump on them the moment they tried to intercept the fleeing elites, but from all the reports, the elites were running. They simply weren’t moving just fast enough to make an intercept possible. The scout ship which had seen them had seen them running between worlds, not following the normal and much safer tethers between words.

That choice, combined with the fact they knew where the Harmony Accords ship was, made it incredibly unlikely it was a trap.

It was more likely it was exactly what it looked like: The last vestiges of the enemy Great Powers’ elites fleeing for their lives.

Matt wanted to either capture or kill them if given the chance.

They were in bad shape, but he wanted to really put the screws to the enemy Great Powers.

Just one more.

And snatching the elites that were almost safe right out of the jaws of the Harmony Accords would be the perfect ending to this mission.

That and Allie only looked like she had a handful of teleports left in her. The Ascender was almost entirely translucent now, though most of that was hidden under her armor. The weirdest effect was how she was starting to look literally thinner, as though someone had compressed the space around her.

Zack himself had stepped in, giving his partner a firm warning that this would be the last stop, and then they were to return to the base no matter what. For the first time, possibly since Matt met the woman hundreds of in-rift years ago, Allie hadn’t argued.

Drifter pulled them into chaotic space, and Shadow began drawing in power. The degree to which her exhaustion had permeated her was obvious from her mere demeanor. Rather than an effortless fold of space which pulled them all elsewhere, she now had to spend several seconds gathering her strength before she laid her hand on Drifter’s shoulder and, using the pilot as a medium, dragged the ship and all its inhabitants with her as they dove deep, past the trackers and into the eddies and whorls of the space between worlds.

Shadow’s teleports had also taken on a much more visceral feel now, less of a smooth repositioning and more of a derailing train. Space jolted, the world went dark, and what felt like multiple minutes of turbulence hit all at once, rattling his very spirit as they returned to reality. Color was a bit slower to return, taking a few seconds as things emerged from a black-and-white visage to the full range of light and darkness.

Shadow was supporting herself on a ghostly arm resting on a console, panting deeply. Each breath she exhaled carried with it little motes of light, starlike embers that drifted around the cabin as Drifter kicked the engines on and tore through the chaos outside. Once Shadow had recovered enough, she teleported them again. And, a few minutes after that, once again.

Light had leveraged himself under Shadow’s arm and was steadfastly supporting her, even trying to pick up the ghostly looking woman at one point, only to be waved off. She hadn’t declined the shoulder to prop herself up against, though, and given the way their spirits were flickering, it was obvious the duo were communicating somehow. Matt could have potentially figured out what they were saying, but he let them have their privacy in favor of watching chaotic space fly by outside.

As they neared another section of tethers, things stabilized, and it was there they saw their final target.

Targets.

The ship was just a few hundred thousand miles from the Harmony Accords ship racing toward them.

Shadow pushed herself into a full stand, and she cackled a ghostly wheeze, heedless of the way her body flickered and pulsed like a bad hologram. Her hands tightened over her daggers, holding them so tightly her fist was outright closed. Matt understood the feeling.

They had them.

Space collapsed around their ship, Shadow fell to one knee and partially into the floor, but they were above the fleeing troops. With their sudden arrival, just as safety was in sight, they would be catching their opponents off guard for the first time in quite a while. Titan couldn’t help but grin at the thought.

Showtime.

Wraith swept them into her spirit space for a moment, depositing the rest of the two groups of Ascenders outside in a burst of chilly wind. Titan blocked the attacks likely to hit them or the ship, while Light threw a coruscating bolt of scarlet mana at the ship below. Shields sprung up to stop it, but Shadow and Wraith worked together to ensure that it wasn’t blocked.

The projectile hit, and the engines spluttered. Legion burst forth from the impact site and sacrificed a body to climb within the momentarily disrupted engines and clog them with hardened blood.

It was dead in the water, but the sabotage wouldn’t last long, and with the Harmony Accords closing in, Titan estimated they had perhaps seconds before they needed to be gone.

It would have to be enough.

Someone inside the ship was strong, clever, and quick enough to bodily start the ship moving again with their personal power, but Titan interposed himself and called upon his Intent, making himself the immobile center of reality for a brief moment. He expected the ship to come to a halt, but the people inside were stubborn and refused to give up.

It worked.

An immovable object was opposed by an unstoppable force, and the ship was what gave. A massive chunk of hull was torn off, exposing the interior as ribbons of metal suddenly made themselves available to Titan’s [Metal Manipulation].

There was no finesse to be had here, but Titan had never needed a fine touch, raw strength being his intimidating calling card. A wicked screech accompanied the shards of metal as he charged forward, smashing into an upraised shield with such force that the shockwave he generated broke the arm holding it, and he barreled into the first victim. A blast of lightning left him twitching, and Wraith swept in on a fell wind, spiriting him away.

Spells impacted him from every side, denting and gouging furrows into even his armor, but Titan halted the enormous warhammer descending on him with his left hand. With his right, his sword darted forward and relieved Cole Tachyar of his hand.

Three Legions descended into the hull alongside him, launching themselves first as phoenixes, then as amorphous blobs of blood, closing in on the nearest elite, restraining Xachary Valor. A fourth and fifth Legion dropped in right thereafter, only to be met with a massive blast of black fire from one of their opponents, one Liu Fenfang.

One Legion interposed herself with the fire, combusting from the intense magic but successfully passing the magic off to her other body. The three engulfing Xachary erupted in obsidian flames, and a moment later the man was swept into Wraith’s spirit space.

Titan could feel the strain his bond was experiencing, continually taking in people who were very much not fully incapacitated yet, but her determination to succeed pulsed far stronger through their link. None of the people in this ship were used to fighting with each other, and it showed. Domains contrasted and conflicted, spells kept catching their nominal allies in their effects, and chaos reigned within the ship as the five Ascenders swept in like reapers.

Liu Fenfang didn’t relent, but two Legions coalesced from the blood where Xachary had been and joined their fellow body, putting the Dao Child under tremendous pressure, eliciting a strong rebuttal. Not that any of the elites they fought needed additional encouragement, as they fought furiously, their safety snatched from them at the last possible moment.

Still, all they needed to do was hold off long enough for the Harmony Accords to either intercede or teleport them into their ship, so their vigor was immense. A Legion burst into gravel as a ten-foot-tall woman slammed a mace through the body, her eyes fixed on Titan. Versi Yenth was a berserker in the truest meaning of the word, and with enough build up, perhaps the physically strongest cultivator for her Tier since Greathammer himself.

But she, like all the elites they were fighting right now, had no time to build up or prepare, and Titan could use that.

Titan raised a gauntleted hand to once again block the blow, but while his nigh invulnerable fist was once again fine, it was knocked into his torso with such force that Titan’s shoulder broke, and several of his ribs gave way underneath crumpling power armor. With his right hand, he crossed blades with Kayo Hatsue’s scimitar.

[Regeneration] knitted his shoulder back together in an instant but, by then, he was already under attack once again. Titan backpedaled on a blast of [Cracked Air Slide], but Versi closed the distance just fine. Not that he minded.

[Telekinesis] required immense finesse to use properly, but he cared about none of that as he yanked on Kayo, dragging the swordsman into the path of Versi’s attack. The scimitar broke, as did the hand and arm holding it. The man crumpled, and Titan stabbed him, then let Wraith put him on ice. Backlash for the attack sent Versi flying backward, where an angry Jasper Kel swatted her away.

An axe lost its green glow in the brief instant before it collided with his neck, then white bindings ensnared and dragged Hal Covi out of the ship. Darkness so absolute that not even Titan’s armor could sense out of enveloped him, and he had to act on instinct to dodge Versi’s attack, moving him into the path of an arrow that struck at the base of his neck, releasing corrosive mana into his torso. It crept into his spinal column, mildly paralyzing Titan and attempting to use his nerves as a wick to reach his brain.

A few million mana disrupted its advance, and a few million more split between his Lifesap and [Regeneration] undid the damage it had already done.

Titan hardly noticed.

Versi struck again, but winds dispersed the darkness that had been clinging to Titan’s head and swept them into the berserker’s own face, stripping many of the woman’s protections from her. Suddenly senseless and defenseless, she made easy prey for a point-blank [Mana Beam]. Her bleeding body was gone a moment later.

Massive sapphire scales sprang into existence off to the side, a massive gong sounding their arrival as they tipped toward one side. Titan ignored it, and Light wrested the construct’s existence from its caster, turned it into metal, and sent it spinning like a top. An image of a blind justiciar likewise sprang up, but its finger pointed at Roash instead of Light, and the former was instantly bound in rune-covered parchment.

A pulse of confusion passed through the ship, only to run headlong into a pulse of tranquility. The two Domains chaotically swirled, causing Eithan Coar to stumble in the headlong wake of them both before his own Domain pushed back with such force that chaotic space groaned around him.

Shadow’s daggers flashed down on Sevi Josu, removing his arm and leaving him open for Legion to skewer him through the chest. Another Legion pelted Corin Althair with a hail of blood bullets, giving an opening for Wraith to blow him into reach of Titan. Titan grabbed the man’s hand with a grip of iron, and squeezed. Bones snapped, flesh mushed, and though a massive spell crashed onto his back, Titan ignored it, continuing to focus on destroying Corin’s appendage. The meteors couldn’t pierce his armor, but the explosion did knock Veronica Visage out of stealth right before she attempted to backstab him, so it was overall a net win.

His armor caught fire but was extinguished an instant later by either Wraith or Light, he wasn’t sure. Around him, he created a shell of mana stone, isolating him and Corin from the chaos. Because the fire had weakened the spatial locks, he took the opportunity to break them, withdraw a crown-like item from storage, and shove it on Corin’s head.

The man knew what it was and fought valiantly as the device’s blades dug into his skull and wrapped around his brain. But [Cosmic Pressure] combined with [Gravity Manipulation] meant such things were…mostly futile. Titan did have to call upon his Intent for a moment, bringing him perilously close to empty, to withstand a particularly potent bout of lashing out, but the crown had done its job. None too soon, either, as the reinforced mana stone shattered around them.

Bali Cier was wreathed in sand but was forced to cut off her attack as Titan shoved Corin into her face. An instant later, Wraith wrapped the crowned man in an aurora and pulled him away while Titan charged forward to bring his sword down on Bali. She deflected the stroke and sandblasted Titan, but he didn’t slow in the slightest, instead charging past the woman to meet the whirling bladestorm that was Jasper Kel in his badger form.

He was already dripping with blood from where he’d shredded a pair of Legions, and blades of firmament mana swirled around him like a demented blender. His eyes and claws glowed red, and he pounced on another Legion, only to suddenly be met with Titan instead, as Shadow helped their teleportation rings slip through the spatial lock.

Nearly all of his mana went into an overwhelming [Archmage’s Presence] sword stroke so powerful that it left a shockwave in the chaotic space around them. The honey badger-like beast merely bounced like a ball off an invisible wall, shooting back at Titan like a cannonball, his claws gouging into his armor as he sought flesh to draw power from.

The second layer of [Cracked Phantom Armor] extended past the metal of his armor, keeping the ferocious beast off until he had a chance to shove his left hand into Jasper’s open maw.

The needle-like teeth scraped at his armor but found no purchase, and Matt drove his arm deeper until his hand was inside Jasper's throat.

[Mana Beam] went off and instantly ballooned the badger's stomach like he had eaten a dozen meals, but the pressure couldn't build forever and would eventually find an escape. If his body was only of normal durability the spell would have ripped through him and been unable to fill him, but the firmament mana permeating his body made his flesh like a battleship’s armor.

No matter how strong the vessel there would always be a weakness if attacked from the wrong way, and after it became clear Titan would pop him, Jasper sent a surrender.

Titan passed the message to Wraith, who swept through on a faint wind, leaving a snow sculpture of a badger clinging to Titan’s arm.

He shook it off and returned to the battle.

A battle that was winding down.

Almost a quarter of the elites had escaped and were racing forward but Titan knew it was stupid to chase them. Instead, he flared his boosts, reentering the battle with his sword blazing with lightning.

He cut into the remaining peak elites, forcing out surrenders.

Space tightened around them, and Titan felt a growl seep through from Wraith as her spiritual space was restricted. Then a moment later, Shadow was beside her, fracturing the lock enough that Wraith could still sequester those who had yielded. But it was slow going, and Wraith could only do one person at a time this way.

It was, ultimately, too slow.

Spatial formations snapped into place, and while Shadow broke one of them before it could retrieve Hai Meglas, there were too many of them for her to stop them all, and the elites were rescued before their surrenders could be fully accepted.

Hai Meglas was thrown into the wintry kingdom, and then a sensation that everyone on Team Zero was very familiar with thrummed through chaotic space.

The sensation of hundreds of millions, or even billions of mana accumulating. A brief glimpse confirmed the cannons of the massive ship approaching were glowing brilliantly.

Spatial fields of their own wrapped around the five of them, and then they were back at the ship. An instant later, cannons powerful enough to crack planetary shields blasted through chaotic space, utterly annihilating the drifting wreck of a ship they’d just been inside. The shockwave of energy swept outwards like a cascading explosion, but before it could reach them, Shadow’s power wrapped out around them all for one last time.

And then they were gone.
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Emmanuel was picking through the paperwork involved in a dispute between a duchess and a Tier 40 corporation trying to set up in her territory when one of the seven most prominent pedestals in his office shimmered, leaving an elegant jade chip sitting upon the silk cushion and glowing like a miniature star, representing official communication from Winter Hornet.

The pedestals were the one reliable way for the leaders of the Great Powers to communicate, and it took about half of a Tier 50’s mana pool to activate, so they weren’t used commonly. But still, it was normal enough, so Emmanuel put it off as he finished up his current paperwork. But when a second and third message arrived from the Republic and Federation, Emmanuel’s eyebrows ascended into his hairline.

That was not normal.

He summoned the communications— a slip of white jade, a gleaming diamond, and a tablet of marble— and reached out with his power to get the most up-to-date information regarding the war effort. He grinned from ear to ear as he processed it all.

The kids had caused an…incident.

Out of curiosity, he cast his attention to the most secure war-prison in the Empire, having a laugh at the number of new elite prisoners. Normally, it could take months or even years for captured soldiers to be transported to the maximum allowed holding facilities, depending on the nature of their capture or surrender.

But Allison’s waypoint at the prison meant they were able to bypass the normal game of prisoner transport, instead instantly setting them up for the maximum degree of ransom for each and every one of their captures.

With a thought, Manny changed his Talents once again, utilizing Allison’s Tier 25 Talent as a base to project himself spiritually to Fort Lightfoot, searching for more captured elites.

He found another two pinnacle elites and nine peak elites getting pulled out of Aster's Tier 25 spirit space. While he was there, he grabbed updates on everyone's Talents, but that was more habit than need. The kids had all grown their Talents, but he was more interested in how they were doing.

Allison was the most notable, in an awful but stable condition. A more normal cultivator of her Tier might take a century of intensive healing and therapy to recover from her condition, but Manny expected she’d take no longer than fifteen years before she was fully recovered. Two real-time years might not have sounded like much in a war that had only been going for two hundred and fifty years at this point, but from the pace they were going at, he expected the war to be done in the next decade if not slightly sooner.

When exactly that would be depended on how the assault on the Citadel went, but there were enough forces arrayed there that one way or another, the war would be nearly over once it happened.

Tapping into the local systems, Emmanuel checked for the reports about Team Zero’s latest mission.

Leaning back, Emmanuel contemplated the kill reports.

That certainly explained why the other Tier 50s were up in arms.

There was something of an unspoken effort to try and…minimize deaths of pinnacle and peak elites during the wars. They were, broadly speaking, favorites of people across the Great Powers, and Manny half-expected to see messages incoming from JR or Aoife about their own people complaining about just how many had been killed recently.

Normally, it wasn’t an issue on account of how hard it was for most peaks and pinnacles to die, and fights between them tended to be long, drawn-out affairs which presented plenty of opportunities for surrender. But with Ascenders, all of that was completely thrown out the window.

Twelve pinnacle elites dead along with sixteen captured, for a total of twenty-eight taken out of the war in a single sweep was the proverbial coup of the century.

Most Great Powers had around fifty recognized pinnacle elites in war Tiers, mostly concentrated at the major fronts of Tiers 15, 25, and 35, but with a half-dozen or so either moving between Tiers or stationed at Tier 20 or 30. There were others who didn’t strictly fall into those categories, people like Joy Cosja or Susanne Velar, and while the latter may end up being reclassified as such by the end of this war, they weren’t counted yet.

Yesterday, the Republic, Federation, and Sects had forty-six pinnacle elites active at Tier 25. Now, they had eighteen.

Emmanuel would have to check, but that had to be a record not seen before.

The captures were the most valuable, as with the war in its final decade, even the pinnacles could be held until the end of the conflict with no negotiations required. But if he traded them back now, he could get an incredible glut of resources or occupied planets. Each captured elite represented, on average, the concession of seven occupied planets for a peak elite and fifteen for a pinnacle. Entire armies could be ransomed back, the Empire could arrange for all of their captured elites to be released in one go, or they could be released for pure warscore in the final conclave.

This single mission had granted him so much negotiating power he couldn’t help but laugh.

That was fantastic news and took a weight off his shoulders.

The deaths on the other hand were different.

Deaths provided no direct benefit to the war, beyond the removal of an asset. In excess, they could even cost a bit of warscore, a light slap on the wrist to disincentivize outright massacres. Nobody liked losing their favorite pieces permanently, and he had a formal writ of annoyance from Grand Senator Taltor for the death of his granddaughter.

That was just empty posturing and was safe to ignore. Sectmaster Tuali had actually sent a letter of congratulations in regard to the death of his grandson, and he decided he’d forward that one to General Raven, to be shared with Team Zero.

Still, while the deaths of four or five pinnacles was to be expected, Team Zero had already killed seven prior to this most recent mission. The impact of each of those deaths had been palpable, releasing pressure on their overstretched armies and reminding the others as to the cost of fighting Ascenders.

That was already a hard pill to swallow, but added in with the twelve newest deaths, the enemy Great Powers had suddenly, permanently, lost thirty-eight percent of their Tier 25 pinnacle elites. In a single war. The dead peak elites were also a major blow, at nearly twenty-three percent of their forces slain. Combined, this war was quite possibly the single greatest blow to the upper end of the combat prowess of Great Powers seen outside of a true war for at least a million years.

He’d need to have a historian go through the records and see if there had ever been such a devastating blow, but he doubted it unless there was some instance wherein a Great Power only had a dozen pinnacle elites total. The combination of the unmatched mobility provided by Allison’s Talent and the overwhelming power of two Ascender teams was almost certainly unprecedented.

The numbers also explained why he was getting called by the respective Tier 50s.

Part of his goal was to simply weaken the most hostile enemy Great Powers , but he hadn’t expected his newest Ascenders to be so successful the first time they were let off the leash so to speak. It was also far better than their estimations. The generals’ greatest projections had been forty percent, which would have let them stall the warfront. But Ascenders were Ascenders for a reason.

Still, this matter took some consideration. While this war was important and the kills were valuable, more important in the long term was that the gap would force the enemy Great Powers to rush some of their Tier 15 pinnacle elites to Tier 25, no doubt having more than normal fall to the level of peak elite. That would, in turn, cause the elites currently at Tier 25 to stall there for longer while they waited for proper replacements.

Emmanuel wanted to stall the true war out for at least twenty thousand years to allow Matthew to reach Tier 45 at least. It was both where his mana generation would be truly game-changing and where they could best abuse it.

That was far enough out that he had expected some of these elites to have left the war brackets, but it would have been only a few. In an ideal world, Team Zero would have captured everyone but these more permanent losses had their advantages.

Not for him or the Empire, no. The ideal truce for this war would last at least ten thousand years, longer if he could get away with it, but that was about the longest any Great Power would allow itself to be shackled under normal circumstances and if he pushed for any more, the other Tier 50s would get suspicious.

The advantage would be for the other Great Powers who hadn’t joined the war. With the beating all the normal level troops had suffered combined with the devastating loss of pinnacle elites, the Clans, the Monster Collective, and the Corporations, possibly even the Guilds, would most certainly be looking at the Sects, Federation, and Republic like wounded sheep.

Surely, he could entice them into going in for a nibble.

The Sects, Federation, and Republic would probably just pay out of the nose to avoid a direct war but if he could maneuver them into battling it out, he could ensure all the Great Powers expended some energy. That would mean they were a hair weaker when the true war started and would be less inclined to look at him and his for easy targets in the meantime.

After the showing his Tier 25s had just given, that was more than a little unlikely. Even with foreknowledge, such an alpha strike was hard to fend against.

He’d need to talk to Aoife, JR, and Toby, but he was sure he could work something out.

It was unlikely he’d be able to keep Allison in the active war bracket after she showed everyone her true Talent, but the threat was always there that he’d not take the payout to remove her.

Ascenders bent and broke rules all the time, and the war rules bent around them to accommodate. If an elite— usually, but not always an Ascender— was too disruptive, special exemptions and handling clauses might be built around them by name. Aiden was the most recent example, being counted as an Ascender locked at Tier 35, but another outcome was for a massive payout to be granted in exchange for the elite Tiering out of the war.

It could be refused, as Cosmind had done for a time, but doing so was rare. An Ascender triggering a payout before Tier 30 almost never happened and never on someone's first war as far as Emmanuel knew. The Lady of the Final Bloom had been Tier 28 when she’d been moved up, nearly four hundred thousand years ago, but Allison had probably frightened the other Great Powers enough to make it a serious discussion at the final conclave.

Emmanuel knew that while she would be pissed to be removed from the active wars, she would also be tickled pink to be the lowest-Tier Ascender to ever present such a massive threat as to warrant a forceful retirement. That and she’d get a portion of the payout, as was only her due.

Best of all, because the payouts came from all seven other Great Powers, that meant he could create small truces with them as part of the agreements. That would make the Sects, Federation, and Republic look like even more enticing targets.

He’d love to keep the lingering threat of rapid cross-Realm teleports hanging over everyone's heads, but they knew that as well.

Everyone had just seen how devastating it could be and wouldn’t want to risk their own elites. He sure wouldn’t.

Sixty percent of the enemies’ pinnacle elites had vanished in hours. Even in this war, it would have a correspondingly large detrimental impact on the Tier 25 push. Sure, the Harmony Accords and their targeted training to counter Team Zero along with the influx of elites they had just taken into their ship would be a bit of an issue going forward. But they would be forced to remain together or risk a repeat of this incident, which limited them to a single location and accordingly, limited the harm they could do.

High Command already had orders prepared to bring up the remainder of the Tier 25 reserves to stall out the warfront but with the fewer than expected losses, they might just reclaim some lost ground once Allison was back on her feet and able to teleport Team Zero again. The next few years without her would be difficult for Team Zero, but he believed they would pull through with the plans High Command had in reserve.

The end of the wars were always brutal, but this one would no doubt be one for the record books. It already was.

Sixty percent.

At the very thought, Emmanuel laughed again. And he kept laughing even as he answered the message requests despite knowing it would transfer. It would make them even madder.

Good.

Thirty-eight percent of their pinnacle elites dead.

Forty-five percent of their remaining pinnacle elites captured.

Sixty percent of their power vanished.
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Impossible.

Once again, Long Zhiyuan watched as Master Titan simply punched through a shield he had raised. Across his other simulations, fourteen other clones experienced similar fates, their own defenses overwhelmed summarily, and he could do naught but restart the fights.

His clones darted forward within his spirit, each taking a different approach to dodge the implacable black blade.

One clone went in for a strike on the abdomen where some previous battle damage created a weakness. His form was immaculate, pushing through the repulsion which Titan’s body constantly emanated and, with a non-negligible effort even with his Plan working in perfect harmony, struck the weakness and widened it.

But Titan cared little for his perfected stance, moving so quickly that it was all that Long Zhiyuan could manage to simply hold his blade against the Master’s side. And then, the black blade swept down implacably, cutting through his attempted teleportation and cleaving him in half.

Another clone had utilized the [Implacable Tears of Damnation], ink-black jade teardrops drawing upon his very life embedding themselves into his armor. He capitalized upon the advantage with his [Lamentations of the Doomed], only for his clone to be slammed with enough lightning to instantly kill him.

That ended the fight of that clone, and he turned his attention to the others. While he got a measure of feedback from each of the clones, and he could theoretically just lounge around like Gan Le, Maven, Jai Meng, or Jai Xilu, that would be inefficient. Analyzing them himself could increase his understanding exponentially, and he felt like he was so close.

He must have made a noise as Jai Meng looked over to him from the massive sunflower he was sitting on. “Anything interesting Long Zhiyuan?”

Long Zhiyuan would have preferred to be alone in his room but with the death of Saziel in their last fight, Maven had proposed they all meditate upon the tactics required to counter the Masters they faced. Not that the others were meditating. Instead, they deigned to chatter and gossip, frittering their precious time away with inane conversation.

Not wanting to let them know exactly what he was working on, he turned to another topic that he knew would distract them.

“My efforts to ascertain the true nature of Master Titan’s Talents have once again been stymied. I⁠—”

Gan Le snorted before trying and failing to cover the sound with a groan. As if the Tier 24 servant, massaging his body, spirit, and ego could hurt him any more than he allowed. Long Zhiyuan would bet that the man was spending more attention on the servant feeding him fruit than the physical stimulus.

Not one to let such an incident go unchallenged, Long Zhiyuan looked at their tank. “Something to add, Gan Le?”

“Are you ever going to dismiss your task as futile, Long Zhiyuan? Whatever it is, if it’s not exactly what it looks like, the Empire has gone to such incredible lengths to conceal it that none of us could ever determine it. You’re attempting to build a mountain of dust. Besides, it has been far too long since you properly relaxed. You’re tenser than the time the C-listers didn’t have their mommy ask about their progress.”

Long Zhiyuan almost smiled at the memory of their long training but resisted the unsightly urge, though the twins weren’t so restrained.

“Remember Clarisse’s face when she found out her mommy didn’t ask about them? It looked like someone had slain her puppy. She was shattered.” In a deliberately bad impersonation of the healer, Jai Xilu continued, “But she said she would be asking about us. We worked so hard to make her happy.”

Jai Meng chortled at his brother's impersonation and fell over onto Gan Le, using him as a prop for his continued performance. “Mommy! Nooooo! I⁠—”

Long Zhiyuan thought he had successfully distracted everyone when Maven cracked her neck loud enough to gather everyone's attention. “So, what is truly consuming your mind, little Zhiyuan? Tell Aunty Maven and my wisdom may illuminate you.”

Long Zhiyuan suppressed a sigh. Working with the same individuals for nigh upon a half-century was the degree to which he understood them all and could utilize them all the better within his Plans. Unfortunately, he was not the only one capable of learning about the others as their attention meant they knew him as well.

Nonetheless, he deigned to provide them a degree of truth in regard to his genuine thoughts. His fears that the Jai twins could see within his simulations had been unfounded, insofar as he could tell, yet he remained hesitant in exposing the true degree of his strength to those who were best equipped to fight him, should their respective sects come to blows. Yet they knew of him as a planner, and that was an avenue wherein he could present his findings safely.

“It is frustrating that I have been thusly incapable of determining the technique which Titan utilizes to gain access to as much mana as he does. I have initiated several countermeasures to plausible and implausible conditions alike, yet I am uncertain he has even noticed my efforts. Alas, I believe it may be best that I simply abandon my attempts to block him from gaining so much mana, and simply assume he has infinite, unconditional amounts of power, which is…bothersome. Eliminating such a factor from my plans results in all conclusions I may draw being mired in doubt.”

Maven nodded. “There is always some limiter to such things. Undoubtedly, it is something which could be fairly easily exploited were it known, hence the Empire’s efforts to obscure it. Nothing is truly unlimited, as we can see with poor Gan Le’s spirit, practically in tatters.”

The cultivator in question didn’t look in particularly bad shape as he tried to nip at the fingers of the woman feeding him a grape.

Before Long Zhiyuan could make a comment to that effect, Gan Le spoke up around the grape he was chewing. “I do not see why it couldn’t simply be unlimited mana, no trick.”

Everyone turned to give Gan Le an odd look, even the two spies pretending to be servants. Long Zhiyuan was no exception.

Gan Le seemed unbothered. “What, is it truly so impossible that not even a Master could accomplish it? The honored mother of the twins is said to manifest the nightmares of her victims as curses and that she lives within their terror. The Golden Master of Fortune made a fool out of the Unyielding Anvil with her own spear, the Drowner fights up something akin to twenty Tiers, the Master of All could utilize any technique he wished with perfect ease. Compared to them, is unlimited mana truly so impossible? It sounds downright plausible to me.”

Jai Xilu snickered as Gan Le spoke though didn’t elaborate. As Long Zhiyuan prepared to give his own rebuttal, Jai Meng started first and Long Zhiyuan graciously provided him the opportunity to speak. “Our mother has always said that to be a Master is to look at the impossible and scoff. I do⁠—”

His brother dismissed him with a flick of the hand. “Even the impossible has its own limits, though they are oft invisible. What is suggested is simply impossible. Think of a newly Awakened, their spirit attempting to simply create millions of mana each minute. It would collapse under its own weight and destroy itself within seconds.”

“Obviously, he wouldn’t have that capability as a newly Awakened. It would be his second Talent and thus grow with each passing Tier. Are you capable of thinking, let alone before you speak? Growth Talents grow. Truly, this is a revolutionary concept which you could never⁠—”

Jai Xilu sneered right back. “I am impressed that you have managed to exceed my expectations for stupidity once again. It is clearly the man’s Domain which provides such strength. Look at Master Waters, at Lady Shadow, and at The Master of the Single Step Behind. For all of them, it is their Revelations which give them such incredible strength. Or do you think it is simply a coincidence that the Empire began producing such exceptional warriors once they allied themselves with the Guilds, and their secrets of refining Revelations? Titan is well-known to have a First Revelation which grants him mana, and his final floor in Minkalla was Mind Over Matter. Whatever means the Empire has found to refine and further empower Revelations, from what the Guilds have told them, clearly is potent. Not everything must be a Talent.”

“Mind Over Matter does not improve efficacy, and it is impossible for him to have enhanced his Revelation’s strength so much in so short a time.”

Maven, with a small grin, interjected. “All that he would need is some means to stockpile the mana beforehand. Perhaps some form of ability to create mana crystals? If only we knew that Titan possessed some sort of ability with that nature. Then, he could continuously stockpile mana, perhaps accelerating his abilities through any number of means, and spending it with each fight.”

Jai Xilu put a finger into his brother's face and barked a laugh. “Ha! Two to one. It's possible.”

“Possible doesn't mean likely. What you suggest would result in a fighting style akin to The Master of the Everlasting Galaxy, which is certainly not what we see. Therefore, it’s more likely to be a Talent with a more direct effect.”

“Says who?”

“Jai Meng, Synoid of the Blinding Eclipse sect.”

“And now you are an authority on Talents?”

“Such as it may occur, I am.”

Pot sufficiently stirred, Maven laid back down, having snagged a bundle of sasa berries from the pile that was being fed to Gan Le and Long Zhiyuan took the opportunity to go back to his testing.

When a few moments later a pulse went through the ship, he briefly considered if it was the twins getting into a fight. But a ship-wide alert blasted out, overriding every mute Long Zhiyuan had set up.

The five of them got up as one and were moving through the halls of the massive ship in blurs. Just seconds later, they arrived at their gathering point, near the center of the ship where the generals were.

Long Zhiyuan expected to be informed of what was occurring immediately, only to be subsequently uninformed as to what was happening for several agonizingly long minutes.

Finally Supreme General Alicia Fortan came out, and her sunken eyes swept over them. She held herself with her usual poise which took the edge off the urgency happening in the ship around them.

Her words, however, were not so calming. “The Ascenders went on the offensive.”

Long Zhiyuan didn’t know what was so surprising about that except the time. It had been only hours since they had fought them last.

Fortan’s next words almost didn’t register with Long Zhiyuan. “They have already killed four pinnacle elites in the last ten minutes, and reports are flooding in from all of our Great Powers. We aren’t sure exactly what is going on, but we are closing ranks and all elites are retreating to us or the backlines depending on what is closer. Prepare yourselves for an engagement as we try to intercept them. If we can engage them, it's a fight to the death one way or another.”

Valentina raised a finger, requesting permission to ask a question, but Fortan vanished into the situation room.

They didn’t need to be told to prepare for a fight, and they gathered near one of the loading bays of the ship. This one was equipped with a Corporations mercenary deployment method that could slingshot a group of people thousands of miles even through spatial locks, and they had trained to use it should they need to engage when they weren’t able to pick the engagements.

Long Zhiyuan expected something to happen, but little did. At least little that directly affected them.

The ship went dim three times as the power of the ship was focused on the dowsing formation, which was unusual. Sora certainly was not their only dowser, but she was the best. If they had needed to pull up the backups, it didn’t bode well for what the dowsers saw.

That was confirmed just minutes later when the ship rumbled and twisted.

Long Zhiyuan felt the world stretch for a moment before the feeling subsided as the Talented pilots worked in unison to move the massive ship faster than should have been possible.

An hour later, they intercepted a handful of vagabond elites comprising individuals from each Great Power that each took umbrage with the fact they were ordered to retreat.

They were even less happy when they were ordered to gather with Long Zhiyuan and the others, but seeing the members of the Harmony Accords, most of them quieted down.

There was a small altercation between Dao Child Radiant Shimmer and the thus-far sole Federation Archwarrior, but a single whispered word from Jai Meng calmed Radiant Shimmer and ended the fight.

Tensions continued to rise as they gathered more elites, each one attempting to assert their position and face within the greater group.

That all came to a head as they got news from the generals.

There was but one group of pinnacle elites left, and they were racing to pick them up before they could be taken out like the others.

Long Zhiyuan mentally scoffed. Was this truly the extent of the might of the Dao Children? Coddled and spoiled brats, the lot of them, that they would be eliminated so quickly? There were but five Dao Children aboard this ship, less than half of the number he knew had reached Tier 25. Perhaps Maven’s shameful performance against the Masters was typical for such an illustrious position.

Though, it ought never be said that Long Zhiyuan lacked the capability for self-reflection. His own best efforts, aided by Jai Meng and Jai Xilu themselves…had likewise been insufficient. And now, those same forces had eliminated how many of the Sects’ shining children?

A chill ran down his spine.

This was the strength of Masters. Long Zhiyuan had an excellent grasp over his own capabilities, as that was a requirement for his Plans to function. Yet when he examined his own mind now, he found nothing but arrogance. Had the whispers of his projected strength truly deluded himself so much? His trick to develop his Second Revelation at Tier 17 had been designed to echo the accomplishments of The Drowner and convince those around him that he too could one day rise to the strength of Masters.

Yet until this moment, that lie had deluded him just as surely. He had been thinking that there was simply some trick to the strength of the Masters they faced, that the proper plan would spell their doom just as surely as his old Sectmaster.

But this?

Killing or capturing over half of the pinnacle elites in the war in the span of a day? Outmatching the very best of the Sects in a lightning campaign this vicious? That was impossible.

Except was it really impossible anymore if someone was doing it?

Long Zhiyuan wasn’t able to consider the etymology of the word as they entered within range for the ship's sensors to pick up the last group of elites.

The members of the Harmony Accords stood and prepared themselves to get launched across space, which sent a stir across the other gathered elites. But before they were within range, the sensors picked up another ship.

The Masters’ ship.

There was only a brief flicker upon the displays as it dove out from the untamed space between lanes, the illusions depicting it shuddering and warping from residual chaos. Yet before they could sense anything more than its presence, it vanished.

And reappeared directly above the final craft, like a tiger pouncing upon its prey. The ship fired back with impressive speed, yet it was all for naught. Legion interrupted their propulsion, Titan tore his way into the ship, and the Masters descended like hawks upon a field of mice.

It was only seconds later that the massive flagship’s teleportation formations activated, pulling the remaining elites free. It was less than half what had been reported as being on the ship, mere minutes before.

Their cannons fired on the Masters’ craft, yet it vanished before it could strike home and annihilate them.

Long Zhiyuan felt as the ship stretched before snapping back into a normal configuration just in time for them to drift next to the wreckage of the elite’s ship. The corrosive energies of chaotic space were already destroying what was left but Long Zhiyuan hardly noticed.

He had redirected his clones to simulating the war the moment he had gotten word about the attacks , but he still couldn't believe what had happened. It almost seemed impossible.

Impossible.

That word was once more whispering in his ear, and he shook his head to clear it from the negative thoughts and started up his clones testing everything he could.

He wasn’t sure what was about to happen, but he knew that the war had just escalated, and he needed to be ready.

[image: ]


Colton removed his pistol and spun it around his trigger finger, before quickly holstering the weapon. Then he did it again. Then again. And…again.

It was the best way to pass time. Literally.

Something happened, and he holstered his pistol without drawing it again. Around him, the world tinted amber and came to a nearly complete standstill, giving him plenty of time to assess the new event. Ah. It was just one of the scribblekids getting into an argument with one of his countrymen. Nothing he needed to concern himself with.

The pistol spun again, allowing the altercation to…play out.

His Talent was a precious thing, giving him plenty of time to eye out anything surprising before he needed to, or even could, act. Plenty of time to mull over the thoughts ricocheting around between the brims of his hat. It let him be the levelheaded, evenhanded one any time something buck wild crazy happened nearby.

Such as, to take a shot in the dark, watching or experiencing a ship chock-full of the best ‘n brightest across three allied Great Powers be absolutely obliterated by five hooligans just as they were on the threshold of safety.

Around him, helplessness, anger, sadness, distress, fear, anxiety, worry, and determination vied for attention across all his posse. Oh, to be sure, plenty of ‘em hid it well, but there was no hiding from his keen eyes. Not when he could watch it all happen moment by moment.

As for him. He was feelin’ lots o’ things. Not just determination for victory but determination to live, to…survive.

Nobody had said this adventure would be easy, and Colton hadn’t expected it to be. Battlefields were a wild frontier, with monsters hiding under every shrub, lurking in every stream. But that was the truth of the wilderness. You struck gold and went home rich…or you struck out and went home in a box.

From what he was hearin’, though, plenty of the losers were lucky. The box they’d been stuck in would be one they’d be gettin’ out of real soon. He of all people knew just how quickly fortunes could change, and the winds weren’t blowin’ with them today.

If’n he’d been out there, he’d be in a box for sure. He’d dueled Gladiators plenty these past few months, sure ‘nuff to know he was no match for ‘em. You could fight monsters. You couldn’t fight the wilderness. You couldn’t fight a dust storm, nor a wildfire. Not with a pair of pistols. All you could do was survive it, take your shots and count each day you went home as a good one.

He got a message, and he cut his spinning short the instant it came through. The world turned golden, and he read the message in the space between two moments.

Lorlael was wantin’ to meet, apparently, with all their countrymen. She wanted to make plans, which was at least a good idea in theory, even if their plans never lasted long in their actual fights. But with a full dozen pinnacle elites joining the Harmony Accords, it would be important to make sure they were all hauling in the same direction. With five of their countrymen in that number, they’d more’n doubled their presence.

That brought…opportunity.

Colton liked to think of himself as a simple man, with simple pleasures. He spoke rarely, not because he had nothin’ to say, but because he thought better of sayin’ it. Anyone who would listen wouldn’t be needing you to say nothin’ and anyone who needed you to say somethin’, wouldn’t be doin’ nothin’ even if you did say it.

But he still had a duty to his country and his countrymen. Here, on this foreign ship surrounded by foreigners, he could make sure they came back from the wilderness, on the other side o’ the storm, if not unscathed, then at least better off than any o’ the others.

The higher ups were surely already making their own plans but as the blades in the fight they could—and should—make their own plans.

Letting himself enjoy the silence for a moment, Colton stepped and watched as time stretched around him, not quite able to keep up. That let him reach the door and open it for everyone else as they retreated to the Republic portion of the ship.

He didn’t want to be here for what was sure to be happenin’ next.

Outta sight was outta mind.
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Supreme General Alicia Fortan stood at attention as she reported her failure to her President.

Even through the hologram, President Janet’s glare felt like it was capable of killing her.

“And please explain to me how you had no advanced warning about this maneuver. Explain it like I’m the idiot you must take me for.”

Talking to someone twice her Tier was never a good thing. But after the last twenty-four hours, Alicia just hoped she’d make it through the conversation alive.

She had no doubt there were spies loyal to the Tier 50 integrated into her command who could remove her should she fail to appease President Janet.

“I suspect that the orders were only issued moments before they were acted upon. Empire High Command is locked in a bunker as securely warded as anything we can create. As for how they were able to track our elites? We have some theories, a few captured spies, and we are fairly certain it isn’t reproducible.”

For the first time, Janet looked something other than angry and Alicia jumped to explain without seeming like an overeager lieutenant.

“If they had the ability to permanently track so many elites, they would have never given it away with such a devastating alpha strike. They would have slowly and carefully picked off an elite or two, making it seem like a good chance that the Gladiators ran into them. That they moved all at once says this was a once in a lifetime opportunity.”

Alicia might have pushed the boundaries there at the end , but she didn’t exaggerate or lie. It was incredibly likely the Empire had burned a number of spies to gather the locations of so many elites.

Janet drummed her fingers so quickly it looked like a blur, which made Alicia even more nervous as it lasted entire seconds. Seconds would be days if not months subjective for a Tier 50. Just what was she contemplating that took that much time?

A cold sweat ran down Alicia’s back , but she didn’t even dare to wipe it away with a spell or her Domain.

Finally, Janet spoke. “I’m tempted to just write off the entire Tier 25 battlefront, but that would worsen the substantial morale loss we’re already suffering from. What are you going to do to fix this?”

Alicia was about to speak when Janet’s eyes turned into slits and she leaned slightly forward. “Before you answer, let me explain something to you. You are getting one chance to counter your and your fellow generals' mistakes. With the deaths of four of our pinnacle elites, we have just permanently lost thirty percent of our top-level fighters in the Tier 25 bracket. I have already talked to the Clans, the Collective, and the Corporations. They are all circling us and preparing to declare war on us now that we are weakened.”

Janet's face twisted into a sneer as she said, “They’re being generous enough to allow us to finish the war with the Empire before they jump on us, because they are offering to allow us to pay them off out of our spoils of war. A war chest that will be greatly reduced if we can’t secure victories in all three major brackets. So, tell me, how are you going to fix this?”

Alicia’s mind raced as she pondered her and the other generals’ earlier plans. Ultimately, she decided that they hadn’t changed and explained.

“From the reports and scans we got of the Gladiator team, they are in wretched condition. That means they will need years of recovery. Even with the ability to teleport back to the Sophron Imperium Maginex, where the best healers will be, my specialists are estimating a recovery time measured in decades at minimum. On account of these being Gladiators, we’ll be conservative and assume that is one decade. To continue being conservative, we can assume that they have and will use a hospital stationed in a Tier 35 rift, cutting their recovery time down to just over a year. The Harmony Accords are close enough to the Tier 35 frontlines that, with their new influx of more army-oriented elites, they can cut an additional access channel to the assault on the Citadel. That will bring nearly a dozen additional Tier 35 armies within striking distance of those lines. Given historical trends for how Aiden Waters fights, even if the man survives or somehow wins against our combined forces, he will, nonetheless, be forced into a recovery period of his own, at which point we may bring our additional armies to bear, capture the Citadel, and open up a number of undefended Tier 25 battlefields for the Harmony Accords to continue pushing through. Once that happens, we can rage through the Empire's interior without challenge. The damage alone will offset any losses in territory on the frontlines.”

The drop of sweat which was just about to reach her lower back seemed to turn into a block of ice as Janet’s eyes refocused onto her.

It looked like she had just eaten a lemon as Janet said, “An acceptable plan. Do not disappoint me, Supreme General. We cannot afford any more mistakes. I’ve bartered for a few of the captured elites’ immediate return, and they will be back to the frontlines as soon as we can ensure they haven’t been tampered with. No more deaths, no more captures. We can afford neither. Do you understand?”

Before Alicia could say anything, the signal cut out and she let out a sigh. Still, just in case the Tier 50 was watching somehow, Alicia bowed slightly. “As is your will, Madam President.”

It felt like an impossible task.

She wanted to complain but knew it would do no good in changing the past or the present. But really, how was anyone to know Gladiator Shadow could teleport such massive distances so frequently? By the time the Gladiators moved, it was too late for both the Republic's facilities and the elites.

The elites who should have been safe due to the million and one wards on them.

Scanning through her rosters, she connected with Generals Chu Fung and Hitomi. Hearing her suggestion, they instantly agreed, having just gotten done with similar calls from their respective Tier 50s.

They most certainly had spies in their midst, and as the peak fighting force in all three Great Powers, they had a fairly broad access to information. While direct elite locations wasn’t part of that information, they were tied into the logistic networks, and any decent spy could infer a lot from resource allocation, no matter how much it was obscured.

Mana pulsed as the active shielding came to life. Not shields for damage but shields to isolate them from the Realm itself. They would need to drop them to dowse any possible futures, but their dowsers would be down for at least the next three months after such a brutal overtaxing use of their powers so that wasn’t too much of an issue. If they needed supplies, they could always just connect to the Between and be resupplied without breaking their lockdown.

The logistics said it was possible.

The larger issue was their pilots who had already pushed their Talents to the limit in moving their ship across the war front that normally took months to travel in a matter of hours. They would be out of commission for at least a few months, even with them being shoved into an accelerated time chamber.

Still, the ship was fast in its own right, incredibly so for its size. That combined with having nearly every peak and pinnacle elite from three Great Powers gave them an unprecedented level of power.

Before today she would have called it enough power to kill even Gladiators, but she didn’t even want to think such a heretical thought at this time.

Not after what the Empire had done.

Everything depended upon the fight at the Citadel. But, with the proper backup, it wouldn’t matter how impossibly strong the Empire’s Gladiators were, the planet would fall. They just had to open paths for reinforcements to travel along. And to do that, there were two options. Assault the frontlines directly or slip behind them and begin attacking their supply lines, trusting the armies in their wake to crush the thus-weakened defenders.

Assaulting the frontlines directly…it would work. There were enough elites on their ship who specialized in dealing with armies, rather than other elites, that they could punch through the frontlines, the Harmony Accords at the vanguard. But it would be slow, and they had only a year of nearly assured safety before the Gladiators would be back in action. If they took longer than that…the battlefront was done.

No, it was better to race ahead, take advantage of what time they could muster to deal as much damage to the backlines as possible. That way, even if they became tied up in dealing with the Gladiators once again, the armies behind them would have at least a chance of breaking through the frontlines and cutting another access channel to the Citadel front.

No doubt, the supply depots behind the frontlines would be somewhat reinforced, but the Empire had been stretched so thin, and their ship represented what was possibly the single greatest concentration of power in history at a war Tier. They would crush the resistance found there, take the worlds, take the Citadel, take the Empire.

It wouldn’t be easy. But it was possible.

Alicia hadn’t reached her level without taking risks and what was one more?

Sending a message to the other two generals, she waited.

It was time to do or die.
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Ari Kai left the meeting room after he got the all clear from President Janet Olga. He didn’t bother to put away his knife, though.

If Alicia wanted to put the ship in lock down she was allowed to, but the good President had ordered he take that opportunity to do a little cleansing for their party, and they had the perfect scapegoats.

All in a day's work.
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The moment they arrived back in the rift, someone whisked Allie away like a thief in the night. It was a good thing, too, as to Matt’s spiritual perception, she felt more like a wisp of a lingering thought than a human.

That could not be good.

Still, it shouldn’t be fatal.

While Allie was certainly in the worst shape out of all of them, they all needed medical attention. Even Matt, now that he was coming off the high of combat, felt spirit-deep exhaustion grip him. His willpower felt like a wrung-out dishtowel, his armor needed some serious fixes, and he had a whole host of runic tattoos and long-term potion treatments that needed to be renewed.

Around the ship, people staggered to their feet and out into the rift proper, bustled onto medical transports and whisked away rapidly in turn. Matt was one of the last ones out, following Susanne. He directed his armor to disengage from around him and reassemble on a nearby mannequin. It only mostly worked, and he was forced to tear inactive pieces off himself.

“Oh,” Joy winced as she hopped down from the access hatch. “I didn’t know that could hurt.”

“Nice flying, though,” Susanne commented as she waved away a healer trying to get her on a gurney in favor of personally setting her equipment on the designated racks. Matt was surprised she had enough energy to do that, let alone talk. He certainly didn’t. “I’m still impressed you dodged that [Corroding Missile]. I thought we were done for.”

“Ohhhhh, yeah, rust spells are a pain and a half. The shields usually deflect them, but at that level of combat, it’s always best not to bet on them. I would have needed a ton of mana to fix that one up if it’d hit, and I don’t know if we would have made it to that last ship in time.”

Behind them, Liz dropped out of the ship, swooping over to perch on Matt’s arm. He gently stroked his wife’s feathers as she veritably melted into his touch, then nodded for the healer waiting on his signal to pull him away.

“What about Domain-fighting it? Whenever I ran into rust, I could…” Susanne’s voice trailed away as Matt was swept into the air on a far-too-comfortable transport. Below him, the landscape of Camp Lightfoot rushed by, until he was dropped into an open-air courtyard and whisked into assessment, reluctantly letting Liz go to be scanned separately.

A further wave of exhaustion came down on him, nearly putting him to sleep, but he nudged aside the feeling. He wasn’t ready to rest yet. He wasn’t ready to call it quits yet, no matter what his spirit said.

Coming down from his combat high was certainly part of it, but it wasn’t the only factor. The room itself had a formation that worked to relax his spirit and the healers had activated it. Matt wanted to be annoyed that they thought he needed to be soothed, but he was tired.

Tired of the war.

Tired of the fighting.

Tired of the death.

Tired of being angry.

Tired of being powerless.

Tired of…everything.

That wasn’t a good sign, and he knew it.

His willpower hadn’t been entirely exhausted since he was on the Path, but this was as close as he’d gotten since he’d formed his Intent. That deep, deep well of missing motivation wasn’t helping with his melancholy any and only served to exacerbate the issues he was already experiencing.

Fort Lightfoot had its share of mind healers and therapists, of course, including one with a high enough security clearance that Matt could speak truly freely with her, but he’d had enough experience over the centuries to know exactly what was wrong and what he needed.

Matt needed to win this damn war.

It was a lofty goal, but Matt felt like that was the only path forward.

The Harmony Accords and their thorough planning to counter Team Zero’s abilities was like a wall in front of them, but it was only a wall. They could climb the wall given enough time and blood spilled. Of that, Matt was sure. More than that, he felt like it was his duty to win the war.

Matt snorted as the thought made him grin.

Not win the war but help win the war.

Nobody, not even Aiden himself, could win a war single-handedly.

The war might have been officially started by Allie and Zack’s Ascensions, but their own coming in so close behind had no doubt played a part in the other Great Powers' decisions. If Matt had just not pushed as hard, maybe the other Great Powers might have seen the back-to-back Ascensions as a fluke, and not the start of a trend. If he could have only been content with living a life of luxury selling his mana, he might have avoided all of this.

Matt let the thought sit. Marinate. Stew.

He pictured himself as a decadent young noble. Even being paid just a single percent of his mana’s value, he would be able to live a lavish life, wanting for nothing. He could be content. Know no stress or pain. Have every whim catered too.

He looked down to his hands, struck through with glowing blue veins and fractures as mana ran rampant through his flesh. His right hand was even discolored in a few places, where raw mana had burned him, transmuted his flesh to steel, turned his fingernail into mana crystal, and broken several invisible runes.

His left hand was in better shape, of course, but even it shook with exhaustion and sparked with raw mana that danced between his fingers. Both of his hands were rough, hard, callused, and slightly dirty. There were even a few scars he’d never purged. Looking closer, he saw more. The skin on his left ring finger was slightly different than the rest, the result of a bad healing centuries ago…

Matt couldn't even remember when, but it caused the ridges of that finger to be slightly off, and the small hairs on that finger lay in the opposite direction from its neighbors. Letting his eyes lose focus, Matt could see a thousand and one other wounds and injuries he had taken in his three hundred or so years of life overlap themselves on his hands.

Then, he let his imaginary life’s hands overlap them, soft and unburned. The nails were perfectly groomed instead of being cut right back to the nail bed. The skin was smooth instead of being rough and calloused. They were the hands of someone who had forgotten what the cost was to hold a blade in one's hand day in and day out.

They weren't his hands.

And, more importantly, Matt didn’t want them to be his hands.

He never wanted those to be his hands. Those were the hands of someone who didn’t understand what it truly meant to be alive, to be a cultivator. The life of someone who just let life…float by, content with what he had and without the desire to grasp for more, to challenge the Realm and win.

It was far from perfect, but if it wasn’t Matt sitting here, he was sure it would be some other poor schmuck.

And ultimately, that was what it came down to.

Matt wouldn't, couldn't, put his fate in the hands of anyone else. If he failed, then it was his fault. But if someone else failed, he would always question the result. It was more than a little egotistical, but so be it. He felt like he’d earned the right to have a bit of an ego at this point. The Emperor himself hadn’t been able to complete the Path of Ascension while Matt had.

Having let himself wallow in the dark parts of his mind, Matt shoved those thoughts down. He acknowledged them, thought through them, and rejected them.

He was where he was, and despite everything, he thought this was the right place for him. Maybe not the best place, but it was the place he was needed. And the place he needed too.

Fortunately, the healers’ report came through shortly thereafter. He wasn’t completely fine, but most of his issues were easy enough to treat. A few potions, some time at the tattooist, and a guaranteed one subjective month of rest should be enough to get him back to fighting shape. One month subjective…wasn’t a lot of time, honestly.

It would be enough to get his willpower above the absolute bottom of the barrel, but he’d still need to be very judicious with his Intent usage. It would have been better if they’d been able to have a month or two objective to recover, as a year would get him into a substantially more comfortable level of exhaustion.

They needed the break and could use ten times that amount of time to really recover, but they all knew the war wasn’t going to wait for them to be in perfect condition before things kicked back into high gear.

That was why they needed to recover as quickly as possible.

After a couple of hours getting his runes put back in place, Matt flew off into the grasslands that surrounded the base of Camp Lightfoot. Then checking how much room he had, he flew a few times farther away, all the way to a valley that they used for training on occasion. No one would miss the place if he accidentally filled it in.

It came down to Domains.

Domains were special. They were one's connection to the Realm itself.

A Concept was who you were, an Intent who you wanted to be.

Matt was Endless and Dauntless.

The world around him fell away. He didn’t need to close his eyes, but he chose to instead interpret his senses the way his Domain saw things.

Mana flowed around him, wispy and rare inside a rift closed for this long. Light beamed down on him, shadow where it didn’t fall, and illusion on the hazy edge of illuminated and shaded. Air swirled around him, vague impressions of water on its breeze, and where it impacted the earth around him. How much, or what kind of mana was there didn’t matter. He had more. He alone was a brilliant whitish-blue, his cores radiating their power throughout his entire body and beyond. He was the source of creation, the source of magic.

And he let it flow.

His mana spilled out, illuminating his surroundings for brief moments before it raced away, radiating into the distance to enrich everything there was. Along the ground, he created a thin barrier of mana crystal, just a foot or two thick, encasing everything around him.

From there, he changed his approach. Instead of simply covering things in mana, he created something more useful. Finger-sized mana stones, each containing little more than a million mana, were created at his fingertips as well as along every surface already covered in crystal.

And so, the pile of mana crystals grew. Just shy of forty-two per second, two and a half thousand per minute, over a hundred and fifty thousand an hour…Matt swiftly found himself buried within a pile of mana stone. Each one was a million mana, each one would be valuable to the war effort, and Matt just kept making them.

Endlessly.

He never stopped fighting, and he refused to let something so mundane as his spiritual limits slow him. It was invigorating, and he kept at it for nearly a week, his willpower regenerating quickly, as the Realm acknowledged his place within it and rewarded him with the strength needed to enact his will upon it in the future.

He wasn’t exactly ready for a fight, but he wasn’t running on fumes anymore, either, and that made everything feel better. The Realm itself seemed brighter, as though everything had been washed out but was now filled with life and vibrancy.

It felt good. Really good.

Of course, he was also buried underneath a freight train’s worth of mana stones, but that just made it feel better.

With a thought, he broke the coating of mana stone around his surroundings into the same size as the rest of his creations and pulled the 25,365,000 mana stones around him into a dedicated spatial ring. It wasn’t his normal ring but one that got shuffled in and out of the rift via the non-teleporting rift breakers. He couldn't take the ring out of the rift via the ‘Allie Express’ thanks to how large it was, but it was perfect for collecting his junk. It wouldn’t do to litter.

After dropping off his mana stones with the bursar, who would send them to wherever Matt’s mana needed to go, Matt checked in on his friends.

He found Liz working in her lab but didn’t bother her, seeing she was in a similar fugue state, but harmonizing with her Intent rather than her Concept. Matt would prefer to do something similar, as acting in concordance with his Intent would go faster than acting with his Concept, but it was a lot harder to be dauntless while not fighting, or without breaking things.

Aster, on the other hand, was working at her forge. It looked like she was making a chair or railing out of twisted bits of metal woven together and cold-forged.

Entering the frigid smithy, Matt grabbed the wagging tail of his bond.

And promptly earned a hammer to the face.

Not that it actually hit. All his cultivation was in his physical core, and Aster was a mage after all. Dodging the attack didn’t even register as a conscious choice.

Still, from their bond he felt her surprise was genuine.

“You scared me! I thought you were Allie, and I warned her the next time she scared me she was getting a hammer to the face. Fuck! Warn a girl please.” Looking him up and down, Aster added, “You are looking better. How was your retreat?”

Matt hopped up on a nearby table even as he activated [Cracked Phantom Armor]. It was too damn cold, and he didn’t want to be chilled for the next few hours just because he was having a conversation with his bond. “It was fine.” Seeing the narrowing of Aster's eyes, he elaborated. “Good, even. It did what it needed to do. I’ll probably go work on my Intent for a bit , but I wanted to check in with everyone and the war situation.”

Aster nodded at that and turned back to her forge. She plunged the rod of metal she was working on into what looked like a normal furnace but seemed to contain a winter storm instead of a fire.

“Things are decent. Allie is currently sneaking into places she shouldn’t be, but only after getting me to bring her snacks for an entire day.”

Matt snorted at the imagery and felt Aster's amusement through their bond. “Yeah, I knew it was bullshit when she said the best way to resonate with her Domain was through being brought snacks, but I did it anyway. Shoved said snacks into her nonexistent face when she came clean. We were really only buying time for the workers to build a simulation city for her to sneak around in.”

Aster snorted again, and Matt felt her roll her eyes. “Allie used it a whopping two times before she vanished and started breaking into actual meetings and other locked rooms. Last I heard, she figured out some way to partially phase through physical objects thanks to her fading.”

Matt frowned at the information. He wasn’t familiar with fading, but so far as he understood, the person still existed, just a little less firmly. They didn’t fall through floors or anything, and they could still wear clothes, after all.

Maybe he was wrong, though. “Is that how it works?”

“No. It’s not.”

Matt chuckled. That sounded about right for what he knew of Allie and her Domain, and he couldn’t help but find the image amusing, a mostly transparent Allie sticking her head through the wall of meeting rooms and vaults, probably scaring half the camp over the past week with her shenanigans. Still, he figured that at least she was recovering at a decent enough pace.

They had some pretty impressive spiritual healers present in the rift, though compared to what Melinda could facilitate physically, it wasn’t all that impressive. The fact the damage had been self-inflicted also complicated things, but there were enough relevant skills floating around that Allie would be making steady progress for recovery.

Changing the topic, he asked, “What about you? How are you feeling? I haven’t checked in for too long after Eric's death.”

Aster flipped her ears in something Matt interpreted as a shrug. “Decent. I stressed my spirit and got low on willpower, but I didn’t push either to the limit. On the matter of the war, our actions kicked over a hornet’s nest, that's for sure. It's only been a day real time, but the Harmony Accords’ ship vanished after our sighting of them, and rumor has it, Manny got hate calls for what we did to the elites. They weren’t happy with the losses at all, least of all with Allie.”

Matt snorted at the idea of trying to make his enemies happy. No, he was more than content to piss them off as much as possible.

“I heard Virgil, the Federation Tier 50, tried to get Allie reclassified as support personnel, and somehow that translates to the fact she should be kicked out of the war thanks to her Talent? I don’t quite follow the logic, but I only heard it thirdhand, so maybe the original idea made more sense.” Matt chuckled at the thought of an irate Tier 50 calling Manny and screaming into her [AI]. Aster chortled as well, feeling the thought. “Yeah, it obviously didn’t work because duh. But it's funny. Apparently, Janet is making some noise about ‘appropriate retribution’, but Winter Hornet— ugh. Winter Hornet, despite being equally upset, is sending a gift to Allie for such a, and I quote, ‘masterful use of one's gifts’. Fucking Sects and their worshipping strength. Don’t mention the gift to Allie. Please. She has been insufferable since she intercepted those messages and takes any opportunity to rub it in. So, don’t give her another opening.”

Matt nodded even as it became clear where Aster was hearing these rumors. Allie wasn’t just messing around while she broke into places, but that was probably a requirement of her Domain. Being stealth and infiltration focused, the training city that had been created for her had probably been minimally helpful with harmonizing with her Domain. She almost certainly needed to be doing it ‘for real’ to get any appreciable willpower out of it.

“Well, at least she’s feeling better. How long do they think she will be down?”

Aster winced, and her tail and ears drooped. “Despite everything, she’s honestly in pretty bad shape. The healers all estimate she won’t be fully recovered for at least three or more likely four decades but…”

Matt finished the sentence for her. “We can't afford to allow her to be out of the war for the next five or six years.”

“Allie has repeatedly said she will be ready in under a decade. From everything I’ve seen, I’m…skeptical. Fifteen years seems like the minimum, so two years real time. Not great, but we can deal, I'm sure.”

Matt was sure they could. Because they had to. Ascenders before them hadn’t had the luxury to return to a rift between fights, and they could and would deal with the same thing if they had to.

“Speaking of deployments. High Command said they are going to buy us at least a month off real time by pulling up reserves and pulling back some Admiral for transport to the frontlines, so two hundred and forty days of time off at least. Any time after that, we might be pulled back to the front. All our analysts seem sure the Harmony Accords are going to start striking out and with the elites they picked up try to roll over us, given the opportunity.”

Matt mulled that over. “All of them?” At Aster's agreement, he spoke his thoughts out loud. “Seems odd none of them think the elites will spread back out. Sure, it opens them up to being ambushed, but the enemies must know Allie won’t be in great condition. Even another year or two would help them right?”

“No clue, but it's also only been a single day outside. For all we know, they will all change their minds next week.”

Seeing Aster finish the piece she was working on, Matt gave her tail a small tug. “Take a break and I’ll make us something so we can have lunch.”

Lured by the temptation of food, Aster followed him out and by mutual unspoken agreement, they turned the conversation to lighter topics.

Matt was halfway through Aster's panini when he felt the ghost of a breeze trail across his neck. “Allie, if you want lunch, take a seat. No need for dramatics.”

“You're no fun. Guess what?”

“I already know about your reward.”

“Aster what the fuck? I wanted to tell everyone!”

“You have told everyone. That’s⁠—”

“No, I didn't get to tell Matt! You ruined my moment to showboat. How could you?”

Hearing Aster take an extra deep breath, which could only mean she was about to go on her own tirade, Matt interjected. “What do you want on your sandwich, Allie?”

Except, he was a moment too slow, and Aster went on a roll. Knowing what Allie normally liked, and not feeling like making anything too fancy, he weaved chicken and spicy cheese through the dough and tossed it in the oven, filling the air bubbles that formed as the bread rose with an aerated gravy, and mixed up a bit of fresh cheese while the sandwich cooked, inserting the cool dairy into an air pocket just below the peak of the crust right before he pulled the loaf from the oven.

Fine work if he said so himself.

The idiots were still bickering back and forth five minutes later when he sat down at the counter with them, but he took the opportunity to inspect Allie.

She…didn’t look good.

Not at all.

In fact, she looked awful.

She was still mostly transparent, with only the tips of her fingers being much more solid. Her cloak fluttered through her torso in a few places, which was still so transparent as to be nearly invisible. Where her sandwich went, rapidly vanishing into a barely present mouth, he couldn’t tell.

She was even eating slowly, bite by bite, instead of scarfing her food down like she normally did.

But he knew commenting on it would only upset her. Allie never liked to be weak so he made a joke he knew she would hate. “Allie you are a shadow of your former self.”

“Har har. Very funny. I’ll have you know you are the fourth person to make that joke and the second to use that same phrasing.”

Not wanting to argue with her, Matt didn't snark back. Instead, the kitchen was filled with the quiet sounds of chewing until Allie said, “This is good, Matt.”

At least her situation forced her to appreciate his food. Except he thought too soon, as she added, “It would be even better if you made snacks! Scones? Scones with blackberries? Maybe even some brownies. I found some ice cream I bet would pair well with both. Or maybe cookies? Oh, scones sound good. What about scones? Scones with fruit maybe?”

When Matt just gave her a flat look, she grabbed Aster and moved her head in front of the disembodied mouth loudly whispering, “Look cute and pathetic.”

Aster pouted until Allie said the word pathetic, where she jerked herself free. “Pathetic? Excuse me? When have I ever looked pathetic? Take that back right now!”

Matt couldn't help but smile, even as he went and started getting the ingredients out.

If anyone deserved a snack, it was Allie.

She really had pushed herself to the limit, and that deserved a treat.

Scones delivered to the duo who had moved into the living room, Matt went out and tried to consider how to be dauntless.

While a Domain could be anything, it had to resonate with his Intent. And for Matt, being Dauntless was more about fighting, and he wasn’t able to fight to a level that would push himself without expending willpower.

But he did know someone who might be able to help.

He found Aiden just a few miles away at a small inland sea, fishing with a tiny rod only a foot and a half long. “I need you to drown me.”

Aiden blinked at him like he was stupid before shrugging, and before Matt knew it, a pseudopod reached out from the water and dragged him into the depths.

Matt felt a feather-light application of Aiden’s Domain push down on him, trying to convince him he needed air, but Matt didn’t resist it. First of all, it was a very light working, but even more than that, Matt didn’t want to resist it. He wanted to push through it.

He was dauntless.

Being mortal and drowning was perfectly fine, so long as he pushed through it. Drowning could not stop him. He was always moving forward. He was unstoppable.

It wasn’t perfect, but there was a significant harmonization with his Intent, which further accelerated his willpower recovery.

Matt wished he could make mana stones at the same time, but that was currently impossible.

He could make mana stones, that was his Talent doing the hard work, but despite his efforts in the past seventy years, he hadn’t been able to figure out how to use his Concept and Intent at the same time and therefore wouldn’t get any extra harmonization out of it.

That was the risk of opposite Domain paths like that. They were polar opposites and therefore couldn’t exist at the same time. There were a number of ways to solve that issue, and the most common approach was one Matt didn’t want to fall back on: to make his Aspect the mix of his Concept and Intent. He couldn’t see it as anything but a waste, to utilize the highest form of Domain in this Realm to look backward instead of striving further ahead.

There weren’t exactly guides on how to do it, but there were people in the Empire that Matt could probably get as teachers to help him along. But what he was more interested in was the information One Step Behind had given him about forming a Power, the perfect blend of one’s Talent, Domain, and if they had it, a bloodline. Some Natural Treasures could also be involved…but Matt didn’t care about going that far right now.

Mirror Concepts and Intents were far, far more common in Guilds space thanks to their outlook on Domains, and a good number of those who tread down that path figured out a way to settle the inherent contradictions of using two polar opposite powers. For the successful, the rewards were…bountiful.

Most who succeeded ended up creating what was almost an extra Domain power, a half-step between their Concept and Intent. It wasn’t a unique stage of a Domain, but something between.

The example he’d been told about had been the possibly apocryphal Wendy Firestorm, a fire elementalist who’d developed an ice-based Intent. The creation and destruction of temperature, and allegedly the creator of the thermal aspect, she had eventually combined her fire Concept—which just increased the temperature and resilience of her flames—and ice Intent—which gave her near complete immunity to ice attacks—into an ability which let her simply break things directly, shattering them like glass. Stone, metal, even magic just broke with a flex of her Domain.

With her Aspect, she’d taken that power and expanded it, gaining a myriad of explosions and becoming one of the Guilds’ foremost fighters for ages until she eventually Ascended, supposedly in an explosion of fire and ice.

That was Matt’s goal.

He wasn’t sure what a mix of his Concept and Intent would create. A white hole and a black hole would either cancel each other out or create something like an ouroboros. Both had plenty of possibilities.

What made things worse was that Matt had felt like he was just a step away from succeeding for the last forty years or so. It was like he had all the pieces of the puzzle laid out and simply needed to slot the last one for everything to click into place.

Beyond that, if he could figure out some way to get Intent-level recharging from being endless, he could easily double how quickly he was recovering. Possibly more than that if he got some recovery from harmonizing with his merged Domains as well.

That was pure speculation, as the information hadn’t covered anything about that, but it made sense to Matt. If the mixed portions of the Domain worked like he thought they did, he should be able to harmonize with all three and boost his willpower recovery like that.

Matt had known this became more common as one progressed through the stages of a Domain, yet he couldn’t help but remember the first time he had used his Concept at Travis and Keith’s house and had gotten lightheaded and had a nosebleed from the incident. Back then, just sitting down and meditating for ten or so minutes had seen him back in okay shape.

He wished it were that easy now.

After spending a few days getting drowned, Matt tapped out, much to Aiden’s annoyance. Apparently, drowning people was a good way for Aiden to recover his willpower, and they weren’t letting him out of the rift to go and actually drown people and/or monsters.

For all that he liked the man, Matt wasn’t going to volunteer for drowning duty for more than he had to, which seemed to baffle Aiden.

Thankfully, Liz was finished with her own work by the time Matt got back to the house.

The moment he got back, he was promptly kidnapped, and the two of them absconded deep into the rift to spend some alone time together.

One of the family members who lived in the rift had long since found a nice string of tropical islands in one of the planet-sized oceans that the Tier 35 rift contained, and the area had been turned into something of a resort for those who wished to get away.

Landing at one of the uninhabited islands, Matt used a gust of [Air Manipulation] to clean the dust and sand out of the house while Liz pulled a fluffy cloud out of her spatial ring to replace the bed.

Once they were done, they made their way over to the shore and just laid there together.

What started as Matt trying to bury his toes into the sand ended up turning into a footsie fight that further devolved into the two of them entangled in each other's limbs. Matt lost, but only after Liz created three more bodies to pile onto him with. He didn’t mind.

It was exactly what they needed. They might have been fighting next to each other for months on end, but they had both been incredibly busy with their own projects, and the physical closeness helped affirm their commitment to each other. 

That, and it was just fun.

Taking a note out of Aiden’s book, Matt had even brought some fishing rods, and the two of them competed on who could catch the largest fish.

Matt refused to believe that Liz had caught the twenty-five-foot Tier 3 tuna-like fish without cheating, and the smirk Liz couldn't hide only proved his point, but he was unable to figure out how she cheated and so was unable to make the accusation stick.

With the loser's cooking duties foisted upon him, Matt butchered the fish, spending the time feeding Liz the best bits of sashimi as he went.

Eventually, their discussion turned to work as it always did, but that was fine, too. While talking about nothing was fun and a good way to settle themselves, they were both driven individuals.

“Any new news on the mana types?”

Liz nodded as she chewed. “Nothing groundbreaking, but Mondino Luzz derived another theoretical lightning-based variant that uses crystal to stabilize it. It lost a bit of quintessential focus but also added some more lateral robustness. Not sure I love it but it's an interesting idea.”

Looking over the mana structure Liz sent over, Matt nodded. He was no expert, but his time with Light working on travel mana had helped give him a decent understanding of how mana worked…in one model, anyway. He preferred to think of mana in discrete units, which had its advantages and disadvantages, but he could see how the lightning interwove between the blood and fire, and how a few motes of crystal mana helped keep the lightning stable, without chaotically lashing about and releasing its grip over its partners.

He could also see the problem. The mana structure was incredibly complex, as all such things were, and it was very clearly metaphorically tilted in the direction of being an attack, sudden jolts and explosions, energetic and dangerous. Fire and lightning were both strongly oriented with that purpose, but blood wasn’t and kept wanting to pull it toward being more stable and subtle.

Crystal, with its reflective properties, was acting as a mediator, but there was only so much you could do without reconciling the two contradictory purposes for the mana. There was some life mana sprinkled around for that very reason, as both blood and fire wanted to spread, just like life did, but it was far from sufficient.

But seeing the problem wasn’t the same as seeing the solution.

Still, it was good progress, and Matt knew how proud Liz was that the team she bought had done so much in the short few decades she had led them. Part of it was their wealth and ability to just throw mana at a problem, but a much larger part was Liz being able to test the suggestions and give direct feedback to Mondino’s team.

If she had been there and able to work alongside them, Matt was pretty sure they would have already figured out a stable configuration for her fire blood mana.

Matt set his [AI] to look for better distributions of the motes of crystal, trying to stabilize the existing construct as much as possible, because he didn’t have any better ways to help. The accuracy of such simulations quickly became suspect, but it was computationally expensive to run such tests and anything he came up with might help the researchers' own efforts.

Ultimately, it was just nice to help his wife, and that was what mattered.

They didn’t have too long to relax. But the week they did have, while not enough, was good. It reminded Matt what he was fighting for. Who he was fighting for.


17




Two months. Sixty-one days objective. Four hundred and eighty-eight days subjective.

It should have been enough for Matt to be raring to reenter the fight, but he wished they could have had another objective month off. Just another two hundred and forty days. That much additional time would allow them to go from eighty percent of their best to eighty-five, or even ninety percent.

For all his power, he couldn’t grant wishes, but they were ready.

Eighty percent of their peak performance was better than Team Zero had been in a long time, and the Empire needed them.

The last of the reinforcements had been called forth and sent to slow the Harmony Accords down, but from the reports, reinforcements was a generous designation. The five armies were mostly comprised of new Tier 25 troops, either fresh recruits or Tiered-up soldiers, and veterans who had been cycled to the backlines for extensive healing.

The fact that the Empire had to call them to the frontlines was clearly desperation, but it had bought some time, and by all accounts had slowed the Harmony Accords’ rapid advance down.

As their analysts expected, the Harmony Accords had used their influx of elites to rapidly attack nexus points. In the two months they had been essentially uncontested, they cracked two of the three nexus points they had attacked. It was only a valiant effort on the defenders’ part that prevented their last assault from victory, and if they decided to circle back, they would surely succeed the second time.

Which they certainly would, as they were trying to clear a channel even as the Tier 25 battlefields retook ground for the first time in the war. And if their enemies wanted a secure supply line to the Citadel, they needed to keep a region under their control.

Which was exactly why Team Zero needed back in the field. If Allie was able to teleport them, they might have gotten a few more days of recovery but now they needed to travel the normal way.

Not that they were going to be traveling like a normal combat troop. Ascenders had better methods than that even when they didn’t have access to a teleporter on Allie’s level.

The first leg of their journey would be taken in one of the fastest Tier 35 supply ships, already scheduled to make a trip from the Capital to the Citadel. Unfortunately, due to how close the battlefront was, it couldn’t take them any further than that. But the week and a half or so that the ship would take to travel through a corridor of allowed supply routes was still far faster than they could manage on their own while also conserving Joy’s strength.

From there, Joy would be taking them to their actual targets in her new, or rather old, ship.

It was, in fact, the ship she had used when transporting Aiden around in his first war, albeit with a few modifications. With her Talent making most ship functions free, the designers could make hyper-specialized ships for her. And with an Ascender’s budget, they had. Her new ships were built almost like single fighter ships, all maneuverability and guns thanks to engines being a secondary concern with Allie’s ability to teleport them. However, her old ship was all engine.

And with Matt there to fuel it, they had added even more engines.

The efficiency would make even Matt’s most inefficient runes look like a beacon of longevity, but that was by design. Her Talent made the ship free to run so long as it fell within certain parameters of ‘ship-ness,’ and it didn’t care how much mana it would normally need. With Matt’s assistance, they could surpass even that, adding various ways to enhance the ship’s speed that weren’t technically part of the ship and therefore weren’t part of the normal calculation.

That was where the boosters came in.

Most engines were primarily based on fire or air enchantments, thanks to their efficiency and simplicity. Many of the most advanced engines, in turn, were often based on force, but above that things got a bit…wilder. Engines designed to utilize level four mana types, like sky, cosmic, space, and aurora were known quantities, but were exceptionally rare, complicated to construct, and harder to maintain.

There was only a single twilight ship in the entire Empire Tier 25 fleet, a custom fighter ship constantly maintained by its pilot. The absolute pinnacle of war-Tier engine design was a single, warp-based ship in the Corporations, which similarly was maintained by a small team of Tier 35 experts.

And travel mana was absolutely nothing like any of those. It wasn’t that surprising, all told. Each type of mana, with just a few exceptions, required its own unique approach to design and usage, and air, fire, and force had a lot of momentum behind them, millions of years of research and experience refining designs and informing mechanics and pilots alike of best practices.

Joy’s ship was a hybrid affair, using force, air, and fire alike, as well as a touch of plasma for good measure, all in concert. Just shoving travel mana in would be actually worse than useless.

But it could absolutely work as a supplement. One of Zack’s projects, since he’d worked out the mana type, had been trying to develop a basic travel engine with Ai’la and Joy. Matt had popped in from time to time and had spent most of this past break dedicating a ton of time to the effort.

The four of them, alongside some Firmament members, had gotten something working in just the nick of time. It certainly didn’t look like a traditional engine, being primarily made of white marble columns supporting a roof, above which floated a tesseract-shaped travel mana-aspected crystal. With enough power, any ship it sat within could up to double its speed, with no interference for other engines.

Working with travel mana was fun. It wasn’t quite as simple as fire and air, but it was far more powerful than those, and its speed-efficiency was above any other engine they’d been able to test. At least in theory. Their current models were incredibly rudimentary and would need a few thousand iterations before they shone. Then they’d still need to derive engine enchantments from scratch for the esoteric mana type, but that wasn’t too big an issue and could be pushed off to the future.

Matt was actually really looking forward to it. Once he got his guild up and running, he intended to help spearhead the work. There were undoubtedly going to be Tier 40 guilds and corporations working on their own, proprietary, high-Tier version of the engine type, but Matt hoped he might be able to find a niche within high-end low-Tier devices, like flying swords, trains, and taxis.

It would be incredibly expensive, but would have a lasting impact on the Realm, which was all Matt really wanted to do.

Like so many other things, it would have to be pushed to the future, as they still had a war to deal with.

Unlike their normal teleport out of the rift in Joy's ship, they had to exit the rift via the entrance distortion, and it was only then that Matt realized he hadn’t seen the entrance in a long time. Even when they went to just explore the Capital, they usually cajoled Allie to teleport them. Not that it was difficult to convince her to abscond from the rift, but it made the trek through the base all the more jarring.

The new ship was a nice distraction, at least.

From the outside, it looked smaller than their old ship— roughly halfway between that and a personal one or two-man ship— but the spatial compression was so much more intense that in truth, it was about three times larger. Of course, most of that was engine, so they only had marginally more habitable space.

Granted, a fairly substantial amount of that was taken up by what could only be described as a massive throne. It was ominous, primarily black and red, and had a backrest reminiscent of two spiral horns supporting a velvet backrest. Behind it, a dozen arm-thick power cables extended into an open access hatch, which Matt knew led to the travel mana booster and a bunch of similar contraptions.

The entire contraption, all put together, looked almost comically evil.

Stopping to stare, Matt sighed. Before he could lament, Ai'la slapped his back as she stepped around him. “It's okay, you get your evil overlord arc earlier than most. I’m sure the movie will be hilariously exaggerated. Maybe I can make a formation that you need to wear as a crown or something to help sell the image.”

Matt was going to make a snarky comment back, but he caught the hint of a smile on Dena’s face, so he just played into it. “I’m sure they will add a black cape and maybe even a green scarf; something incredibly impractical just so the fans can easily identify me.”

Aster, on the other hand, chortled at his plight. “Oh, yes, please do the crown. That will be so funny.”

Even Liz piled onto him. “Oh, I always wanted to be seduced by an evil overlord. Maybe spirited away from my castle in the night? I’m pretty sure we have a black cape somewhere.”

Flopping into the chair, Matt lounged like a stereotypical villain. “Go forth and conquer the good people, my minions. Failure will be met with murder, so make sure not to fail. Can’t have my side too strong for when the hero gets here to murder me after I don’t take his threat seriously. Also attack him one at a time, never all together.”

Before they could get into it anymore, Joy's voice came over the ship's intercom. “Welcome aboard the IFV Rubber Ducky. Today our mission is to get ferried to stupid punchie people planet where we will make our enemies… Ugh, I can't do this if Aiden isn't on board. Buckle up fuckers, this bitch has got one heck of a kick.”

As they rose off the surface of the planet, Matt called through their [AI] messaging system, “Is there a reason for the physical intercom? That's so…mundane.”

Joy's voice was noticeably irritated as she replied. “Aiden made it a rule not to call him over his [AI] unless it was important. Fucker always complained that I was interrupting him, but he was always just playing with himself—sorry, his Domain—to no avail. But it ended with me getting this big red button that just begs to be used.”

Matt couldn’t really argue with that and nodded.

As Joy took them to the resupply ship they would be gathering in, Matt instead focused on sending his mana into the conduits and turning his mana solid. Then he frowned. The chair was trivial to use, no expertise required.

He wasn’t freshly Tiered up any more, damn it. His mana control was excellent. Okay, it was almost the worst of any of the mages he knew, but considering how many of those were Ascenders, or at least five Tiers stronger than him, that was a boast.

Still, it meant he didn’t need to think about supplying mana at all once the time came. In the meantime, Matt started resonating with his Concept before switching to his Intent. It was less about harmonizing and recovering his willpower, and more about him trying to get the switch fast enough that he could start to overlap the powers.

It wasn’t a part of the Guilds training information, but Matt felt like even if it turned out to be a dead end, it was good training.

With everyone working on themselves, the travel inside the massive supply ship passed in what felt like mere moments, leaving them at Rusty’s capital.

There they were met with two pinnacle elites, Estelle Deloffre and Tedwin Dumont, as well as their entourages, who would be joining them on their mission. They had been injured and cycled to the Citadel to recover in a safe location, but that simply made them prime candidates to be gathered up for their counter to the newly expanded Harmony Accords.

At least they wouldn’t be getting any of the captured elites back soon this time. The fact that the enemy Great Powers were getting any of their captured elites back at all felt slimy to Matt, but he had seen the reparations, and even he couldn’t argue against the trade.

Three of the captured elites were being traded back to their respective Great Powers, one each, for an astronomical price. Twenty planets to no longer be counted as captured at the end of the war per each elite returned. If that wasn’t enough, Manny had argued for the return of a huge number of Empire and Guilds prisoners and their immediate return to combat status.

Though the Empire’s own elite captives weren’t being retrieved yet, that was still something like thirty Tier 15 armies, eleven Tier 25 armies, and four Tier 35 armies, which would be a welcome boon for every war front once they were cleared and able to reenter the fight.

It would be another few months before the trade was finalized and the transfers complete, but the other Great Powers were pretty obviously rushing to complete the trade before Allie was back on her feet.

There was, apparently, also the understanding that any further trades would be exceptionally rare and only considered on a case-by-case basis. Matt was personally very, very interested in finding those cases, but only time would tell.

The two elites were polite, but they did little talking. Aster said they were obviously terrified of them, but Matt was pretty sure she was just joking.

Instead, everyone started overlaying their Domains and getting a feel for the metaphorical wavelength everyone liked to operate on. Taking the time and practicing in training scenarios would have been better and would have ensured a more seamless fit of everyone's Domains, but they didn’t have that luxury. Besides, Darrow’s Intent assisted with smoothing out the worst overlap issues on top of helping with communication.

Not that the Domain work stopped Matt from paying attention to the ship after they entered chaotic space.

The entire ship rattled as the primary engines came online in a way that didn’t seem good, but as they picked up speed, things smoothed out to a nearly imperceptible vibration.

That lasted until Matt started powering the boosters he was connected to.

The initial kick was massive. Half the passengers literally fell out of their chairs, though most recovered quickly. Liz’s phoenix body went sprawling across the room with an undignified— but very cute— squawk, Dena was nearly knocked out of her seat until a strip of fabric uncoiled from her armor and grabbed onto a handhold, and even Matt had to use a subtle touch of [Gravity Manipulation] to make sure he stayed firmly in his seat.

The only people who seemed entirely unaffected were Darrow, who was firmly secured in a binding enchantment, Joy, whose whoop could be heard even after she turned off the intercom, and Susanne, who simply clenched her fist around the grip of her sword which hadn’t budged an inch.

Matt expected it to return to normal after a few minutes, but that absolutely did not happen. Not only was the entire ship shaking viciously from the sheer power it was experiencing, Joy needed to make far more adjustments to her flying. They weren’t even going off the well-defined paths, but with the speeds they were traveling at, even the relatively tamed paths within chaotic space were a veritable minefield of turbulence that if hit wrong, could smash their ship into dust.

After a swift drop sent Aster flying into the ceiling about ten minutes in, the overriding opinion shifted to security over comfort, and the restraining enchantments switched on throughout the room. Matt thought he saw a bit of a smile cross Darrow’s face, but he might have been imagining it.

Three days later, they picked up three more pinnacle elites and their crews, which made the living conditions positively cramped.

Then they were off to chase the Harmony Accords.

The massive ship was suspected to be aiming at a nexus point, and they wanted to intercept them.

With their projections it was unlikely they would beat them there, but they hoped that they could, if nothing else, prevent them from cracking the planetary shields and taking the fortress world.

While their own ship was cramped with just over a dozen people, their spies had long since gotten their hands on some of the Harmony Accords’ general blueprints, and there was more than enough room for an army or five with room to spare.

They arrived at Opalian as the Harmony Accords pelted the planetary shields with mana cannon fire, emerging from chaotic space and scarcely even slowing down. It took mere minutes for them to get within range, plenty of time for everyone to get ready. It wasn’t as good as teleporting, but it was good enough.

Of course, the Harmony Accords saw them approaching, and even before they arrived, the core elites fanned out, flanked by the nominal members. They were further flanked by the Corporations mercenaries, who set up a wall of fortifications and weapon emplacements.

They were throwing themselves onto the blades of their enemies.

Once they reached the three-quarter distance mark the mercenaries opened fire with their mana cannons, but Matt just cast [Bulwark] and crystallized it, while Drifter tried to drift as much as the ship’s design would allow. Not that there was any air for the stubby wings to grip onto, but her Domain made it work as if there was.

Before they got too close, though, they exited the ship and Drifter flew upward over the orbital plane to get out of the battlefield.

That left them to advance under withering fire, and Matt was immediately forced to cast another [Bulwark].

Bulwark cast his namesake spell as well, but with the hits they were taking, his shield was quickly worn down.

Origami used their advance to set up her own mini space fortress, which Aster promptly froze over, further adding to the defenses.

Coasting on their borrowed momentum, Matt’s world was a litany of colors as spells slammed into and splashed around his crystallized [Bulwark]. It was almost pretty.

Pointing his left hand to the side and slightly down, Matt cast [Mana Beam] and smirked as Ari Kai appeared and then promptly vanished again as he was teleported. Whether he was forced to the Harmony Accords’ ship or just retreated to the rest of his team, they wouldn’t know until Darrow got another sighting of him.

Their erstwhile leader hadn’t been idle in the two years they spent in the rift and had developed several techniques to constantly observe people even after losing sight of them. It wasn’t a perfect counter to Ari Kai, and Darrow was primarily focused on finding Daxton Vestant, anyway, but it was good enough to make it much, much harder for the…

Who?

Matt stopped his idle musing and put his mind back to the fight.

Taking a deep breath, he started charging a [Barrage]d [Breach].

The three train-sized mana bolts tore through space with enough power that Matt was sure the Harmony Accords’ spiritual perception was screaming at them they needed to move.

Except, it wouldn’t be so easy this time.

Aster waved her staff at the same time as Light narrowed his eyes, and the three projectiles orbited each other before splitting into nine projectiles. Those nine then turned into twenty-seven, then into eighty-one. Eighty-one spinning, multimillion mana [Breach]es. Seventy-eight perfect fakes and three incredibly dangerous projectiles.

Matt couldn’t even tell which ones were real, if that was even the right way of thinking about it. Light and Aster had worked hard to make their movements perfectly in sync with zero communication between the two that might be intercepted.

The Harmony Accords didn’t sit still and let them attack unabated. While the elites spread out, the mercenaries hunkered down and unleashed spell after spell, trying to play whack a mole and hit one of the real projectiles. Each failure caused Aster's illusion to be disrupted, but that only let her better concentrate on masking the real ones.

Then, fifty-four projectiles struck home.

There was a brief instant where their enemies froze before the first [Breach] detonated. The explosion vaporized two sections of the mercenaries’ defensive line, but the chaos spread as another section exploded as the second real [Breach] hit.

The third, however, never exploded. Instead, it flew, invisible, at the army attacking the planet behind the Harmony Accords.

Just when Matt was hopeful that it would slip through the net, Gan Le was flung in the projectile’s path by Maven. A massive explosion erupted around him, but of course the man was more ruffled from his sudden relocation than the enormous attack.

Matt cursed their bad luck, but they hadn’t really expected that move to work. Illusions just weren’t that good at trying to completely hide millions of barely constrained mana.

Still, at least with the damage sponge being off to the side, Matt could [Mana Beam] Maven with impunity…only for Gan Le to still get in range to drag the beam toward him, nullifying it once again and earning a glare from Matt.

He was seriously tired of the defensive powerhouse, but they had a method to get rid of him if they could just isolate him a little.

Flooding his [Bulwark] with mana, Matt deactivated the skill and let his endless sub-aspect and his Tier 25 Talent keep the spell going while he flew forward. It wouldn’t last long, but it would buy Aster some time to spread her spirit space far enough to start absorbing attacks in his stead.

Matt was just a half mile from Maven and Long Zhiyuan when a trio of crossbow bolts zipped past him and detonated on Maven's side.

They did no damage, but that wasn’t what Matt was looking for. He instead focused on her reaction time. It seemed slow for her baseline, but the answer of who was being boosted became clear when Lorlael cast a massive lightning spell with zero charge up.

The spell lit up the surrounding area, but the illumination lingered and turned into shards of hard light that raced toward the ice fort.

Matt stopped the attack dead in its tracks with a pulse of [Gravity Manipulation]. A second, lateral pulse shattered the shards, causing them to dissolve.

Maven lurched toward Matt, turning into some kind of feathered octopus, only to be stopped in her tracks by Susanne, who used a trail of ink being left by her sword as a whip, ensnaring one of the shapeshifter’s arms and pulling her close.

Matt wanted to join in, but he found himself under attack by a new duo. Gurtuid Sing of the Republic and H’wuit Ber of the Federation, neither of whom he was terribly worried about. [Mana Slash] lashed out, only for Gurtuid to deflect the projectile away. From there, Matt momentarily pulsed [Mana Beam], only to freeze it with [Reinforce Mana] and grab it as a spear for his off hand.

Now armed with a sword in one hand and a spear in the other, he fended off the duo for a few moments, keeping a wary eye out for when Gan Le started closing in. Matt parried a void-laced dagger from Gurtuid, then snapped his attention to the more inconvenient Sect tank as he finally closed in. Matt leveled his cannon at Gan Le, and⁠—

An enormous pulse of DANGER echoed through Team Zero’s link, and then Liz died.

All of her. All at once.

Understanding flooded Matt’s mind as Darrow reconstructed everything that had just happened.

One Liz had been engaging the Federation’s rune squadron alongside Bulwark and Torment when one of the soldiers—Charlie—had gotten within arm’s reach of both pinnacle elites. In the blink of an eye, he’d cast aside his sword and reached out to grab each of the duo. That had been the spike of danger, and Liz had reacted innately, knocking Charlie away. Unfortunately, that had involved direct physical contact between her blood and the soldier, which instantly killed her.

Target acquired.

They’d been expecting Daxton Vestant to be invisible while he waited for a chance to strike, not disguised as another member of the Harmony Accords. But, in retrospect, the tactic made sense. The man’s Talent enabled him to instantly kill anything he touched. The exact limits were unclear, but physical contact was known to be required. Armor wouldn’t stop him, and weapons usually didn’t conduct his deathtouch to the person holding it, let alone spells. But all of Liz’s blood was part of her body, and that contact as she’d saved Torment and Bulwark’s lives had been enough to kill all of her bodies in a single instant.

Already, the bodies were beginning to discorporate, dissolving into blood as her Tier 25 Talent no longer held her human form in one piece, but the blood gleamed and glowed with the light of embers as her bloodline worked to revive her.

Bulwark and Torment each tried to enact their own form of vengeance, the former firing off arrows of light and the latter summoning a small horde of disposable minions to swarm the disguised Daxton. Unfortunately, the real rune soldiers worked in sync to block the haphazard attacks, not that they could stop Aster from pelting Daxton with ice, slowly building him into a human popsicle.

This close to Maven, Matt couldn’t swap places with his wife—though he wasn’t sure if her being dead would interfere with it—and at this range, Gan Le would just attract any [Mana Beam] or other projectiles he tried to fire off. But not all of Matt’s attacks required projectiles.

[Telekinesis] wasn’t Matt’s favorite spell, despite his time spent using it with Harper’s blade. It took too much concentration for him to use it with much finesse, and he had better options when it came to blasts of raw power. But, in some instances, it was the right tool for the job.

A focused pulse of raw force slammed into the human popsicle, shattering much of the ice that Aster had built up on the man but knocking him out of formation. That took enough attention that Gurtuid was able to land an attack with her void dagger on Matt’s armor, but he aspected [Cracked Phantom Armor] to arcane, reinforcing the suit’s innate defenses against void to the point he didn’t need to worry about it at the moment.

Instead, Matt let his attention return to his wife’s killer. It didn’t matter that her revival was going quite well, her dispersed clouds of blood sparking and beginning to flame, it was the principle of the matter. A telekinetic blast struck the man again, ideally keeping him off balance and away from the closest bit of reforming Liz.

Unfortunately, an orange blade cut through the wall of force and the slippery elite tried to escape, but Matt redirected his attention from a slap to a crushing fist.

Gan Le hit Matt with a taunting spell, but he hardly felt it. He’d get to Gan Le when he was done.

There was nothing in the world except the man he was holding just feet away from a tendril of resurrecting Liz.

Much of Liz’s blood from throughout the battlefield had been dispersed already, to the point where Matt didn’t know how many bodies she’d have when she came back, but he was going to make damn well sure she had at least one.

Matt absentmindedly deflected H’wuit’s attack into Gurtuid’s face, hardly giving it a thought. At the same time, the rune soldiers managed to break through Torment and Bulwark’s defense just a hair too late. Liz’s blood turned golden, casting a gilded light across the battlefield, and she reformed into a phoenix blazing with brilliant flames, intercepting the rune soldiers with a massively Concept-empowered fury. It looked like she had had most of her bodies dispersed, though a couple were making halfhearted attempts to reform, but she was officially back in the fight. And she was not happy.

Matt released a breath he hadn’t realized he’d been holding and squeezed.

Inside Matt’s relentless [Telekinesis] grip, Daxton Vestant died, his body crushed into a perfect sphere. Unfortunately, he didn’t truly die as a phantasmal black dog erupted from the man’s chest and dove into a small ethereal gate, no doubt returning him to the main ship.

Matt harrumphed. Grims, like phoenixes, were incredibly hard to put down for real, but he was a bit sad the man had chosen to flee instead of continuing to fight in phantom form. He would have liked to see if he or Light could kill the ghostly form, but Daxton preferred to retreat when things got too intense, and apparently dying was too intense for the man. Bah. He’d return to flesh and blood sometime over the next couple of days, and they could potentially capture him then.

The better undying fighter on the field was showing her worth, and two of the rune soldiers were already floating in pieces, with the others in a fighting retreat.

And with that, Matt properly returned his attention to the fight he was actually in. Dodging a very aggressive attack from Gurtuid while blocking a beam from H’wuit with his left hand was not a good position. So, he struck out with his sword, scoring a potent blow against Gurtuid’s side. Unfortunately, with Gan Le present, that only knocked her to the side, but it did still properly block H’wuit’s attack. Rage sparked within Matt, and a ghastly grin spread across his face.

Gan Le was around. So…neither of these two would actually die too quickly. And right now? That was a bonus. Doubly so, as it would probably tire out Gan Le as well.

He followed up with a massive [Tribulation Strike], the lightning digging into Gurtuid’s invisible protections but dealing no damage to the man underneath. In response, Matt hardened the electric arcs with [Reinforce Mana], turning them into binding chains. H’wuit blasted Matt with a torrent of fire, which Matt deflected with [Bulwark] to get in closer to Gan Le.

[Cracked Air Slide] let Matt effortlessly dodge the follow-up and close the distance to the Sects fighter. He raised his hand and spewed a torrent of [Cracked Dragonflame], the blue flames washing over Gan Le and freezing as Matt applied his Tier 25 Talent, locking the man within a prison of mana crystal.

Gurtuid had escaped from the lightning chains and brought his sword down on Matt’s head, which Matt met with a blast of his Concept’s repulsion, focused directly on the sword. The blade continued to descend, but Matt took advantage of the man’s off-balance attack to stab him in the gut.

It skittered off Gan Le’s protection, of course, but that was the point. Matt’s [Dispelling Edge] sank into the defensive spell, finding no purchase. But repeatedly pulsing his Concept, occasionally using a flash of his Intent’s gravity control, and mixing it in with [Gravity Manipulation] and [Telekinesis], Matt absolutely savaged the invincible Republic fighter.

Gan Le’s protection definitely had an end somewhere, and Matt would find it.

At some point, Gurtuid stopped trying to counterattack, instead working to parry Matt’s attacks with an array of blades wielded both in his hands and with skills. Matt countered with his own [Sword Twin], each carrying their own [Dispelling Edge] thanks to [Barrage]. In time, that stopped as well, as he apparently figured out the true extent of Gan Le’s protections, but that was fine by Matt.

He was intentionally scaling back how much mana he was using with each attack, pulling back his constant usage of [Overcharge] as [Double Tap]’s own empowerment grew with each attack he made. With hundreds of [Dispelling Edge]s slicing into Gan Le’s impenetrable defenses, as well as absolutely shredding any spells that had been sent his way, every single attack was hitting hundreds if not thousands of times harder than it normally should. By the time he was intentionally underpowering the base [Dispelling Edge] to sell the illusion of him attacking Gurtuid futilely, he decided it was time to act.

[Archmage’s Presence] poured into all of Matt’s skills and his sword, everything double strengthened by it and [Reinforce Mana] both. That was in turn funneled into an [Overcharge]d [Barrage], itself applying to [Overcharge] to stack an absolutely monstrous amount of power into his [Double Tap]-boosted [Dispelling Edge]. It was, all told, taking so much mana that Matt needed to pull from his mana crystal reserves to afford it.

All of that took but a fraction of a second, and as Matt recalled all of his [Sword Twin]s into a single sword, he boosted the blade with [Hypersonic Edge] and attacked. It was, all told, so much mana that he could barely contain it all even with his Dewdrop Jadechip helping him manipulate the mana within his sword. It was almost blindingly bright to his mana sight, no matter how much he tried to hide it.

The wickedly sharp artifact whipped forward, Matt using his Rubberfruit-enhanced flexibility to snap his arm like a whip, concentrating a truly titanic amount of power into a single strike.

Despite there being nothing strictly designed as an attack spell in Matt’s attack, the sheer amount of power involved exploded as Matt’s dispel struck Gan Le’s infuriating protection, whiting out their portion of the battlefield.

Matt didn’t let that stop him, and while the amount of dispelling mana in the area meant even his backup, manipulation-based senses returned nothing, he slashed out blindly at the figure he assumed was still there.

When his senses returned, he was caught between satisfaction and fury that Gurtuid was still in one piece. Fortunately, that was the only thing still in one piece around him. The man was wholly naked, his swords were nowhere to be seen, and it looked like he’d had a fairly substantial amount of hair either torn out, burned off, or shaved to his skin.

He also had several long and thin cuts across his body that Matt corresponded with his blind attacks. Given Gurtuid wasn’t known for incredibly durable skin, Matt came to the conclusion that while he had managed to overwhelm Gan Le’s protective skill…that wasn’t the only form of defense the man provided.

He growled in frustration, summoning the stunned Gurtuid to his hand, closing his armored hand around the man’s bare neck, and fanned out a [Barrage] of [Sword Twin]s around his body and the body of the Republic elite.

“Yield,” Matt ground out, only to receive no response.

“Yield,” he pushed again, pinging the man’s [AI] for a surrender. The dumbfounded man still gave no response, so Matt gave up asking. Any moment and⁠—

An illusion of Aster appeared next to him. At least, it was probably an illusion given how all the attacks barraging him simply passed through her body. She didn’t stay long enough to say anything but instead grabbed Gurtuid’s unresponsive hands and twirled as though she was going to lead the man into a dance. He passed through Matt’s grip and vanished an instant later.

Matt turned his attention back to H’wuit and Gan Le, who seemed to be busy with some combination of ineffectually pelting Matt with spells and freeing the latter from his mana stone prison. Gan Le did not look good, and Matt took the chance to fire off a [Mana Beam].

It still arced toward Gan Le and didn’t leave so much as a scratch.

With a blast of [Cracked Air Slide], Matt raced to where the duo was and lashed out with a sword blazing with [Tribulation Strike]. H’wuit vanished in a puff of air before the attack could even land, presumably back to the ship.

Gan Le, for his part, crossed his fists and encased himself within some kind of emerald shield Matt hadn’t seen before, then coughed up a mouthful of blood. The tether connecting him to Matt dissipated, and the man rocketed away toward the ship.

Matt turned to engage with the rest of the Harmony Accords, glad to finally be free of the Sects defender, but found that the rest were also in retreat. Before he could celebrate their victory, the world turned blue as the Harmony Accords’ ship pulsed with an attack that was large even by Matt’s standards, slamming into the planetary shields and shattering them.

A quick [AI] query relayed through Darrow informed him that the planetary shields had been permanently broken, the formations responsible for them broken wholly, and they’d need to be rebuilt in their entirety.

Simultaneously, the enormous ship vanished, tearing its way into chaotic space and leaving the battlefield empty.

Without the spatial lock, Matt rapid fire teleported to Liz’s side where he inspected her.

Instead of worry or anger, he saw a hint of…avarice in Liz’s yellow eyes.

“I'm fine. I wasn’t expecting the deathtouch is all, and I’ve got a good revive or two still in me before I need to molt. I might be able to isolate it next time, too? Or redirect it to someone whose blood I recently took with some practice. It was…enlightening.”

Matt desperately wanted to ask, but with their enemies having just left and proving they were just as adept at using illusions as Aster, it wasn’t the time or place.

So long as she was alive, things were fine.

That couldn’t be said for the fortress world. Even though the planet remained in Empire hands, without its planetary shields, the defenders were sitting ducks, and Matt wasn’t surprised when Darrow ordered the stationed soldiers to retreat. There was no reason for them to throw their lives away when the inevitable follow-up armies reached this world.

It took Joy almost ten minutes to circle back around, but then they were off, chasing the turbulence of the Harmony Accords’ ship.
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General Lucas Darrow sat in quiet contemplation as the endless maelstrom of the infinite Realm whirled by outside the viewport. It was an odd sight these days, made all the more outlandish by the realization that he even viewed it as odd. He hadn’t truly realized the degree to which he had become accustomed to Ascender Shadow’s long-distance transportation capabilities, such that if a flight were to take more than a few days with Prima Ace Drifter at the helm, they would often simply teleport to an alternate destination to keep moving at all times.

But with nearly a week of hard-flown pursuit of the Harmony Accords, old habits and memories were beginning to emerge once again. In his last role, such travel time would have occurred in massive troop transport ships, where he and his squad were but one of countless Tier 15 pieces of a whole, being moved from one mission to the next. It would have been time well-utilized, as well. Training, maintenance, group exercises, healing, paperwork, and, very occasionally, rest.

Now, it was mostly idle time they spent training.

What few field repairs had been needed, given the astounding degree of self-repair their gear had, was performed in a matter of hours thanks to the combined efforts of Elite Technician Origami and Ascender Titan. There was no training to be done when his squad was pinnacle elites and outright Ascenders. Nor were there any group exercises which would aid them, and Graduate Bulwark outstripped most of the healers Darrow had met outside of Fort Lightfoot itself.

There were no requisition forms to be filled out, nor even a genuine need for them other than politeness. Requests for increases to an operational mana budget were accomplished by asking Ascender Titan for a minute of his time, and none of his team lacked any of the gear needed for them to shine the most. They already outshone him, if he was being honest, so how could he see what might make them burn even brighter?

Therefore, he spent much of the two weeks they stayed in direct pursuit of the Harmony Accords personally strategizing. There were no weaknesses he needed to compensate for among Team Zero, but the new elites that had joined them did provide additional complexities for their tactics. And that was all added complexities that all the Tier 25 pinnacle elites across three Great Powers brought with them. As well as a substantial number of ‘new’ peak elites. All of that brought many new things he’d have to consider. 

Titan’s passive Concept mana-granting aura meant Darrow could run substantially more intensive simulations, and he put that capability to good use.

Darrow dedicated a portion of his attention as he heard Drifter start complaining.

Mostly it was about how unacceptable it was that they weren’t faster than the Harmony Accords ship with the new engines. They sometimes caught up, which implied they might be faster over a marathon, but it never lasted.

Anytime they got close to the massive ship, it blurred and would leave their detection range in a few short moments. Drifter, a seasoned pilot, explained in great and excruciating detail when Estelle asked how they kept moving so fast.

Darrow wasn’t certain if he agreed with the woman’s assessment, all told. She might have been an expert pilot, but he was an expert in harmonizing disparate powers. Coordinating dozens of Talented Aces to merge their capabilities into a warship of that size…it would be a feat on par with assembling the Harmony Accords to begin with.

Though Drifter certainly thought much the same of constructing a ship with said capabilities. She complained extensively whenever prompted, primarily out of a sense of jealousy, and Darrow couldn’t in good conscience condemn her for it.

Were it not for the additional boosters that had been fitted onto what had already been an exceedingly fast ship, there was no question the Harmony Accords would easily outstrip them. Even their current speed was accomplished only at phenomenal expense, courtesy of just over half of Titan’s immense mana regeneration, as not even an Ascender team could afford twenty-five Tier 25 mana stones per minute simply to travel.

Indubitably, once he ceased working alongside Ascenders, particularly Ascender Titan, Darrow would be in for a harsh recalibration of expected budgets and allotted resources, yet for the time being, he would appreciate the abundance he had been provided.

He also was fairly certain they knew the Harmony Accords’ next destination. Gol’Ru was a Tier 25 supply depot which supported a number of what had become important chokepoints near the Citadel and was a tempting bastion from which their enemies could harass and further attack that most critical of battlefields.

High Command expected the Harmony Accords to hole up in Gol’Ru for the next few years if, like they expected, the enemies were preparing to rush the Citadel with their Tier 35 armies. And he agreed; it was what his own wargaming said they should do.

He expected them to behave accordingly if Team Zero kept pressure on them. If Team Zero left and started crushing other armies without the assistance of Shadow’s Talent, High Command believed the Harmony Accords would drop off an army or five and then dip into the backlines before wreaking havoc, similar to what his own team had done.

So long as they kept threatening to retake the Gol’Ru system, the Harmony Accords would be forced to sit in place.

Which, all things considered, wasn’t a bad thing. The frontlines were…holding, technically. The Harmony Accords had managed to disrupt a number of important supply depots, and while some creative resource redistribution meant the armies weren’t helpless, it was a very precarious situation.

Even then, their enemies were pushing hard enough that planets were falling, and they were cutting what seemed to be a supply channel through Empire space, presumably toward the Citadel front. With some luck, Ascender Shadow’s return would help them keep the Harmony Accords penned in, and thus unable to deal additional damage, while also liberating planets.

It was a situation that would be impossible under normal circumstances, yet there was nothing normal regarding working with Ascenders.

Another two years, and the war was as good as over.

At least in the Tier 25 bracket.

The Tier 15 bracket was looking more and more like a loss with the million-man armies of the other Great Powers simply overwhelming the Empire defenders, slowly but surely. As a general, he had a decent degree of command review ability which let him see the reports of near constant losses. A loss there wasn’t too unexpected with just how many soldiers fought in the lowest-Tier bracket.

It was immensely challenging for a single individual to have a meaningful impact upon those battlefields. There were just too many soldiers, too many fronts, too many limits on transportation. Numbers were often on the Empire’s side, so being outnumbered so starkly was an unfortunate inverse of what the Empire often experienced in most wars.

His participation in the rapid ambush would make for a good story when he was able to brag about it. All the other special operation officers would already be jealous of his leading the Ascenders’ team, but that single strike would garner more attention than anything else. It was one of, if not the, most decisive strikes ever, while also being public enough that he could brag about it.

Then for the Tier 35 bracket, that rested largely upon Ascender Waters. There were backup plans for what should occur if the man were to fail or, Ascenders forbid, be slain, but none of them were preferable or reliable.

Darrow personally felt the Ascender didn’t truly have a plan, just a hope. He’d seen firsthand the sorts of insanity which Ascenders could accomplish when truly threatened, and it seemed probable that Waters assumed that such immense pressure would result in a correspondingly unfathomable degree of discovery. What such a thing could be, Darrow couldn’t imagine.

Nonetheless, should the man fail, it would be entirely up to the Tier 25 battlefield, and Team Zero most of all, to earn sufficient warscore to prevent the Empire from being crippled altogether.

That all-consuming thought nibbled at him any time he tried to turn his attention to something else.

At least, it did until they entered Gol’Ru just an hour or two after the Harmony Accords ship, and he was able to give the Empire defenders the order to retreat before the Harmony Accords could descend upon them.

There was no purpose behind contesting the planet with what comparatively few forces were stationed there. Their ransom would simply worsen the Empire’s station.

That, and they could and surely would be either used to reinforce some other battlefield or merged into an offensive army to help push the frontlines. That however, wasn’t Darrow’s place to decide, even if he believed they would be best utilized on the frontlines to reclaim more worlds.

That just left them and the Harmony Accords.

This was what Darrow was used to expecting in battles even if it was rarely done as a special ops soldier.

Two entities standing off and fighting back and forth repeatedly until one side made a mistake and collapsed.

Darrow, for all that they were outnumbered, expected them to win in the long run so long as they didn’t let themselves get swarmed.

Which meant judicious retreats. With that in mind, he went over his expectations of his team and spent some time explaining why they would need to avoid decisive battles unless he said otherwise.

Darrow expected they would need to fight half a dozen times before they could capitalize on a fight. And frankly, he was more than a little worried about Titan or Legion going off and pushing too far forward and getting enveloped. They were strong, but Darrow expected the Harmony Accords to try cutting them off from the team and then retreating to the ship with repeated engagements.

That was a fairly standard tactic to counter elites, even if it was hard to teleport someone involuntarily.

Darrow watched the feed of the Harmony Accords deploying ten armies through his third eye with more than a little incredulity.

The ship was large. Massive even. But ten armies? That was unlikely. They would surely fit. There was no question about that. The ship was large enough. But from everything they knew about the ship, they never carried more than five armies at a time, and usually fewer than that. With the eight they had disgorged in their recent sieges, he couldn’t understand the means by which they could have housed eighteen or even more armies.

They must have picked the armies up on their mad dash to Gol’Ru, though Darrow was uncertain about how such a thing would be possible. They were deep within Empire space, and there were no armies for them to have rendezvoused with at any point therein.

Origami had suggested they had some form of portable connection to the Republic’s Between within the ship, but insofar as Darrow knew, that wasn’t how the Between worked. It was more akin to a road system than a teleport system. A portable portion of the Between would be as useful as a slab of train tracks would be in the middle of a forest. Yes, there was much they didn’t know regarding the mechanics of the feat, but that much was fundamental.

If the Republic had figured out how to bypass those restrictions, they might have a larger problem on their hands. It turned the Harmony Accords ship from a thorn in their side to a teleportation formation deep inside their territories, able to spew troops and elites past their defenses with impunity.

Stick pointed out that they had seen Sects and Federation armies disgorged in the last world and the reports said there had been a Sects army deployed in the world before, and there was no way the Republic would allow another Great Power such access to the Between. Sadly, Origami pointed out that the Harmony Accords had more than enough space to hold six armies without anyone being cramped, and more than that if people got cozy.

No one had a rebuttal for that. She was right but, suddenly, their mission became a whole lot more difficult if that was true.

It was still possible though, and that was all that mattered to Darrow.

Nothing changed the fact that if the Harmony Accords and their elites left the Gol’Ru system, Team Zero would crush any number of armies left here. One, ten, or a hundred, it made little difference beyond how long it would take.

Even as the armies moved to take over the fortress world, the elites and Corporations mercenaries set up embankments and cannons. Without Shadow, they were once more forced to fly into oncoming fire , but they also encountered something new.

The Harmony Accords had left a minefield in their wake.

Not that it mattered to the [Bulwark]s Titan and Bulwark created, but it helped lend credence to Origami’s idea that the ship had access to the Republic Between network.

Darrow used his third eye to scan for any other surprises but found none.

Once they were close enough to be dropped off, Drifter bade them farewell before retreating. Not too far away, but far enough away that she wasn’t in danger of being ambushed. She and her ship would be their encampment while they stood off with the Harmony Accords after all.

The battle began as such things usually did. Darrow managed to relatively quickly identify where Ari Kai lurked, and a hail of projectiles from Bolt forced him out of the melee. Daxton, or at least someone who looked like him, was lurking invisibly near the edge of the battlefield, and he directed Wraith to extend her spirit space near the man, which seemed to keep him at bay.

He was a potential threat, though an eminently manageable one. His touch registered as overwhelmingly dangerous to all of his squad, and a few of them— most notably Titan, Tedwin, and Stick— had armor which counted as ‘alive’ to defend against such attacks. Hopefully it wouldn’t come down to that, as killing their armor would drastically undercut their defensive capabilities, but at least the backup existed.

Dao Child Darkness Eternal was dashing toward Origami in his velociraptor beast form, and Darrow directed Light to reinforce the crafter before the void specialist could cut through her constructs. Dao Child Brilliant Wing had already managed to bring Gan Le within range of Titan, and alongside H’wuit and Dao Child Maven, they were already engaging with the Ascender.

That was acceptable. Wraith subtly pushed the five of them away from the main battle, effectively neutralizing Gan Le for the remaining fighters while still keeping Titan, and his mana-granting Concept, in range thanks to the effects of Darrow’s own Domain. Colton was exchanging cover fire with Bolt, complicating things for Queen as she fought off a trio of peak elites.

Torment was steadily losing ground to Archwarrior Sparks and was forced into outright retreat when Lorlael closed in, pursued by Legion and Stick. Bulwark swooped in to provide a bit of healing to Origami, but the void wound she’d taken wasn’t healing. Light supplemented with a conjured forearm and hand made out of synthetic mana.

Drifter pulled up, getting the ship up out of the path of a barrage of fire from the massive battleship, forcing Darrow to recover from the momentary change in orientation. Legion had a few bodies come under attack from the Federation rune soldiers, but an assist from Wraith allowed her to keep them in check.

Tedwin and Estelle had gotten separated from the main group, under heavy assault from Dao Child Clawed Forge, Long Zhiyuan, and a pair of Republic pinnacle elites. He directed Bolt to provide a bit of cover, but that interrupted her duel with Colton, and Queen was quickly pushed back to the safety of a trio of Legions.

There was no sign of the sniper yet, which was worrying, but Daxton was still on the fringes of the fight. Ari Kai attempted to backstab Stick, but Light turned the man’s invisibility into a stone prison, letting Bulwark crumple the man’s chest and triggering his recall.

That was one down, and far, far too many to go.

Eliana and Darkness Eternal pinned down a Legion body, and managed to kill it, prompting Wraith to sweep through with a wall of ice. Unfortunately, it was met by Dao Child Crashing Tundra’s mountain of ice, and Darrow directed Wraith to disengage and reinforce Tedwin before he was overrun by the Federation rune soldiers, rather than get into an elemental battle with the glacier specialist.

She agreed after a reluctant moment, stripping a thrown spear of its deadly spells the instant before it struck Tedwin’s chest, sparing Darrow from needing to recall the Graduate. The other four new pinnacle elites were also in a fairly bad position, having been separated and pinned down by the combined efforts of Archwarrior Sparks, Long Zhiyuan, three Republic elites, and several miscellaneous peak elites.

Drifter shot a missile to break up the formation, while Darrow contemplated how to rectify the situation. He’d like to send Legion in, but all of her were too distant. Light was close enough he could reinforce, and he unleashed a massive storm of hail he’d stored within his spellbook, originating initially from Titan. The hail turned to pyroclastic flow and managed to send many of the peak elites back to their ship, but Clawed Forge managed to redirect the flow of the lava to his hands, where it became a massive axe made of obsidian.

Bulwark passed his namesake spell off to a giant summoned by Torment, who deflected the oversized blow. Bolt fired a barrage of brilliant blasts toward Crashing Tundra, only to be struck by a bullet from the hidden sniper. She was pulled back to the ship, and the rune soldiers nearly struck Bulwark and Torment from behind, until Legion interposed and drove them back, killing three of them and pushing them until they were reinforced by a duo of Republic elites and she lost her momentum.

Things were going…acceptably. But maybe not for long.
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The new pinnacle and peak elites were the weakest links, and that immediately became clear in the first dozen exchanges.

Matt had gotten a feel for H’wuit in their first battle, which meant that, even with Gan Le there to soak up his and everyone else's damage, Matt was able to batter them. Gan Le was also clearly the current recipient of Maven’s old buff, which was making his attacks incredibly strong…by normal standards, anyway.

Gan Le clearly wasn’t used to his overwhelming strength, and he had very few skills to take advantage of it. His most effective maneuvers had been conjuring various forms of shields and trying to bash Matt with them or creating two walls and trying to crush Matt between them.

They were quite powerful, and many peaks or pinnacles would fall to the overwhelming force, but Matt was plenty tough enough to power through and usually quick enough to dodge them outright. Every once in a while, a peak elite would try to get in a shot on him while he was dodging one of Gan Le’s attacks, and he would invariably respond with a [Telekinesis] crush.

After the fifth one had their lifesaving gear activate, pulling them back to the ship, they seemed to give up on that plan of attack.

Unfortunately, they weren’t the only ones getting worn down.

Bolt took a sniper bullet through the chest, the shot from inside the Harmony Accords’ ship's open hull. It activated her own tether and pulled her back to Drifter's ship.

The Harmony Accords tried to capitalize, but with just Gan Le on Matt, he was easily able to simply drag the other elite along for the ride.

He tried to stop them with his tether, which was, like his physical strength, stronger than usual, but Matt used his armor's ability to make telekinetic platforms. With a foothold for leverage, even Gan Le was no match for Matt’s physical might.

It was slow, but he was able to walk toward the others while dragging Gan Le along.

Unfortunately, when Maven and Brilliant Wing attacked him, he was forced to dodge their combined attacks. Violet feathers burned against his armor while Maven brought a fist made of wrought metal and twice as big as Matt was tall down on him. That dodge helped Gan Le pull him back, and the next time, he tried to drag himself closer to the fight, he was immediately beset by the combined efforts of the two Dao Children.

The battle dragged on for what felt like hours, and like they expected, the Harmony Accords ran out of mana while Matt’s side were all still above half capacity. Even his white hole couldn’t keep them full, but they were in a better place than the Harmony Accords. Which was why Matt dropped his Concept for his Intent, locking down space and preventing the Harmony Accords from using their spiritual devices to retrieve mana stones for their rapid converters.

Matt was the only one allowed to give mana. That was his Domain, and he would give or take as he pleased, and it pleased him that the enemies were going without.

That earned him the ire of the collective, and even he couldn’t deal with that without repercussions.

Gan Le summoned a pair of massive golden gates inlaid with emerald and sapphire filigree and smashed them together, Maven transformed into a dragon and breathed a stream of fire, and Brilliant Wing attacked with a full dozen wings made of burning violet light, forcing Matt to switch back from his black hole’s immobility to his white hole’s repulsion.

As he shifted gears, Matt felt the world slow to a crawl for an instant.

For just a moment as Matt was deactivating his black hole and activating his white hole, he was doing both at once.

Within him, the spiritual halo of his white hole blazed out, yet within the halo was not the normal brilliance of endless mana, but an all-consuming void of pure darkness, an eclipse unlike any other.

It wasn’t an eclipse wherein the moon passed before the sun. No, it was far more profound than that.

The black hole had lost its accretion disk but blazed with a halo of twisting white light from every angle. The white hole had lost its fore but consumed all within the perfect blackness of the black hole.

Infinite, impossibly deep darkness paired with blinding white energy in a searing display that caused the entire Realm to stop and take notice.

Matt felt a searing in his eyes and felt the white hole manifestation that existed in his pupils had changed. A black hole appeared in the deepest parts of the white hole, creating what almost looked like a normal pupil inside his manifestation-changed pupil.

But that was the smallest change.

As Matt activated his Domain Meld, he felt what the mix of his Concept and Intent was.

It was nothing.

It was him.

It was…

He was…

He was Endless.

He was Dauntless.

He was unstoppable.

He was inevitable.

He was the white hole, which produced all for eternity. The tide of mana which would reshape the Realm in his wake.

He was the black hole, which carved its way through all of reality. The titan whose sword would leaving not even dust in its wake.

His trajectory was definite. Nothing could alter him from his course, and he would leave his mark, the wake of his passage echoing for all eternity.

It was empty. It was nothing. It was Matt.

There was only nothingness, and the nothingness was Matt.

There was only energy, and energy was Matt.

Matt was both at once, and that was impossible.

He was two sides of the same coin, at the same time.

His mirror Domain had merged, melded, into a singular hole for a brief instant.

And it was everything and nothing.

It reigned supreme because it was there, and it wasn’t. It was both at the same time while being neither, which left no space for anything else.

Matt lifted his left hand above his head, and manifested his Anchor. The eclipse blazed forth in all its might, white darkness and dark light shining out, an unstoppable light that drew every eye on the battlefield to its existence, daring them all, challenging them all to submit to the truth of Matt’s existence.

This was his battlefield, his realm. They would suffer his rule and fear his judgment.

Under its light, all other Domains snuffed out. Friend and foe, Matt’s assertion of his reality was the only one permitted.

Susanne’s swords crumbled and fragmented, the edges chipping away. Liz’s blood boiled yet held its shape. Colton’s hat was blown off his head, forcing him to shield his eyes with his hand. The bracelets on Torment’s arms turned to dust and vanished in a puff of smoke, instantly causing his skin to stretch under the pressure of his summons trying to force their way out.

Darrow’s communication link broke, like a taut cord pulled too tightly. The rune soldiers all seemed to spasm slightly, Brilliant Wing’s feathers lost much of their brightness, and throughout the battlefield, everyone staggered under Matt’s absolute power. But most importantly, the massive moon that hovered over Maven winked out of existence and the spatial lock that reinforced the ship’s twisting of space vanished.

The pressure was immense. Matt could feel himself directly contesting everyone’s willpower, as they all fought to reassert their own Domains. It was less draining than using his mana compression, but not by much. Even as that thought came, the pressure redoubled as people fought against it, and he was forced to drop it within a second. It was then that he lost the understanding that had come over him on just how he had managed the meld and everything unraveled.

And yet within that second, Aster, the best fox in the Realm, Matt’s bond, his little sister, acted where no else managed to.

While his Domain Meld shut down Domains, it did nothing to stop Talents.

Nothing at all.

A ripple of color swept out across the battlefield, a brilliant aurora dancing through space, and it closed around two people in particular.

Daxton, where he lurked in the wings, ready to dart in and touch someone like they were playing a demented game of tag, vanished in a swirl of green and a puff of ice.

Gan Le, for all his durability, guarding against all of Matt’s might, was obscured by a curtain of violet light. And when it withdrew, he was gone.

In his place, a pair of men—one green-skinned and blue-haired and the other blue-skinned and green-haired—were suddenly forced into reality, a tangle of limbs that they quickly extricated themselves from.

There had always been two names they’d heard as within the Harmony Accords but never seen.

Synoid and Crastor.
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The battlefield seemed to hang in a single moment of stasis, though Matt knew that was just an illusion. He’d expended a lot of willpower with his Domain Meld, but [Archmage’s Presence] still cranked his reaction speed up high enough that most people hadn’t been able to recover from it, even now.

His hand, still raised above his head, turned slightly and unleashed a blast of [Mana Beam] at the presumed Synoid and Crastor. Without Darrow’s mind-link, he had to rely on only his own knowledge, but the two elusive-but-known members of the Harmony Accords were certainly the two Sects-looking men who had suddenly appeared after Aster had spirited away Gan Le.

They were also probably the source of Maven’s previous buff; two people who could be shifted around to empower different members of the Harmony Accords explained most of what they’d seen.

The exact nature of how they’d been inside Gan Le, or why they hadn’t been taken alongside him, was immaterial. Right now, Matt just cared that his attack hit.

It was a breath of fresh air for his [Mana Beam] to go where he aimed it, but the green twin turned shadowy and insubstantial, dove into the blue twin’s body, and then the two vanished, leaving only the impression of entering the shadow cast by Matt’s own beam of mana as it swept to cut them in half.

He wasn’t certain where they went, but his instincts said they weren’t out of the battle yet. Whatever that was, it hadn't been a lifesaving tether back to the ship. Not that he could properly account for what it was, as he had genuinely no idea what their capabilities were like. A part of him wondered: if they could turn Maven from someone beaten by Light and Shadow into someone who could keep up with two Ascenders, what might they be able to do to someone already extraordinary?

Idle but fun thoughts. For now, he had only a single thing that mattered.

Gan Le was finally gone and that meant the Harmony Accords were ripe for the picking.

And they knew it, which is why the smarter ones immediately activated their lifesaving measures.

Matt swept his [Mana Beam] across Maven, H’wuit, and Brilliant Wing. His beam hitting Maven triggered some kind of reflexive transformation that diffracted and scattered the beam in multiple directions but that only caused more damage to her allies. He was able to blast half of H’wuit’s body to pieces before the Federation elite vanished in a puff of smoke. Brilliant Wing turned into a streak of light and raced away before Matt could strike them but that didn’t stop Matt from just shifting his aim elsewhere.

Across the battlefield, similar sights were playing out, with some of the elites— especially the peak elites— acting a bit too slowly and opening themselves up to attacks from Team Zero. Susanne took the head off one of the rune soldiers, Light blasting them to pieces an instant later. It was something of a pity that they could indeed be revived, but they were fairly certain it was at least costly to do so, thus killing them wasn’t a waste.

That was when even the holdouts activated their lifesaving measures en masse. In the confusion, Aster even managed to sweep up a few more stragglers before the battlefield was completely abandoned.

Once their people were out of the way, the massive ship started charging its cannons trying to inflict some measure of reciprocal losses.

Darrow’s mental link reconnected to Matt, calling for a withdrawal, and Matt, after sending a fruitless pulse of [Mana Beam] at the massive ship’s shields, obliged.

He knew the situation as well as the others. The Harmony Accords were waiting in this system to keep the lane open for the eventual Tier 35 attack, and High Command was happy to use that to keep the Harmony Accords pinned down in one place and not running around. At least until Allie recovered enough to rejoin them in two or so years.

Until then, it wasn’t worth forcing an engagement. That, and they hadn’t actually figured out how to get through the ship's hull without giving away Matt’s Talent. The armor and shielding were in a league of their own and would take hours to burn through.

Ai'la was working on some kind of breaching charge system, but that would take time to set up, and they would have to defend from the Harmony Accords elites’ inevitable reprisals with their backs to the ship's hull, which would mean no maneuverability.

There had to be a better way, but they hadn’t figured it out yet.

Matt was certain they would, which is why he didn’t bother to press the attack now that they had run. That was something which immortality had taught him. They had time. A few months of skirmishes would let them learn and test out weaknesses, so there was no rush to be hasty.

Besides, they already had the biggest win and one shouldn't get greedy. Matt just needed to remind himself of that.

He and the others, prize clutched in their metaphorical hands, retreated with the entire Harmony Accords ship on their heels, but it was forced to stop its pursuit as it got too far away from the fortress world and the respective armies it needed to defend. Ten armies would be oh so vulnerable to ambush should the ship decide to chase them.

After all, what if Allie wasn’t actually down for the count, and they were just playing along with everyone's expectations, waiting for a perfect moment to let her lash out with devastating power?

It was unlikely, but that was exactly what Ascenders specialized in.

Aster howled a cry of primal victory through their [AI] that resonated with Matt. It might not be the overwhelming victory they dreamed of, but they had pushed their enemies to the point they needed to retreat. More importantly, they had finally captured the seemingly unkillable Gan Le.

If nothing else, they hoped that would lead to an eventual cascade of defeats as the Harmony Accords took damage.

The moment they arrived back at the ship, phoenix Liz threw herself into his arms and Matt removed his helmet just in time to catch an exuberant kiss from his wife. Phoenix Liz squawked about being crushed, but Matt planted a kiss on her head which calmed her down.

Matt laughed as Sebastian slammed him on the shoulder.

He felt good. A Domain Meld was rare, and while it had been spontaneous and more than a bit accidental, it had happened, which meant he would eventually figure out how to reproduce the accident purposefully. He’d become one of the few people to merge a mirror Domain, and just the initial ability he’d developed was already quite potent. No doubt, next time he used it, people would be ready for it, but he could probably still get at least a good handful of uses out of it before workarounds were discovered.

“That was impressive, Ascender Titan. Do you have anything to report that we couldn’t tell for ourselves?”

Matt pondered Darrow's question before shaking his head. “I don’t think so. I don’t know what it felt like to you, but, for me, it was the sensation that creation and destruction overlapped, pushing aside everything else.”

Liz shrugged and tilted his head down slightly so she could look into his eyes. He deliberately widened them to give her a better view and got an image sent back to him just a moment later.

As a mortal, he’d had fairly standard green eyes, the color of leaves at the end of summer, right when they lost their luster. They had gotten slightly more vivid for his first couple of Tiers, until he ate the Root of Perfection, at which point they’d become an exceptionally vivid green that nearly looked like they glowed in the right lighting. That illusion had only strengthened when his pupils took on the appearance of white holes and had become true in the wake of obtaining the Sliver of Night’s True Sight, albeit with a bluish-green tinge.

It wasn’t until the combination of immortality and Ironsight Salt that his eyes took on their current appearance. Or, he supposed, his prior appearance, of glowing, emerald-like green eyes with white pupils.

Now, for the first time in centuries, he had a normal-ish pupil. Two perfect circles of absolute darkness resided at the center of his irises, around which his white hole radiated eclipse-like, a bright, glowing and shifting pattern of white set against vivid green.

If he said so himself, he thought it looked pretty fetching, and he was more than happy with the change.

Before he could analyze himself further, Darrow answered his last question. “Pushing aside all other Domains seems apt. It didn’t feel like a typical suppression, but more akin to my Domain simply not having the paraphysical space to expand beyond my spirit. I could probably grow accustomed to it with some time, but it would necessitate practice, unless I manage to integrate it into the tactical network. Quite useful, I must say. Do you have any insights into the simplest growth routes for it?”

Matt pondered that as the others agreed with Darrow about how it felt until Susanne spoke up. “I’m not sure if it was because of how far I was away, but I felt like it was weaker than that. Like it was a…” Susanne chewed on her lower lip as she searched for a word, but eventually she settled on, “Similar to something Lila did to me when we were training. A forbiddance of the foreign, enforced by a more…she explicitly didn’t like the phrasing of ‘profound,’ but maybe something like ‘cohesive’ view of your Domain? It’s a bit like having an Aspect, an extra part to the Domain. She said the metaphor that she liked was that our Domains were having an argument, and having an Aspect was like having an approach to the debate my Domain didn’t have a rebuttal for. Your Meld reminded me of that. But if you give me a bit of heads up next time, I think I can push through at least the basic level and keep my sword. Lila made sure I could summon it even if I had an Aspect opposing my Domain.”

Liz chimed in with a nod. “Same, mostly. It felt like getting my arm slapped while lifting a heavy weight and pushed my Domain back to my spirit. It still fought me, and I think that a weaker Domain might be suppressed completely, but Domain powers that are more internal-focused are probably going to be relatively usable still.”

That was interesting and something Matt really wanted to dig into, but without the ability to use the power on command again, it would be hard to test. Still, he felt like there was something more to the power and said so.

“The philosophical foundation of the ability is the overlapping of creation and destruction, enforcing a kind of dynamic stasis. There’s definitely more to it, but I’m not entirely sure what beyond the obvious ability and the fact I can use my Concept and Intent simultaneously with it. If I can get it under control, though, I think a natural direction of growth would be”—he thought for a moment—“I think it’s about me existing more than my surroundings, and a certain level of inevitability, that everything has to contend with me in some way. Perhaps I could expand the forbiddance effect, or make it more selective? There’s definitely something more to it, though. Some kind of semi-passive, maybe? Where I don’t have to actively fight everything. That’s what my instincts are telling me, anyway.”

Ideas started getting thrown around, but, until Matt figured something else out, that was as good as they were going to get. Susanne had a bit of extra insight about the differences between forms of Domain suppression, and the pair chatted for a few minutes until Zack joined in, after he wrapped up a conversation he’d been having with Liz.

“Something that I believe may be worth noting is that your Meld has a partial effect upon mana. While my Domain is involved in all of my casting, so it is difficult to say for certain, I was partway through casting a [Plasma Bolt] when your Meld began, and it instantly began to be opposed, not in a manner akin to a counterspell, but simple pressure placed upon the spell structure, threatening to disrupt it. I was forced to shift the spell to lava aspect to prevent it from collapsing outright. Though I believe that I have understood the mechanism of how it works and will be better prepared for next time.”

Matt took the praise without too much preening, but he was still running off that high and knew it. “The mana thing is very interesting, even if it makes sense considering the rest of my Domain. It might be a good starting place for me to develop the ability. As for what it felt like? It was like…harmony between my Domains for the first time. The two finally working in sync even if just for a moment. It's like I’ve had two instruments playing notes at opposite ends of the scale but, for a brief moment, they met in the middle. I was everything , and I was nothing, but both took up space in the Realm. What did it feel like to you guys? In more detail.”

Susanne tapped her greatsword a few times before giving Matt the answer he was looking for. “It was like wearing clothes, really baggy clothes, and then getting wet. They can feel light and airy while dry, which is like using a Domain, you push it outward and affect the world around you. But the moment your Meld came out it felt like water dumped on me and everything was pushed right back to my skin because there was something else out there. Lila taught me the trick of solidifying my Domain into something more substantial when we did our training. It's like turning that shirt into rope, so instead of being spread around you in a thin layer, you bunch it up. Then, while it can still get wet with the change in how you are using it, it becomes harder to misshape.

“At least, that is how I visualized the lessons. She did it with her Aspect, and it was pressure coming from above which felt different. That was like a weight from above. I said it before, but your meld came from another direction, and while it had less raw power than what Lila could bring to bear, it came from a weird angle. Like expecting a blow from above to get hit with a leg sweep. The analogy isn't perfect, but the best I have. Honestly, you’ll probably never really get it unless you can find someone else with a Meld and match up against them. It's truly odd, and I better understand the book now. Calling it a Domain and a half feels incredibly wrong, but it’s also the best way I can describe it.”

Matt pondered what Susanne said. He had long since enlisted her help with the Meld, as she was probably the best at Domains in their group besides Aiden, but his advice was useless and to be ignored. He had instead recommended Matt to just push for his Aspect as if it were easy.

They had tried. More than once in fact. None of them, even Susanne, had even the smallest bit of success. An Aspect needed not only a Phrase, Image, and an Anchor like the step before it, it also needed a Truth.

The Truth was a profound plea to the metaphysics of the Realm, connecting one’s actions to the underpinnings of reality in the same way that an Anchor connected the Domain to physical reality. It became a fixed point in the tapestry of defining Who You Were, the lens through which you would judge the Realm, and the Realm would judge you.

Aiden had made it sound so easy when he talked about forming his Aspect at Tier 23, but actually sane people had cautioned them against trying to weave their spirits into the underpinnings of reality. Matt wasn’t even certain what single insight defined his approach to dealing with the Realm. Mana is powerful, perhaps, but it rang so hollow compared to the few examples he’d been given.

Matt supposed he couldn't complain too much, considering he had just created something even Aiden didn’t have, but it still rankled.

After that, everyone started trading ideas of how best to capitalize on this change when Aster dumped cold water on everyone.

“We have a bit of a problem.”

That was the last thing any of them wanted to hear, and they all turned to Aster, who looked just as perplexed as the rest of them.

“Did Gan Le try to detonate his core?”

That was Matt’s largest worry. That kind of energy expenditure could possibly kill Aster.

“No, no, no, quite the opposite actually. [Cryogenic Storage]…isn’t working on him. Like at all. The spell isn’t taking at all, there’s no frost buildup, and his vitals are entirely normal…but he’s currently complaining about the cold, and after I took his armor, he keeps asking to be given something warmer to wear.”

She cocked her head to the side, and her fox ears started twitching. “He just pulled a Go board out of his spatial ring.”

Ai'la laughed, and Darrow surprised them all with his next order. “Bring him out.”

From their various fights, Matt expected a lot of things from Gan Le when Aster pulled him from her spirit place. But what he saw was not any of them.

He expected Gan Le to be meditating to resist Aster's cold or just generally being stoic, but instead, he found Gan Le with his hands tightly clasped around his arms, engulfed in flames, and furiously jumping from side to side, shivering.

That combined with his sudden appearance caught everyone except the smirking Aster off guard.

Gan Le instantly set himself together again, extinguishing his limbs and clasping them behind his back, straightening his back with perfect posture as he glanced around the room with one last shiver. His lack of visible irises and clear practice with hiding his micromuscular movements made the task a not insignificant one but still one Matt didn’t find too difficult.

What Matt judged as a heavily modified [Cleanse] rippled over the man, sweeping aside a few snowflakes that had come to rest upon him, and he set his face in a very neutral expression. Matt expected him to transition into a stoic and/or haughty stereotypical Sects warrior, only to be immediately proven wrong.

Gan Le spun to face Aster, pointing at her accusingly. Considering he was at least a few inches shorter than Matt’s sister, it was a somewhat comedic image. “Do you know how unbelievably frigid it is in there? I nearly froze solid, and what sort of Lady are you to have such a drab, boring frozen wasteland? Where are the endless hounds of winter, chasing me unto the ends of the earth, the magnificent towers of awe-inspiring architecture to cast into firm relief how much greater you are than the rabble which you toss inside? You cannot possibly expect me to merely sit there and freeze to death!”

Aster snickered at the man glaring at her. “They’re…in progress. And look, you were fine, obviously. If my skills weren’t freezing you, then you sure as shit wouldn’t die from just being in the cold for a bit. But all you need to do is relax your defenses a bit, I’ll shove you in cold storage next to Dumbass Deathtouch, and you can skip experiencing the cold entirely.”

Gan Le folded his arms, pulling his expression back to merely a glare. “Do you know what that cold would do to my meridians? Think of the disarray it would cause. The restoration treatments alone would cost a decade of delving. In fact, it's cruel enough to warrant a breach in the Captured Prisoners' Treatment Act!”

Matt raised an eyebrow at that, not quite sure his [AI] had translated meridians properly, but Darrow must have remembered their initial purpose better, because he interjected, “Are you offering an official surrender? On account of Ascender Wraith capturing you mid-combat, you are technically still an active combatant, unless you wish to officially enter yourself as a Class One or Class Two prisoner. And, unless you wish to declare yourself a Class Two prisoner, please disable your defensive capabilities, allow yourself to be restrained, and we can arrange for a proper prisoner transport in a warmer environment than Ascender Wraith’s winterscape.”

Gan Le shuddered, and he stood up straight once again. Matt was sure he was about to get the haughtiness he usually expected. “I most certainly do not surrender, and I will not put myself at risk of death by suppressing my protection.”

Darrow leveled a flat look at the Sects elite. “As an active capture, you are not currently protected, but if you do surrender, then you won’t be allowed to die, and we can⁠—”

“Allowed to die? That's not how people die. People rarely intend to die. But being next to two teams of Masters is certainly an excellent way to risk death, be it a spare icicle through my temple, my spirit being torn asunder should Wraith suffer spiritual damage of her own, or any number of similarly dangerous situations I have no desire to subject myself unto.”

As if considering something Gan Le nodded. “Actually, why haven't we left yet? Or do you have a ship coming to pick me up?”

Matt was genuinely confused by this point, and he couldn't help but wonder if the Sects man's attitude was just a distraction to escape. Matt wasn’t sure how that would be the case, but it was the only thing that could explain it. Even If Gan Le wanted to destroy the ship to leave them stranded while the Harmony Accords slipped away, it would be nearly impossible with how close everyone was.

Even a core detonation took a moment or two to spin up so Matt had more than enough time to end the man let alone Liz or Zack.

Catching himself, Matt acknowledged that the Sects culture wasn’t monolithic, and there could be more normal people like Gan Le. But it made no sense if he was some hidden elite they had pulled from deep cover just for this mission.

Having the thought, Matt asked it just to get a look of either confusion or derision from Gan Le.

“Deep cover? What?”

“What is there to be confused about? You were a hidden asset the Sects pulled out of deep cover for this mission. Right?”

Gan Le’s eyebrows twitched. “Of course not. I constrained myself to ensure my safety.”

“Safety?” Now, even Liz looked confused.

Gan Le’s expression became one of restrained exasperation, and his tone became that of a beleaguered adult trying to explain something to a particularly dimwitted child. “Yes. Danger.” Pointing at Matt he slowly explained in clipped Sects. “His techniques are too strong. Too strong means breaking. Breaking means death. Death is bad. Gan Le not want death.”

Liz’s face went flat and Matt couldn't tell if she planned on punching him or laughing.

Gan Le looked around and scanned the rest of the faces staring back at him and shook his head. “None of you possess self-respect. Foolish hotheads, all of you.”

Gan Le walked over to a nearby seat and sat down, interlacing his fingers as he rested his hands upon his lap. “Now. I request a warm drink. Tea would be preferable , but I will accept anything hot.”

His attention flicked down to his hands. “If not that, I would request the return of my spatial ring. I have a tea set in there, and I direly need to warm myself.”

“No.” Aster preened at turning the man down.

“Please?”

“No. They are battlefield spoils.”

“Ah, but that rule only applies if I were to be dead! And as the case may be, I’m very good at being not dead, and therefore they remain my possessions until I relinquish them voluntarily or have passed away.”

Aster smirked as she shot right back, “But what if they contain some lifesaving measures that you might use to escape?”

Gan Le snorted. “This ship is locked down so I can’t use them. Why bother. Speaking of which, how are you intending to transfer me to someone else's custody? Is someone going to pick me up or will we be leaving?”

Darrow’s interjection caused the Sects man to visibly blanch. “We aren’t. You will remain inside Aster's spirit place until the war is over.”

“I refuse. It is far too frigid in there!”

Darrow just stared Gan Le down until the other man wilted. “Now, as a prisoner, are you aware of your rights?”

Gan Le waved dismissively. “I’ve been captured before. I know the rules. I can’t be forced to tell you anything and you can’t torture me for the information , but I can volunteer anything. Ask away. I might even talk about some things.”

“Only some?” Phoenix Liz’s yellow eyes hardened to slits and her head cocked to the side, even as human Liz glared.

Gan Le nodded. “Naturally. There are people who I won’t risk offending by speaking about anything that relates to them. But if that comes up, I’m more than willing to just say so, and we can all move on like civilized cultivators.”

Darrow asked the question that Matt was most interested in. “Synoid and Crastor, wha⁠—”

He hadn’t even finished when Gan Le shook his head. “Nope. Can’t talk about them. Next question.”

For the first time he seemed deadly serious, which only piqued Matt's curiosity about the topic, but Darrow must have read the same thing as Matt did. If he pushed, Gan Le might clam up.

“Can you confirm that they are how some of your team is being buffed? We saw them merge with others after you were removed from the fight.”

Gan Le chewed on his thumb for a moment before nodding. “Yes, but that is all I am willing to say. And that's all you need to know. Besides to avoid killing them. You didn’t kill them, right?”

When everyone looked at him for more information, he just shook his head hard enough to cause his hair to smack him in the face. “It's a bad idea.”

Darrow just nodded and moved on. “Does the Harmony Accords’ ship have access to a way to resupply between battles?”

Gan Le relaxed after hearing that question and nodded. “Yes. There’s something the Republic provided, though I don’t know the details.”

Joy leaned around the now-healed Morgan and asked, “How are they moving so fast?”

Gan Le shrugged. “Large engines, powerful Talented pilots. They’ve been asking much the same about you and have been complaining how much they need to cycle people into the recovery chambers.”

“Please elaborate about the pilots and the chambers.”

Gan Le unfolded his hands in a gesture of surrender. “I don’t know too much about the pilots. There are perhaps a score of them, and they work together to make the ship faster. That's all I know about them. As for the chambers, they are just Federation things we use at times. They are useful, but not that useful. They accelerate time inside while stimulating healing cooldown recovery. We’ve used them a few times, but I can’t speak to how they work or if they do anything else.”

Sensing they weren’t entirely happy with the answer, Gan Le shrugged. “I keep my nose out of things that don't relate to me. Keeps me out of trouble most of the time.”

The man glared at Matt as he said that. It looked like he was contemplating restraint, but instead, he exploded.

“And you! Fuck you, Titan! Do you need to hit that hard? No, you don’t. They expect me to block all of your damage to the others but, like, it's too much! Just stop it. Use smaller attacks or something.”

Matt took a bit of perverse pleasure at the man's frustration. That was how he felt when dealing with him.

“Maybe you guys should have thought of that before killing my husband.” Dena’s voice was frigid and cut through the room like a knife.

Gan Le gave something of an acknowledging nod. “I am sorry for your loss. I do not claim responsibility, and I see no gain from any of this foolishness. I did not wish to be a part of this, and that has not changed now.”

Aster snorted but Gan Le threw up his hands in protest, looking up to Matt’s bond. “I assure you. I participated in wars merely to accumulate sufficient face and reputation, until I could situate myself in a position where nobody would seek to disturb me. I hoped to be notable enough to avoid conflict, yet not so notable that young hotheads would seek to prove themselves on me. At no point was fighting any of you part of my plan.”

Pointing at Matt again, Gan Le almost pleaded. “Seriously, do you know how hard he hits? I’ve taken battleship blasts that aren’t as powerful. It's not fun. I simply wish to live in peace.”

Matt pointed out the flaw with his story. “Except getting captured should lower your merit. Then you can’t retire.”

Gan Le looked at Matt and snorted like he understood nothing. “I might not have gotten a choice in getting sent here, but I already argued my retirement package. One that is paid out whether I get captured or not, so long as I don’t surrender mid-battle without just cause. I’m no battle maniac pinnacle elite who throws himself into stupidly dangerous situations.”

The small move of his white eyes suggested that his last point was meant for them.

Matt didn’t know what to make of the man and just shook his head. Whatever he had been expecting, it hadn’t been this mostly levelheaded and pragmatic man.

Ai'la raised a good question Matt hadn’t thought of. “If you hate the Sects, why not defect?”

Gan Le looked equally confused. “Hate the Sects? Absolutely not. The Sects are wonderful and know how to treat those who properly earn it. Why do you think I desire merit? Because the Sects are wonderful for those strong enough to claim it, and I am strong enough. Once my plans come to fruition, I will be in an untouchable spot with at least two layers of backup protection.”

“Doesn’t your Talent protect you?”

“No mere technique, no matter how mighty and amplified, is truly invulnerable. Be it from higher Tiers or political pressure, I possess many, many weaknesses. But, if you would be nice enough to send me to a safe, comfy prison cell with my tea set and Go board, I will gladly remain there until the end of the war.”

Seeing the sincere look on Gan Le’s face, Matt almost believed him.

“Let's move on then. Can you list any members of the Harmony Accords by name with a greater than seventy percent certainty?” Darrow's question was a good one, and Matt wanted to hear the answer.

Gan Le sent a discontent glance at Aster, which implied he knew the moment he stopped being helpful it meant he was going back on ice. “Very well. Let's start with the leadership. There is a general from each Great Power. They…”

Matt thought he would get bored of the information, but he was kept, if not interested, at least entertained by Gan Le’s personal tidbits and quips.

He seemed to always have an acerbic look on anyone who wanted to fight for things like glory or prestige. When he got around to Maven and Long Zhiyuan, Gan Le went into a tirade about how their brains had been replaced with a single pebble, a jagged and ugly one to boot, which they had had to share with a dozen other people.

“I swear, all they think about is fighting. Long Zhiyuan doesn't even eat. They have some amazing food, and the man never touches it. ‘It could be poisoned.’ Obviously. But that’s why you use techniques to avoid being poisoned. It’s not as though it’s challenging to do so. But no, he just wants to be all stoic and work on ways to better defeat all of you guys. Especially you Titan. Really, why even grow strong if you don’t wish to take advantage of the benefits that come with power?”

Pursing his lips, Gan Le nodded slowly as if he was coming to an understanding. “Maybe that's the issue. You all rise through the Tiers so fast you forget what it means to live.”

As if he finally understood some great quandary, Gan Le nodded before blinking at Darrow. “Speaking of food, do you have anything to eat? I’m starting to feel peckish and as a prisoner, my needs must be met to the best of your abilities and supplies.”

Aster straightened with a devious feeling radiating to Matt through their bond. “I have a few ice creams I’ve tried out and need a fresh palate to taste for me. I even have some cookies and other snacks to pair with them.”

Then she pulled out the plate of horrors.

It might seem like perfectly normal ice cream at first glance, but Matt had been tricked into trying a few of the innocuous-looking concoctions and knew better.

Matt almost felt bad for what was about to happen, but then he remembered he didn’t actually like Gan Le, and that feeling turned to excitement.

“Oh, I’d love some. I actually find cold food tolerable on cold days as odd as that may seem. You make ice cream? I guess that makes sense for an ice fox.” Rubbing his hands together, Gan Le looked ready to dive in. “Where should I start?”

Aster pointed at a soft red ice cream that Matt knew from experience smelled like strawberries. “This one.”

Gan Le took the proffered spoon and after taking a big scoop, smiled and dug in with a nod.

Matt watched his chewing for a long moment waiting for the reaction of when the insane spices Aster had put into the ice cream kicked in, but he just nodded. “A little bit of a kick for ice cream, but it's pretty good. It's missing a hint of something, though. Maybe cilantro? Weird for ice cream, yeah, but this is clearly not for mass production, and I feel like that might bolster the flavor profile. I like it, though.”

Gan Le turned and coughed slightly which released a bit of visible flame, but he didn’t seem bothered, which stumped Matt.

When he had been tricked into trying that particular concoction, he had only been a step away from cutting out his tongue and esophagus thanks to the searing heat the ice cream delivered to every inch of flesh it touched. Aster had made it when Allie started using Aster’s personal ice cream stash as her own personal stash, and the teleporter had cried for three days as she tried to cut the heat.

And Gan Le went back for another scoop.

Aster, on the other hand, looked ecstatic and started feeding Gan Le all manner of concoctions of dubious edibility. Matt was pretty sure a few of them would be considered as actual poisons, which feeding to a prisoner would constitute as a war crime, but no watcher came to haul them away. That just left everyone to observe as Gan Le tried ice cream after ice cream.

A few of them he even liked enough to shamelessly take the whole container.

Matt had seen a lot of things in his long life, but he couldn’t name a single time where he had seen something weirder.

Liz, who had moved next to him when Aster pulled out a noxious mixture that made everyone else's eyes water, couldn't believe it either. “Do you think he's just powering through and trying to make a good impression?”

Susanne sidled over and nodded before Matt could respond. “He's got to be. That last one had actual rocks in it. There is no way that he actually liked it. He’s trying to lower our guard.”

Matt wanted to agree, but he just couldn't. “I don’t know. Maybe his taste buds are broken. If he's really gone all into durability cultivation, maybe he's genuinely hardened his taste buds to the point where he needs something this strong to enjoy.”

Phoenix Liz squawked slightly. “Or maybe his sect’s food is really weird. Does anyone know what sect he came from? Like the first one? Maybe it was the Sect of Poisons and Ill Concoctions, and they force fed him weird things like this from a young age?”

While they waited for another battle to be initiated from the Harmony Accords, Gan Le eating Aster’s foods became the pinnacle of entertainment.

As much as she didn’t want to admit it, Aster was thoroughly defeated by the Sects man, and she was eventually forced to admit she had no other toxic waste leftovers in her spiritual space with which to feed him.

Gan Le then turned his attention to everyone else, and Matt was forced to bring out a perfectly normal turkey he had made before they left. It was supposed to be a small meal for everyone to enjoy between battles, but now he just wanted to see what Gan Le thought about it.

Maybe his taste buds really had been destroyed, and he couldn't enjoy anything but the most extreme flavors. Instead, he even noticed the slight hint of apple Matt had infused into the skin.

Seeing that, Matt threw up his hands and tried to ignore their unfreezable Sects prisoner who had finally cajoled Aster and Ai’la to play Go with him.

That was until they needed to fight again. That got everyone rearing to go.

Or all of them but Gan Le.

“Please just leave me in the ship. I won't run or try to escape. If you send me back into your spirit place, something will happen in the fight, and you will have to send me out. And then I’ll have to fight unprepared. I really don't want that. Please, please, please just let me— damn it!”

In a puff of ice, Gan Le vanished, and they were ready for round two.
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A month.

Capturing Gan Le bought them almost a month of tentative peace before the Harmony Accords’ ship started forward. They immediately stopped moving when Joy changed their trajectory and the elites teleported outside the ship.

Darrow had mentioned they would do something like that, but it made sense. Either fight them, or they would leave.

That was the threat, at least.

It was incredibly unlikely that the Harmony Accords would actually leave the system, but it was possible. Team Zero couldn’t allow even that possibility, which meant meeting them on the field of battle.

There had been a few skirmishes where one person, mostly a Liz, slipped out and tried to drop onto the planet full of soldiers, but all of those attempts had been rebuffed. The Harmony Accords had sent Ari Kai out a few times trying to sabotage their ship, but all attempts had failed.

They had run simulations about how the Harmony Accords would deal with the loss of Gan Le, but it was obvious they had a plan B. Gan Le had said as much, and had even given some information about it, but he’d never been personally involved in the training.

What was most interesting was who was the backup Matt-check. Specifically, Lorlael. Matt hadn’t had much experience fighting the woman, as she and Zack usually checked one another, but he was curious how exactly that would work. Everything he knew about the woman indicated that she needed a fair amount of time before she could match Matt’s power output, and while her maximum was distinctly higher than what Matt could reach, that was even rarer for her to hit.

The answer, apparently, was power armor.

Or at least, Matt would call it power armor. A mech might be a better description.

Lorlael had shed her normal long, brown coat for a crystalline suit of armor flooded with more mana than even Matt could safely handle, and that was just the first layer. Some kind of solid magical construct, it was iridescent with the sheen of arcane mana and interwoven with a shimmering robe made of solid light and shadow.

Atop that was a gleaming purple metal that Matt didn’t recognize, alight with enchantments. She was twelve feet tall and was armed with a staff forged from a living lightning bolt. Matt couldn’t glean much information from it himself, but Ai’la and Darrow were both quite impressed at the workmanship and agreed that it likely exceeded the raw magical output of Matt’s own armor.

Flanking her were Maven and Darkness Eternal, a void-specialist Dao Child that Matt hadn’t been able to fight during the so-called Day of the Long Shadow. Maven wasn’t in power armor exactly, but she was completely surrounded in some kind of almost liquid-like blue metal that was likewise overflowing with power, to the point Matt could feel it from where he was thousands of miles away. Darkness Eternal, meanwhile, was in something closer to what Matt would call power armor, albeit one made out of crystal.

Matt was almost tempted to just…completely ignore the trio. Sure, they looked intimidating and could probably unleash a fair bit of damage if unchecked, but Team Zero didn’t exactly have weak targets for them to pick off. Still, he was really curious as to just how well he’d do against his supposed ‘counters’. Gan Le had just been annoying, but this one would probably be quite fun.

A tremor of danger rippled through Matt’s spiritual sense so he teleported to the side, whipped his left hand up, cast [Bulwark], and turned the spell to crystal while simultaneously reinforcing his armor with the second layer of [Cracked Phantom Armor]. He even pulsed his Intent to make himself immobile for good measure.

A metallic screech rang Matt’s armor like a bell as an arm-thick bullet of depleted metal slammed into Matt’s hand, carrying with it a shockwave that Matt felt in his very spirit.

He was impressed.

His left hand hadn’t felt pain in decades, and his Intent had never been attacked in quite that manner before. But, between all his defenses, the net result was just a cloud of shrapnel deflected away from Matt, and a roughly hand-sized lump of metal clutched in his hand.

With an armor-powered flick of Matt’s wrist, the ball of metal was shot off like a cannonball at a nearby peak elite. They dodged, but that didn’t matter. The message had been sent.

They had a name for the sniper now, and if Valentina thought her comparatively minor impact in the last few fights meant they’d forgotten about her, she was sorely mistaken.

Torment, who had been the target of the latest shot, sent a pulse of gratitude through Darrow’s mental link. Liz queried as to whether she should pursue, but Darrow responded in the negative. Valentina would be inaccessible, whether she was in the ship itself or off on some distant asteroid. Even a Liz body whose absence wouldn’t be felt would simply reach the end of its range before she arrived at the likely already abandoned sniper post, if what Allie had found the first fight was followed once more.

No other shots came while they closed the distance to the Harmony Accords, but that didn’t stop Matt from casting a [Barrage]d [Breach] as an opening salvo, while also keeping himself ready to teleport to the other side should a shot come from that direction.

He immediately followed the attacks up with a sweep of [Mana Beam].

While the defenders dodged or deflected the [Breach]es, they had no such recourse for [Mana Beam], and they were forced to turtle up behind spells or promptly pull out barriers.

Matt happily continued to cast more [Mana Beam]s, and in just seconds, two peak elites were out of the fight, forced to burn their escape methods.

Matt and the rest of Team Zero were more than happy to sit there and let him whittle them down, but things were never so easy.

As soon as it became clear he would be happy to cast [Mana Beam] forever, another ripple of space pulsed and a massive mana crystal appeared a few dozen miles behind the battleline. It was fifty feet tall and fifteen feet wide. Running some calculation Matt blanched slightly. If that thing only had the normal mana capacity of a Tier 25 rechargeable mana stone and didn’t use some specialized construction—which, considering it was the Harmony Accords pulling it out, was unlikely—the megalactic mana stone at least a billion mana. 

That wasn’t what surprised and scared Matt. Not in and of itself, at least. What made him worry were the plethora of runes carved into it.

There were dozens of glyphs and formations carved into each facet of the mana stone; Matt wished he could inspect it and see exactly how they were managing the feat without everything exploding. It might help his own efforts of making talismans out of his excess mana production.

The mana stone’s appearance also signified the absolute shutdown of his [Mana Beam].

The moment the beam entered within a hundred miles of the mana stone, it fizzled out as the spell was torn apart from the inside. A quick test from Light showed that all neutral mana spells were disrupted inside the mana stone’s range, in addition to anything based on [Mana Beam], no matter the aspect.

Annoying, but not the end of the world. They had known the Harmony Accords would have some method of countering one of his most used abilities besides Gan Le’s redirect, but they hadn’t known what form it would take.

Another glance made Matt wrinkle his nose. It was something he could easily outlast. The enchantments were based on complete and total forbiddance and therefore had a set expense no matter how much it disrupted. The price was ludicrously expensive, but it wasn’t directly contesting Matt’s mana with its own, and that meant he couldn’t just overpower it to show off. 

No he’d have to actually play around it. Or, he supposed, he could just break it with a solid punch.

But it wasn’t like Matt was useless or limited to neutral mana spells.

Since his successful Meld, he had noticed two things.

The first was that he was now able to use the powers of his Concept and Intent at the same time without issue. The second was that he could now use his Domain to directly reinforce gravity spells.

He’d picked up a small set of gravity spells to complement his Intent, which already played well with the aspect, but now that he could use his Concept to enhance them, they’d become one of his new favorite toys.

[Gravity Manipulation] wasn’t quite on the same level as [Air Manipulation] or [Ice Manipulation] for ease of use…but it wasn’t too far behind them, and his proficiency and power behind it had shot up past his other manipulations practically overnight. [Gravitic Bolt], meanwhile, was now practically solid even to Matt’s enhanced strength, and [Cosmic Pressure] had become strong enough that he could instantly apply normal gravitational pull to the entire battlefield, as though they were on the surface of the planet below them, practically at will.

Whether it had any applicable uses remained to be seen, but Matt was looking forward to trying.

Spells were traded, but Matt ignored most of it, hoping to slip along the fight and reach the Harmony Accords’ mage core.

Sadly, the trio of replacements for Gan Le darted right for him, and Matt was either forced to let them reach his backline or engage.

With a blast of [Embody Colossus], leaning primarily on his Rubberfruit and other body-bolstering Natural Treasures to enhance his strength buff spell in a way that nearly doubled his height, Matt clashed with the mech-encased trio.

By and large, Matt preferred to remain his normal size. He’d had a lot of practice fighting massive monsters without size increases of his own, but there were times when his normal height just wasn’t quite sufficient. His sword didn’t grow alongside him, but he quickly made himself a makeshift sword out of mana crystal, using [Reinforce Mana] on an energy blade made with a combination of [Telekinesis] and [Tribulation Strike].

Maven was the first to act, transforming into a giant, metal-encased, feathered manticore and shooting a barrage of metal feathers like so many darts with a flick of her tail. With [Bulwark] inaccessible, Matt simply manifested a mana crystal shield. [Reinforce Mana] strengthened it, but the attack still crashed through the barrier and clanged into Matt’s armor, leaving dents but not breaking through.

While [Cracked Phantom Armor] served as a huge portion of his defense, the armor itself was still incredibly durable, and he’d gotten a whole array of miscellaneous armor skills to further enhance it. Simply shutting off a single spell wasn’t enough to stop him, and hadn’t been for a long time.

Lorlael fired off a trio of lightning, ice, and lava spells at him, which Matt smacked aside with his sword and retaliated with [Dragon’s Breath], sharpening the blast of air into blades. Darkness Eternal waved his hand, and the air returned to vacuum. Maven’s body shifted, a patch of glowing green metal bubbling up from below the surface and enhancing her claws as she swiped at Matt, which he met with a [Tribulation Strike]-empowered attack.

As his sword met the claw, the metal coating lit up, pathways running along the exterior to divert his lightning around Maven and turning Matt’s attack into no more than a bunch of showy lights. He had enough spare awareness that he was able to identify the green metal claws as an absurd amount of the Tier 25 Natural Treasure Mountain’s Hate, which when forged into weapons, made them incredibly sharp and durable.

There was a bit in the alloy making up his current sword, but it was far, far less than the amount Maven was swinging around. The mana circuits were Tier 25 enriched gold and the conduits were almost as wide as a hair, which would have been overkill for even ordinary copper, let alone an enriched metal.

Either of the items could have sold for a planet's worth of wealth, but they were just parts of the greater whole.

It was a shame, too, as Matt intended to wreck it all.

Matt’s normal sword was only like a dagger at this size, but Matt charged it with [Hypersonic Edge] and sliced into the liquid metal. It cut a deep furrow, but it closed quickly thereafter. Unfortunately, that opened him up to a set of new attacks from Lorlael and Darkness Eternal.

The former’s [Fireball] was already fairly impressive, carrying a sudden detonation with a shockwave that left him encased in sticky ash. He overpowered it easily enough, but Darkness Eternal’s spell ate into Matt’s spell like a plague, turning the frozen lightning purple and eating away at the mana crystal with an explosive ferocity. Matt threw it at Lorlael, but the mage teleported to the side to avoid it.

A tornado of wind and feathers appeared around him from Maven, starting to cut into his armor while also trying to discombobulate and send him into a spin.

Matt stopped that with a brush with his Intent to fix himself in place, all while using waves of his Concept’s repulsive powers to keep the feathers from ever touching him or his armor.

It was amazing how easy something once impossible for him had become.

Maven sent out a moon variant [Mana Claws], her arm stretching into a crescent scythe-like shape, and Matt was forced to dodge as he felt a threat of danger from the attack. He was slightly too slow with the buffeting winds and took the blow on his side, but it failed to penetrate his armor's secondary layers.

A blast of lightning struck him from Lorlael with more force than he would have expected from her this early in the fight. Darrow pulsed a bit of insight, that they were fairly certain she had one or both of the twins boosting her, but that didn’t help Matt in the moment as the lightning splayed across his armor.

His limbs twitched and spasmed slightly as the lightning, combined with her earlier attacks, sought to lock him down and paralyze him.

It felt like a wet blanket had been tossed over him and was suffocating him, body and spirit alike.

The closest comparison Matt had to it was Aiden’s drowning, except it was also disabling his armor. Around him, Maven contorted her body into a mechanical-like being with innate spell amplification abilities and Darkness Eternal pelted Matt with antimagic, preventing him from countering or escaping. Around them, a set of peak elites swooped in to assemble a massive cage around the four of them.

Natural Treasures and enriched metals were everywhere, and Matt was almost impressed they had created such a trap for him. He wanted to say it was excessive, but another part of him was more than a little prideful with the dedicated attention.

With Darkness Eternal voiding any mana that left his armor, Matt instead focused inwards. With some careful maneuvering, Matt withdrew and shrank his arm from his armor’s limb, reached into a spatially expanded interior pocket, and withdrew two items.

His bifate pair-linker and a mostly assembled talisman plate.

He manifested a sizable mana crystal of ice mana on the surface of his armor, finding that Darkness Eternal either was unable to target or simply not prioritizing his solidified mana.

Their mistake.

Matt used his BPL and triggered the talisman, sticking it out of a hole that had been opened in his armor, pushing his hand through an as-of-yet unhealed hole in his torso to get the right angle, and in an instant he went from being pelted with spells strong enough to rend his defenses to shreds to being in the middle of a massive iceberg, surrounded by ice and snow.

It didn’t disrupt the formation, not properly, but it did clear away enough of the interference that kept him isolated from his teammates that, when Darrow’s link pulsed slightly as though it were expanding around something too large for it, he was unsurprised to see a white-furred fox burrow her way through the snow to meet Matt’s helmeted face.

Aster nudged Matt’s face with her nose, leaving a small smudge on Matt’s helmet, and then Matt was in a land of ice and snow, glimmering bands of color arcing overhead. It didn’t feel comfortable, but Matt didn’t feel more than slightly too cool, like he was in Aster’s house.

[Regeneration] finished knitting Matt’s back together, and he filled in the gaps in his armor with hyper-dense mana crystal while he waited. Normally, he did something similar with just [Cracked Phantom Armor], and while he had access to the spell in here, it would collapse the moment he left, so he had to make do.

Then he was outside of Aster’s spirit space, and the action resumed. Half the peak elites that had assembled the cage around Matt were missing, and the other half were tangling with some of Torment’s summons. Matt had appeared directly behind Lorlael, so he drove his sword into the back of her neck.

The attack triggered some kind of defense, and she turned misty and insubstantial, but Matt fired off a [Gravitic Bolt] inside her immaterial body, twisting around the swirling smoke she was made of in what had to be an uncomfortable way.

She swept off to the side, mostly reforming from the smoke, but with a good chunk of her armor, and a bit of fleshy viscera, trapped within the [Gravitic Bolt]. Underneath, a small amount of mana sparked and whirred as the complex mech tried to compensate for what was hopefully an important bit of enchantment suddenly missing.

Maven had spotted where he was at and sent an [Earth Lance] that Matt decided to block with his left hand. He felt the stone trying to grow around and entrap his hand , but he ignored it as he cast a [Wind Cutter] at Lorlael who was lining up for another combo spell.

He forced her to dodge, but her next spell wasn’t directly offensive and instead spread across the battlefield around them like a formation and started twisting space with him as the epicenter.

Matt broke the effect with a multi-million mana [Gravity Manipulation] and paired the counter with a [Telekinesis] punch to her armor.

The spell connected, and Matt watched with glee as the sparking piece of Lorlael’s armor overloaded, collapsing the most exterior shield and sending fragments of purple metal spinning off into the distance. Matt tried to pursue, but his movement vanished into purple smoke, allowing Maven and Darkness Eternal to close in.

Maven came in close, turning into some kind of kraken-cat-dragon-dinosaur combination, slamming him with dozens of claws and teeth encased within wickedly sharp metal that sliced into Matt. His armor held, though some of his patchwork mana crystals didn’t hold up quite as well. But he didn’t take anything he couldn’t heal with [Regeneration], so it didn’t matter.

Darkness Eternal’s attacks, however, were harder to deal with, as a bolt of void mana ate through one of his mana crystal patch jobs and ate into his flesh, then stayed there as [Regeneration] did nothing but feed flesh to the ball of void sitting in the middle of his heart.

A bit of [Telekinesis] took a fragment of bone and sliced it through his internals, letting Matt apply a [Dispelling Edge] to the bone shard right before it struck the void ball. That wasn’t enough to dispel the sphere of annihilation, but it opened enough of a gap within the spell structure for Matt to pour in a few million mana to disrupt it, and the spell collapsed.

He hadn’t let it distract him, though it did mean he misjudged the proper way to handle a [Chain Lightning] coming from Lorlael. Blocking it only reflected the attack, and a wave of lightning blasted across the battlefield, banishing Bulwark back to the ship as the pulse of power struck him and nearly cut him in half with raw electricity.

Light stepped in, meeting it with a massive [Frozen Moment] he withdrew from his spellbook, halting the attack in its tracks and giving Matt’s fellow Ascender enough time to usurp the spell, turn it into pure arcane affinity, and entirely annihilate Archwarrior Sparks.

It was possible the Federation soldier had escaped, but there had been a lot of magic.

Growling, Matt tried to reach for his Domain Meld for an extra boost of power, but his Intent and Concept slipped past one another without the harmonization needed to activate the new power.

Knowing it was futile to try and directly break through to take out Lorlael, Matt started trying to do as much damage to the armor as possible.

Every time Maven came in close he took damage to his own armor that he knew he could repair with a little time and mana, more than happy to trade that to rip entire chunks off her mech. With the primary shields disabled, Matt’s attacks were only that much stronger, and each blow revealed and destroyed more and more truly phenomenal enchanting-work.

He wasn’t sure if their armor was better than his, but his could at least repair itself. He wasn’t sure if theirs could.

As he took blow after blow, Matt had to remind himself of what Darrow had hammered into them.

The fact they were in a holding pattern was beneficial to them. This was exactly what they wanted, as each day that passed was more time for Allie to recover while the Harmony Accords were unable to cause devastation in the Empire.

It didn’t feel like winning but after the capture of Gan Le, a little part of Matt had been hoping for a decisive victory that would cause the end of the war here and now.

Instead, he concentrated on doing what he could do. Rip this incredibly expensive and hard to repair armor into as many pieces as possible. If their armory officers were anything like Colonel Galanodel, Maven and Darkness Eternal would be in deep shit. There was a reason they had to use repair runes for his armor that took trillions of mana to properly function, after it was clear just how hard he was on it. It was just too expensive to rebuild every time it took damage.

They would not have the advantage of throwing mana at the problem and be unable to regrow Natural Treasures thanks to the issue.

What caught Matt’s attention was Liz.
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Liz tried to drive her spear into Long Zhiyuan’s flank, but he was a step ahead of her and slipped to the side just enough to dodge the blow. If he hadn’t been boosted by one of the twins, she could have outsped him with a quick burst, but he was damn fast and slippery enough that it was taking two of her to keep him occupied.

Two others of her were fighting with Agony and Rage to keep the rune squad at bay, and Liz thought that was her real opportunity.

She had killed several members of the rune squad before, but like they suspected from the inspection of the informant’s runes, the death of any single member would be quickly solved if even a single one of them got away.

Liz was working on a plan for that and wanted to try something, but she needed the battle to progress a little more. Pinging Bolt and Torment through Darrow, Liz warned them about what she was going to do.

One of the Lizzes fighting Long Zhiyuan took a claw to the face and let itself be dispelled, which caught the man off guard for the briefest of instants. Liz could see it as his body had already shifted into a follow through that was no longer necessary.

Liz flared a wave of flames outward, but damage wasn’t her intention. Instead, she used her Concept to obscure everything with its effect that let her flames burn down to blood instead of ash.

While everyone thought she was going to rush Long Zhiyuan, she instead used the dead Liz’s blood to cast [Scarlet Plague].

As the blood rippled, another Liz cast [Blood Charge] and burst forward into the center of the rune soldiers. That particular Liz let herself get hit with a blow that cut deep into her abdomen, but she didn’t let the body fall apart.

That would be too obvious.

Instead, the dead Liz’s blood burst into a mist and spread out across the battlefield like a wave.

All the elites had their own protections against the infecting spell, but the cast of it had only been a distraction.

No, the real target had been the rune soldiers. The blade that had cut into her abdomen looked like it came out with an ordinary amount of blood, but that was far from the truth.

[Blood Storage] had originally been a failed experiment to replicate her long-destroyed growth glove with an [Inventory] skill shard, ideally letting her store more blood in a pocket dimension. These days, that functionality wouldn’t be needed, between her Intent and [Reduce Person], or rather [Condensity]. Instead, she was getting much more use out of its ability to temporarily turn items into blood.

The blood on the rune soldier's sword was one of Matt’s mana stone talismans stored a moment before it detonated.

As it reformed, the explosion pushed everyone nearby, but Liz was already moving.

The Liz who was fighting Long Zhiyuan used the explosion to propel herself close and used her spear like a quarterstaff.

She blocked a claw strike to her face while lashing out at his leg. Just before impact, the butt of the spear blossomed, and the wrapped feathers formed another spear tip which cut deeply into Long Zhiyuan.

As her feathers were made from her blood, Liz could taste every part of the foul man. But more than that, she noticed the absence of what she had been hoping for.

She had been hoping to find one of the boosters' blood inside Long Zhiyuan, or more likely, the same space as him. Some possessions had the possessor absorbed into their ally’s body physically, while others were more spiritual, and they hadn’t known which type Synoid and Crastor’s possession was. If she had gotten her hand on some of the boosters’ blood, she was pretty sure that could work as a vector of attack. It seemed unlikely that one of the twins could have robust defenses while occupying another's body.

Still, she did have some of Long Zhiyuan’s blood, and that was useful in its own right. While that Liz tried to dismantle the man's wards by using his blood as an access point, another two Lizzes rushed to the place of the explosion.

Two of the rune soldiers had been vaporized, and Liz smiled as the remainder were infected with [Scarlet Plague]. The spell ate at them and converted their very bodies to something she had access to.

She wanted to get down into their bones and have just a single drop of her hide inside their bone marrow, but either the damage the bomb had done was too much, or the threat of the [Scarlet Plague] activated their lifelines. The remaining six badly injured rune soldiers teleported away, severing her connection to the blood in the process.

They would undoubtedly be purged before they came out again, and none of her had been able to dig in deep enough to really get a chance to hide. It had been a bit of a long shot with the rune squads’ bones being the very base of the soldiers’ enchantments, but it was a shame the attempt failed so early on.

Still, she learned something in trying and another possibility opened up.

Their bodies were so entwined with their spirits that they might as well be fused.

They weren’t technically fused, but it was a near thing, and Liz suspected there was a weakness there. In the instant of a core shattering, a nearby rune soldier's spirit, bolstered and led by the runes, reached out and grabbed hold of the other soldier's spirit, pulling it into themselves for safe keeping.

But when she tried to interact with their spirits to cast curses on them, the runes created a shell around them, keeping them safe without the need for pesky training or specialized skills.

The rune designers had probably seen the flaw in that just as she had, but she suspected they relied on there being many others who weren't dead, and at least one of them should be not under attack and therefore able to make the grab. A fair assumption most of the time. You really needed to threaten the rune soldier’s spirit to bring out the shield.

The more likely option was that there were metaphorical boltholes that would open in the shield for the briefest of moments when another rune soldier died nearby. That, if true, meant there were ways to open the shields even if they were protecting themselves.

If Liz was going to make something like the rune soldiers, that’s what she would do.

It just meant she needed to burn through their armor's spiritual protection, their innate spiritual protection, the runes’ spiritual protections, and kill another rune soldier at the same time. Easier said than done but if she did all that, Liz believed she could take down the whole collective in one fell swoop.

She’d need some time to plan and test a few things, but Liz thought she had a working idea. Sadly, the retreat of the rune squad seemed to signal the retreat of the Harmony Accords as a whole, and they all vanished a few moments later.
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Two more months. One more major battle and a dozen small skirmishes just as inconclusive as the last, at least if the ravaged mech suits weren’t considered. Matt had probably cost the Harmony Accords at least a dozen planets’ wealth at this point in repair cost alone but that wouldn't win the war.

At one point, his [AI] had managed to point out a way in which he could turn Maven’s armor into part of a talisman, when the stars aligned in the right way. That had resulted in a very fun fight, but he hadn’t been able to replicate the feat since. He still kept a spare set of the custom talisman blocks he’d made for the purpose on hand, just in case the opportunity presented itself once more.

As each day passed, and they got closer to Allie’s eventual recovery, Matt found a sort of zen state in it all.

It was mostly just hone a skill or two while simulating and planning for scenarios they had encountered in their fights. He even had a few ideas that worked well in the simulations that Darrow asked him to hold off on using until they could have better chances of a decisive victory. Ai’la had been working on a way to bypass the Harmony Accords’ ship’s primary shields, and that project was encountering difficulties.

Light and Matt had been tasked with testing the shields a few times per fight, and their findings kept refining the shieldbreaker. It wasn’t ready yet, but Matt was looking forward to the day they had their final showdown.

It wasn’t time quite yet, but once the day came he would be so ready. He’d tried to break the anti-[Mana Beam] formation a few times, but it kept staying just out of range, like the end of a rainbow. Aster suspected it was based in illusion, Zack insisted it was spatial-based, and Matt didn’t care. It was only hard-locked against him, meaning that someone else would have to break it, and he was sure that would be eminently doable when the time came.

They just couldn’t test it, as it would be better to have their enemies over-rely on it for now. While being without [Cracked Phantom Armor] was a bit of a pain, in practice it mostly meant he had to spend a bunch more time fixing his armor after each fight.

But other than that, they spent their time practicing or working on various projects.

Matt thought that the whole two and a half years of Allie’s recovery would pass like that, but the Realm wasn’t so kind.

A brave or stupid merchant ship appeared inside Gol’Ru’s real space and spread news that shocked both sides and the civilians alike, just two months into their standoff.

A Tier 35 armada just passed Gol’Ru on its way to the Citadel.

Fifteen Tier 35 armies were bad enough in any situation, but the armies were the five best each Great Power had to offer, and proudly displayed unit heraldry as they passed through Empire space uncontested. Each army was comprised of far more elites than usual and represented a substantial portion of the Great Powers’ might at Tier 35.

Beyond that, Grand Shaper Maya, The Unyielding Anvil Yun Me, and two groups of Tier 35 rune soldiers, the Alpha and Bravo squads, were leading the charge.

All rushing for the Citadel and Aiden.

No one had expected them to move so quickly, and Matt felt a pulse of panic he ruthlessly quashed at the thought of Aiden still being in the Capital’s rift. From what he had seen, none of the higher ups had expected an all-in move like this.

Allie could hardly teleport the man when she was in peak condition, and she was far from that, which meant if Aiden wasn’t already in Rusty’s capital system, the world was as good as lost.

To make matters worse, the instant the news was spread, the Harmony Accords changed their plans, and the ten armies stationed on the fortress planet picked up and abandoned the place. Their job of securing passage to the Citadel was complete now that the armada had passed by.

Helplessness like a bucket of cold sewage hit Matt and stunned him.

He wanted to have an answer, but there was nothing he could do.

He had to hope that his senior Ascender really did have a plan.
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Far below the surface of the waters, where light had not shone for millions of years, a great and terrible monster rested. It was weary, for while its domain was inviolate, the terrible beast had been worn down from contests for its territory. And now, one more such contest arose. Far, far above its lair, above the black waters, above the sea’s stormy surface, beyond the sky and beyond the stars themselves, it came.

An armada approached, its wake sending ripples everywhere. Most petered out, lost into the void of space, but a scant few made it into the unfathomable depths where it noticed. Explorers and conquerors ventured upon uncharted waters, unaware or uncaring of the dangers which lurked below. Their arrival was not unnoticed, and the echoes of their passage reached the terror in the depths. It stirred from its slumber, awaking.

Aiden opened his eyes, looking to the battleground above. A wide, unsettling predatory smile stretched across his face as he prepared for the fight of his life.
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Emmanuel stared at the projection of himself, ensuring that everything was perfectly in place. The three-dimensional reflection turned, cycling through multiple poses as he studied every fold, every wrinkle of the outfit with the best senses in the Realm. It all had to be perfect. He had to be perfect.

Well, in truth, perfection to the degree he was demanding of himself wasn’t required, but there were few things as official as a full war summit with all eight Great Rulers present. He wasn’t just the representative of the entire Empire in such affairs, but the Empire itself. And he would be doing it a disservice by presenting anything less than his very best in all things.

Eventually he was satisfied, and he stepped away from the mirror. Changing his Talents away from the hyper-sense set he had been using, he teleported down to the entryway of his private kitchen where Carissa was just preparing to eat a meal. He could have walked, but doing so would have deprived him of time with his wife. It didn’t matter how small of a time; every moment was precious, and the bit of mundanity helped settle his nerves.

The two of them enjoyed a wonderful breakfast together, only lightly spoiled by the tension Emmanuel felt. No matter how well he managed to hide it, Talent or no, his wife could always sense it.

“He’s going to be okay,” was the first thing she said on the topic, once their lighter fare had been exhausted. “You know that. We’re going to be okay. It’s just a war. We’ve been through worse, no matter what happens today. You have plans in place in case it’s a loss. That was always the likeliest option. Deep breath.”

Emmanuel took a deep, steadying breath. “I know. I know. I just⁠—”

“You wish it could be you.”

He nodded, his hand absently making its way to his wrist, letting it rest upon the Anchor wrapped around it. “Things are so much easier when it’s my life on the line.”

And not the fate of trillions of others, whose futures hung so precariously in the balance.

It had also been easier when the war was clearly going to end in failure. Planned failure felt far different than chance. Assuming the kids turned around the Tier 25 bracket? If Aiden could win here, they might just win the war outright. The odds were abysmal, but he had hope, and that made everything so much harder.

“Let the battle maniacs be battle maniacs. You know Aiden would be scolding you if he knew your concern was about anything other than how incredible he’ll look today, live or die. Focus on the future you can see, the future you can affect. That’s what matters.”

Emmanuel sighed. His wife was right, of course, and he placed a hand on her stomach and kissed her forehead. “I love you.”

“I love you, too.”

He strode out to the entryway of the Imperial Palace, making sure he greeted each of the myriad staff bustling about, be it for paperwork, maintenance, ‘security,’ or far more trivial things. He still had time, and the impact which a few seconds of politeness would have upon a Tier 4 far outweighed the supposed cost of the interaction.

He flickered his Talents, getting a clearer picture of the other seven Tier 50s. None of them had arrived at the summit yet, but they had all entered Empire space at this point. Good. It would make his entrance more impressive.

Allie’s Talent being revealed meant that he could stop being circumspect about the ability. He had ways to mitigate the innate ability for all Tier 50s to sense the direction and distance to other high Tiers, though they could be inconvenient at times. But today, he didn’t need to concern himself with it whatsoever.

Between the space of one breath and another, Emmanuel vanished from the Capital and reappeared upon the Citadel.

The sudden jump of him traversing nearly a quarter-way across the entire Empire would not go unnoticed, and that was entirely intentional. He was the representative of each and every citizen, and he would present their best. Their strongest shield. And, if necessary, their sharpest blade.

In fact, he had a Tier 25 blade ready to be Tiered up to Tier 51 which, with a bit of surprise, should almost ensure a serious wound on any single other leader. But he was hoping he wouldn't have to use it this early. That would kick off a true war just as surely as Matt’s Talent would, and they weren't ready for that yet.

Rusty had already prepared him a briefing on the situation. Emmanuel quickly parsed and digested all of the information within an instant of his arrival. He attempted to reach out to Aiden, but the Ascender unsurprisingly refused his call.

Well, the man was the star of today. He wouldn’t push his messages through if he didn’t wish to talk.

Things looked good, though.

The local economy was starting to stagnate with how brutal the war had been, but that was to be expected, and Rusty was managing everything well on his end. There were seven elite Tier 35 armies in place on the fortress world—Aiden having refused their assistance—and ready to be deployed at a moment’s notice either to help Aiden or help the en-route Guilds Tier 35 armies which would help dislodge the captured Tier 35 armies.

The planetary defenses were fully charged, and if worse came to worst… Well, if the worst happened, and Aiden wasn’t able to so much as take Maya or Yun Me out of commission, they would be in trouble. But, more reasonably, they could withstand the more normal armies for a while yet.

Specifically, they could withstand the more normal armies long enough for their Guilds reinforcements, en route through some less-traveled chaotic space paths, to arrive and help them rout the assembled forces. To help maintain the element of surprise, even Rusty and Emmanuel didn’t know when they’d arrive, but it could be anywhere from a day to a month out.

Naturally, there were a whole host of hidden and not-so-hidden stations scattered throughout the Citadel, most of which were clearly set up as viewing houses for what promised to be the most climactic battle of the millennia. The only one he cared about, though, and one of the hardest to find, was Lila, who would soon be hosting…nearly every Ascender in the Realm not actively fighting in this war. Lovely. He already saw Cosmind slipping away from near the Republic convoy, and the others were due to arrive fairly soon.

Still, it was nothing to concern himself with. He was uncertain how many of his fellow leaders knew the degree to which all of their Ascenders associated with one another, but it had proved a stable situation. And Lila, being the highest Tier of them all, could easily keep the rest in line if it came down to it. It wasn’t like their little meetups prevented them from fighting to the death the moment the means and motive arose, so none of the Tier 50s historically cared to intervene.

Instead, he relocated himself to a specially prepared planetoid where the war summit would convene. It wasn’t officially the end of the war yet, but when Virgil had proposed that the summit ought to occur alongside the Citadel fight, it was clear what she had been thinking. With Winter Hornet’s immediate seconding of the proposal, Emmanuel suspected it to be primarily fueled by a desire to watch the fight in person.

Unsurprisingly, the somewhat upbeat mood he had been feeling was spoiled the moment Virgil opened her mouth, which she did the moment the other Tier 50s arrived next to him.

“We can accept your unconditional surrender now and save you the trouble of losing your final trump card.”

As if.

“I daresay that Aiden would never forgive me if I deprived him of this fight, Virgil. He’s been looking forward to it for quite some time, and I have faith that he might yet pull through. Ascenders are…so unpredictable, yet I have faith in mine.”

He looked out at the soon-to-be battlefield. “It is not my duty to be a parent to my citizens. I give them what I can, and they return what they can out of gratitude. It’s a degree of loyalty, I’ve found, which no amount of lies and torture can quite replicate.”

It was perhaps a fair bit closer to a breach of decorum than he would normally have gone for, but his ability to actually feel what she’d done to her ‘children’ had irritated him.

Janet’s eyes narrowed slightly in suspicion, but Virgil’s eyes glowed slightly brighter in anger. “I retract my offer of surrender. You clearly must be taught a lesson in humility. We shall see whose faith in their children is warranted.”

“Yes, I suppose we shall.”
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Camilla held Medea’s hand as they watched the armada near Aiden. Her pseudo father figure had told them not to worry, and Medea was putting up a good front, projecting pride and only a hint of nervousness, but Camilla could practically feel the worry radiating off the much, much higher-Tier woman. Or…maybe it was just reflecting off her?

She sure as shit was nervous for Aiden no matter how he tried to placate her.

Camilla tried to return the comfort as best she could, but she didn’t think she was doing a good job. Aiden was strong, but the forces arrayed against him seemed insurmountable.

Medea took a long drink of water, then laid a tentacle reassuringly over Camilla’s shoulders. “It will be okay. It will all be okay. He’ll be fine. We’ll all be fine.”

Camilla could only hope she was right.

[image: ]


Lila uncoiled as she felt a massive armada appear in chaotic space, doing her best not to betray the intense eagerness she felt. Instead, she kept her body language casual as she buried her true lair and created a much less magnificent, but still quite luxurious, sandstone cavern to prepare for guests. She hadn’t played host for the full group for millennia, before anyone here had graduated, but she still knew the proper way to do things.

Unsurprisingly, Max was the first to arrive. The Corporations woman opened her exit gate in Lila’s entry hall, miming a knock on the wall as she stepped through.

“Maxine,” Lila purred in greeting, not bothering to hide her amusement. “It’s been too long. Come in, make yourself comfortable. I’m sure you’ll love what I’ve done with the place.”

Max blasted Lila with a playful [Firebolt], the flames splashing off her scales, then broke out in a smile. “I’m the first to arrive, then.”

“Unless Sien felt like being tricksy, but I think she’s still on her way.”

“She is,” Max confirmed as the pair returned to Lila’s main hall. She picked her chair out trivially and sank into it with the perfect blend of obvious relaxation and perfect poise, accepting a drink from one of Lila’s summons and sipping at it appreciatively. “Well, you’re right. This is much nicer than my last visit was.”

Lila grinned. “I could show you the ‘room’ you stayed in last time, if you’re feeling nostalgic.”

“I’ll pass.”

“Oh!” a new voice sounded. “Are we teasing Max about the time you absolutely trounced her, and she had to go begging to daddy for a bailout?”

Max chuckled. “Personally, I was just thinking about the first time you saw me and you tripped all over your own feet, Ollie. Biggest compliment you’ve ever given me, finding me so stunning that the great One Step Behind forgot how to run.”

Olivier blurred to a stop in his own chair, propping his feet up on a nearby table and somehow already on his third drink. “Memory tricks are cheating. ‘Course I’d forget how to walk when you’re involved.”

He frowned as he processed his own words. “Wait. Not like that.”

Max shot Lila a triumphant glance. “So, anyone want to bet on who’s next to show up?”

“No,” Lila and Olivier said in unison.

“Spoilsports,” Max said over her drink. “It’s going to be the quartet.”

“Really? How? Are they hitching a ride with their boss? I figured they were fifty-fifty on outright missing this entirely,” Olivier noted.

“Ask them yourselves.” Max waved toward the entryway, and Lila went to check on their newest arrivals. She made it a few moments before a black bird skeleton swooped in, its eyes alit with ghastly blue flames. It chirped at her, and Lila welcomed it in.

The bird swooped in and perched on a railing on the second floor, overlooking the main foyer. A moment later, Brian sent her a message asking if she had a few extra corpses around, “preferably humanoid and preferably Tier 40 or less.”

A minute later, On The Last Line was settling into their four temporary bodies, all of them the skeletal remains of the tallest orcs Lila still had in her collection. Sometimes, it was the pettiest little things that counted.

“Did you sign Maya up for a bunch of spam?” Ellen accused Max as soon as her mouth was working. The skeleton’s voice was a bit tinny and rattly, but considering they were probably all bodily still in Clans space, it was still an impressive feat of magic, especially for a Tier 35. Brian had really outdone himself with his latest trick.

“Whyever would you think I did?” Max responded, perfectly innocently.

“Because Maya’s convinced that I did it, and I’ve been dealing with actual bugs coming in through my [AI] for years now. Like, I open a message and suddenly I’m covered in spiders. If I’m going to be the one taking the penalty for messing with her, I at least want to know that it’s worth it!”

“Oh, my dear Ellen. Do you really think I’d do something like that?” the Chosen asked, her face a perfectly sculpted picture of innocence.

“Yes!”

“Well, you’d be right.”

Ellen threw up a skeletal hand. “I knew it!”

“But this time it wasn’t me.”

“Then who⁠—”

“It was Brian.” Max cut off the Legend.

Ellen whirled around so fast that her arm fell off, its finger now pointing accusingly at Lila. A few motes of sand pushed the skeletal appendage a bit further such that it was aimed at Olivier, currently polishing off his seventeenth drink, instead of her. She wanted no part in this.

Ellen tried and failed to berate her teammate for his deception, but the necromancer was laughing too hard for any of it to stick. The literally bone-rattling laughter was rather contagious, and Lila found herself unable to hold back a grin at the pair of skeletons bickering.

Lila’s good mood only lasted so long, before the next two arrivals spoiled it. A streak of red and blue resolved itself into a red dragon just outside Lila’s lair before she parted the veil around the entrance and let Gideon and Eclavorn inside. Immediately, Eclavorn started blasting his bloodline presence all over the place, but with Sien still en route and Brian necromantically projecting his teammates, Lila was the only one to feel it.

She didn’t let it affect her, though. Even a full rank on her bloodline wasn’t enough to overcome the four Tier gap that she had on the Monster Collective’s pride and joy. Not acknowledging him was the best way to keep Max from ribbing her about it, though. Probably. Maybe. Instead, she focused on the comparatively tiny man disengaging himself from between two of the dragon’s spines and leaping down to the ground. “Gideon. Excellent to see you. I trust your flight was satisfactory?”

“Aye, ‘E’s a good flier,” Gideon patted Eclavorn’s side with a wink. “Are we the last to arrive?”

“We’re still waiting on Sien. She should be here any minute.”

Eclavorn redoubled the pressure of his bloodline, hardening the full might of his elder dragon status in an attempt to get Lila to acknowledge him, yet unwilling to simply talk first and admit he so desperately wanted her attention. In response, she hardened her own bloodline into a spike, newly refined and reinforced thanks to the steady supply of Rank 4 dragon’s blood she’d been receiving, and shot back, piercing her fellow dragon’s bloodline presence like a balloon and prompting him to withdraw it…politely.

Eclavorn stumbled slightly and snorted a flare of bright blue plasma. “You’ve been refining your bloodline! Are you finally acknowledging my path was the superior one?”

“Someone needs to show you how to use a dragon’s presence properly,” she shot back.

“I ship it!” Max yelled from the other room. Lila turned her chair to sand, but the woman formed a replacement out of her Domain, never moving even a hair.

The three of them rejoined the rest of the Ascenders in the main hall. Eclavorn must have been feeling particularly testy, as he didn’t change into his humanoid form but instead kept his shape as a…large dragon. Lila narrowed her eyes at him, then swatted him with the tip of her tail, staggering him and dispelling the subtle size-increasing skill he’d cast upon himself, scattering the extra mass like so much sand that sank into the invisible seams of the polished floor and vanished.

He grunted but didn’t protest. Max nearly said something, but Lila cut her off. “Don’t you dare. I stayed out of the mess with you and Charl.”

Olivier blew a raspberry. “Please, Charl was so much worse. Went out like a punk, too.”

“Hear, hear!” Max raised a cup.

“I’ll drink to that!” Krodag chimed in.

Ellen sighed at the loud dwarf next to her. “Bottle, you’d drink to anything.” 

“I’ll drink to not going out like a punk.” Gideon raised the glass Olivier handed him. “Speaking of punks, actually, no Wun today?”

Ellen shook her head. “He’s delving.”

Oliver shook his head. “Still? Man, he’s gonna be pissed he’s missing this. What, did he take a nap or something in the middle of the rift?”

“It would be entirely in keeping with his character,” Sien added.

“Bloody hell!” Olivier jumped out of his chair, bouncing off the ceiling but still managing a graceful landing before he took his seat, relocating such that he was on the far side of the room from the newest arrival, taking a deep drink from his thirty-ninth refill. “Warn a guy before you give him a heart attack, would you!”

“‘Sup, Sien,” Max smiled warmly. “It’s good to see you, or at least a clone. How are the twins?”

“Most marvelous. They have been having an excellent time whetting themselves against the youngest Masters and have learned many new tricks for their own use. One of them is so inventive, I imagine I might begin to use it myself.” The Sects woman’s shadow returned to her, carrying with it a drink from the other room, before returning to being two-dimensional.

“Oh, yeah! The new kids. Whaddya all think of them?” Krodag pitched in. “Haven’t been able to check ‘em out myself yet.”

“They’re full of fire and passion, brilliant little embers fresh from the forge,” Sien responded after a moment. “Though Titan remains somewhat over-focused on victory, and quite protective of his team.”

“Psshh. Their first loss was to a sniper, of course he’s gonna be tetchy about it.”

“Sniping is an entirely valid branch of combat. It requires tremendous skill and patience” Eclavorn countered. “Disdaining the strengths of another due to personal preference is unbecoming of an Alpha.”

“But it’s not a fun one, on either end of the arrow.”

“Gun, in this case.” Sien conceded.

“Even worse! Doesn’t even take strength to send the projectile. So impersonal.”

“Hmph,” Eclavorn conceded. “Though the boy remains far too concerned with the wellbeing of flicker-lives. He has been far too coddled if that alone was sufficient for his current temperament.”

“Ah, it’s not that bad,” Krodag waved him off. “That guy…Stone, yeah? He was his…mentor or something?”

“Sponsor and mentor, yes,” Lila confirmed.

“Exactly! Kid was an orphan, that practically made that guy family. I don't see an issue. Not unless we want to hold Olivier’s rampage against him?”

“I won’t weigh us down in petty bickering,” Eclavorn huffed. “But I have serious concerns about what Titan’s current behaviors indicate for their suitability to join this group. It would not be the first time that an Alpha’s attitude proved…unsuitable for common company, after all. Wouldn’t you agree, Max?”

“Didn’t you just say we’re not going to bicker? Come on man!”

“Dragon.”

“You’re still a man. Eh, Lila?”

Lila growled, but Sien settled the debate with a wave of her hand, “Titan certainly is not a new Charl. He is quite affable and agreeable when not grieving. He simply requires a bit more time, distance, and perhaps some vengeance to settle his spirit. We can reassess once the war has drawn to a close if you insist upon such a course of action, but I doubt that such deliberation will be required.”

“Did ya hear the rumors that they might be looking to buy Shadow to retirement?” Olivier asked, hard-pivoting the conversation to something less contentious. “Does it make ya jealous, Max?”

“I see no reason to be jealous of another’s success,” the Corporations woman replied. “Shadows’s abilities are quite well-suited for a buyout, and her ability to magnify the force of others isn’t to be understated. With a second Chosen team at her Tier, it’s simply too great a risk to let stand. Were I in their position, I’d buy her out, too.”

“But…” Lila prompted with a toothy grin.

“Of course, she had to show me up! I was plenty dangerous, they just didn’t properly appreciate how dangerous because you managed to capture me! One damn time!” She pointed accusingly at Lila, strands of her hair lighting up and twisting themselves into floating fractal-like configurations. “I blame you! Half the reason I delayed as long as I did after they made the offer was just to emphasize how much of an impact I could have, and now nobody’s going to be talking about me! They’re going to be talking about the youngest buyout in a million years that happened less than a full generation after me! Spoilsports, that’s what they are. A Chosen kill is way more impressive than a dozen-odd pinnacle kills anyway. And why couldn’t they have given any of us an epic three-Great-Power team up group to fight against? That would have been so cool.”

Max reclined back into her seat with a harumph, though Lila could hear her continued grumbling about how it wasn’t fair.

“The kids are doing better than we probably woulda, at least,” Moe tossed in. “Helluva good fights.”

“Lug! You wound me.” Brian paused, spinning his skull on the tip of his finger to replace it on his spine. “I would have loved to have such high-quality material! Do you know what I could have done with the bodies of a dozen pinnacles?”

“Die while collecting them?”

“That!…only happened once.”

“Yeah, against a single assassin, and then I had to go’n get revenge fer ya. But I’ve been lookin’ at that Gan Le fellow, not sure if even I coulda broken through that armor spell o’ his. Shame he didn’ ‘ush ‘ough and go all the way.”

“The might of a well-honed Sects technique is certainly enough to withstand the full strength of…a musclebound hunk whose biceps is larger than his brain,” Sien preened.

Moe flexed, though the effect was somewhat spoiled on account of having no muscles. “Why thankee.”

“My words were not intended as a compliment, you simple-minded fool.”

“Sien. Are you still embarrassed about your inability to figure out a fear deeper than ‘muscular atrophy’ for my teammate?” Ellen teased. “Because I assure you, Lug is very scared of many things. Like mice. And grasshoppers. And rabbits.”

“There is a seed of falsehood within that statement.” Sien’s red eyes narrowed, “And I daresay I find the implications that there is predominantly truth within your words rather disturbing.”

With a flick of her tail, Lila transmuted the ceiling and far wall to glass, reorienting them such that they could see where Aiden emerged into the space above a gas giant.

“As the strongest retiree—” At Eclavorn’s snort she snapped her tail at him, cutting through flesh and bone alike, but didn’t pause or let the action modulate her tone. “I announce the opening of bets. Major bets close the moment the first spell flies. Secondary bets then open.”

She smiled as the group devolved into chaos.

Win or lose, she knew Aiden wouldn’t disappoint.
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Aiden watched as the ships floated forward through space into their battleground, halfway between the ring of inhabited planets and the fortress world.

This fight would be messy, and Aiden didn’t wish to break the fortress world if he could avoid doing so.

He didn’t bother to hide the smirk as he inspected the regalia that painted the side of each of the ships.

It was so cute.

Wanting to mock them, he threw up a cartoon rendition of his wife’s leviathan form out of sea foam. When the tentacles started making lewd shapes, he looked up like he was as shocked as everyone else.

The ships spread out halfway, encircling him before they disgorged his opponents.

There were the normal armies off in the distance, of course. They were a long way off, farther than he could easily reach and unlikely to make much of a difference in this fight, but they were there. Most of them didn’t even have Aspects, and if he ever got to them, there would be blood in the water.

But as far as they were, their presence was already being felt within his spirit, the pressure of the Depths weighing upon him, a comfortable blanket that steadied his hands and quickened his mind.

As he watched, the fifteen armies spread out, surrounding him in every direction like a sphere- ah, no, not a sphere. That became obvious as bands of sparkling crimson stretched out between the armies, as well as five seemingly empty points, prompting Aiden to look closer at those five points.

Two of the vertices had a single person, a man and woman in Sect clothing, specifically. One vertex had a trio of women, probably from the Republic, with hands linked. One had a Federation-like spherical ship, and the final one was…genuinely empty.

That one was probably best left alone. At best it was baiting him.

Aiden watched the crimson bands stretch across the black area of space with a mixture of curiosity and apathy. Nothing that large could directly affect him, thanks to [Embody Flotsam], but he recast the spell just to be sure. They probably knew that, too, so this was probably just some kind of cage.

That suspicion was confirmed a moment later, as the magic took hold. It was remarkably unsubtle compared to some of Maya’s workings, but subtlety wasn’t the point. The point was, among a few other effects, keeping him from running away. They could cast magic in, but nothing inside could leave until the fight was decided.

As if he’d leave before the fight was won.

Aiden downed a potion as he waited, feeling the strength course through him. Spells cast upon him earlier came into full effect, his armor shimmered with the full power of the maintenance that had been performed on it, and his willpower steadied and smoothed.

Then he turned his attention to his opponents.

Maya was already in full armor, glowing gold and silver with power, well rested and well prepared. That was good. He didn’t want to face her at anything less than her best. Violet eyes gleamed out eagerly from beneath her helmet, golden hair spilling out around her neck like a halo. There was a bit of a spring in her spiritual step, showing she was just as excited about this as he was.

Yun Me was as serious as ever next to her. The Unyielding Anvil’s armor was in some ways uncharacteristic of the Sects’ normal preference for skill-based protections, but it had been through as many wars as she had. Yet it showed scars from almost none of them. As much as she may have been a terminal bore as a person, fights against her were delightful in their simplicity. She had entire schools of fighting styles based off her, for what she did was replicable by just about anyone.

She had no great secret to her success beyond being fiendishly difficult to kill. She’d fought against and honed her skills against practically every Ascender and pinnacle elite from the past…million-ish years. Her Domain was, second only to his own of course, the best one Aiden had ever seen. It was vast and imposing, nigh unassailable and as focused as the spear gripped in her hand.

She regarded him coolly, and Aiden felt the woman’s killing intent land upon him. It wasn’t as focused as he’d felt it come from her before, and it became blunted and diffuse within the depths, as Aiden’s Domain kept it from snuffing out his spirit.

Grinning, he turned his attention to the rune kids.

He hadn’t fought them yet, but their reputation preceded them, carving a swath through Empire battlefields, and their weaker…siblings, he guessed, serving as a powerful squad hassling the newer Ascenders. He’d heard a lot about the horrible experiments done upon their bodies, the way their spirits had grown around runes carved into their bones before their Awakening, and sure, that was awful and everything…but it was their Domains which captured his attention.

Something was off about them.

Oh, they were powerful all right, fantastically powerful even, not some new slapdash Aspect just settling into its might like a tiny little stream which Duke Waters could dam up with his just his Intent. No, they had the strength of a rushing river, old, powerful, imposing, and mighty. Incredibly synergistic, too, with each of the soldiers slotting into a greater whole.

But there was just something off about it all. It wasn’t too perfect, that wasn’t a thing, but it felt a bit like looking at a bad illusion, one where everything was perfect in isolation, but when taken as a whole, there was just the slightest disconnect between reality and artifice that manifested in an incredibly unsettling way.

Then he realized. The rivers of their Domains weren’t…real. They were more like artificial facsimiles, a machine masquerading as a living thing, a phenomenal sculpture down to the smallest detail, powerful, imposing, and utterly dead. The Domains in front of him couldn’t grow, couldn’t change. They were locked forever into their current state, and he suspected they would never be capable of growth beyond their Aspects, with Authorities and beyond forever out of their reach.

They were powerful Aspects, for sure. Metal and resin were stronger than soil and water, and these artificial Domains drew strength from the rigidity and immense complexity present. But he doubted that they could even use their full strength. What were their Domains like to use? Were they…following some predetermined course, discovering new uses for their Domains rather than growing it in accordance with their spirits’ true desires?

The thought made him shiver. These weren’t true cultivators. They were more like spiritual golems, weapons forged for a singular purpose and designed to be discarded afterward. He’d be flattered if he weren’t so disturbed.

Nonetheless, he had been given another Ascender, a pseudo-Ascender, and now two groups of specially made rune soldiers that, if he wasn’t off with his guess, had been personally created by a Tier 50, to fight. Twenty-two of the best fighters in the war, all assembled just for him.

What a delightful present he’d been given.

He hoped it would be as fun once the wrapping was taken off.

The rune soldiers needed to die, mostly for their own sake. He’d like to be able to spare Maya, because then he could hold it over her head forever, but if she died that was on her. Yun Me, he’d settle for cracking her Domain and consigning her to a few thousand years of recuperation. He’d seen her be crushed by a fully buffed Moe, and while she’d been bruised, she’d survived. Nothing he had could exceed that.

But a capture could be delightful and was far more possible.

Maybe he’d give Manny that great big shield she was pointing at him.

Yeah, that would work.

Twiddling his fingers, he waved at them.

Some fairly large spells came at him from the arena’s maintainers, peppering him with spells of immense power while his actual foes closed the distance, but Aiden didn’t move a muscle. He was deeper within the Depths now than he’d ever been before, where the water was pitch-black and constantly lying.

Very few even came close to striking him, and those which did, Aiden simply called upon the ebb and flow of the ocean, deflecting them away from himself and to the crimson shield. Unfortunately, the attack, originating from outside the arena, left it just as easily. But fortunately, the attacks sank into the swirling depths of the gas giant behind him.

Rusty had said that he’d personally put back together anything destroyed during this fight, and Aiden really wanted to see if he couldn’t get his enemies to inadvertently scatter the planet, just so he could make the Royal fix it. But sadly, they weren’t quite strong enough to wreck the planet in its entirety. Instead, their spells caused deeper swirls of gasses to bubble up to the surface, forming massive storms that crawled across the planet’s upper atmosphere.

Well, there was plenty of time to go.

The spells cut off as the battle properly began, as the attacks were just as likely to interfere with their team as him, and Aiden mentally scoped out some ways he might be able to slip close enough to the armies caging him in to wreak havoc on them, after he did something impressive.

For the moment, he simply floated, bobbing up and down slightly and weaving a few strands of pitch-black water between his hands. Then he slashed out with his fingers, forming a pair of massive crescents of water that crashed forward as he was propelled backward.

His grin turned feral as Yun Me moved to intercept one, and Aiden smiled as the [Water Slash]es burst into the finest rain.

The pitter-patter of water droplets sounded like the hail of so many bullets, striking with immense force as Yun Me raised her shield, yet ultimately failing to move her. Plenty of the droplets snuck past the shield though, pinging into her armor and drawing a flare of green light with each impact. Beyond that, a hail of rain flew far enough to strike the far crimson wall, but it failed to have any meaningful impact.

The second scythe of water had been turned into a bow by Maya, and she nocked an arrow upon it and fired it back at him. It turned into water and coiled around Aiden’s forearm like a bracer. He looked at it, studying it like it was a particularly nice piece of jewelry.

“Why, Maya, you shouldn’t have. I didn’t get anything nice for you.”

“I’d accept your head,” she shot back.

“Now that’s something I’d have to clear with my wife.”

One of the rune soldiers sneered, “So, this is what the great Duke Waters has been reduced to? A sniveling worm, begging for clemency from his executioners?”

“First off, I don’t know how that’s what you got out of that, but no, I do not beg.” Aiden kept his eyes fixed on each of his enemies, preparing for the real fight to break out. “Second off, that’s a lotta talk for someone quaking in their boots. Trying to put up a brave face for mommy?”

“There is no shame in fearing for one’s safety,” Yun Me finally spoke. “The soldier who stands his ground against a foe he fears is to be commended above one who fearlessly charges headlong into that which he knows is a futile fight.”

Oh, Aiden knew all about fear. Mostly secondhand, but it still counted. “Fear is the antithesis of fun, and I know I’m going to enjoy this.”

“So, it is true, then.” A different rune soldier, from the other group if their squad insignias were any indication, spoke to him with an accusatory tone. “You truly are a monster who delights in the suffering of others. A dragon, cruel and vindictive.”

“You people have very interesting understandings of what words mean. Is your translator broken?”

“I’m pretty sure that their [AI] says that everything just means ‘look, I’m evil,’” Maya faux-whispered. “But in their defense, you were the one who decided to center your Domain on drowning people. That is kinda psychotic.”

“Oh, come on, you know that—” In the blink of an eye, a massive [Seafoam Breaker] sprang into existence, filling the space between him and his enemies and rushing outwards. As each bubble of the foam struck something and popped, it brought with it a shaped explosion aimed exclusively at whatever it hit that also carried a slight slowing effect. Neither the explosion nor the slow was particularly effective, but en masse, they became quite potent.

“Charge!” While it was one of the rune soldiers who said it, it was Yun Me who was the first one to reach him. She burst through the wall of seafoam seemingly in slow motion, and Aiden kicked his feet to pull him out of the path of the questing spear.

A violet fireball shot out at him, and when he tried to extinguish it, it simply lit [Washing A-Wave] on fire, forcing him to drop the spell. [Whirlpool] managed to deflect it, but only barely. Right behind it, a spear crackling with lightning and a wickedly sharp icicle shot out as well, so Aiden dove to dodge those with a jaunty whistle.

A moment later, Maya’s voice rang out through the void and struck at Aiden’s core. “Be Serious Now.”

Aiden felt his playful mood vanish along with his bubbles and frowned at the application of her rules. He had never seen her effect something so tangential before. And, as a fellow Ascender, that was just rude.

But if she thought just forcing him to shift mental gears was going to slow him down, Aiden was going to sorely disabuse her of that.

He could be serious when he wanted to. They just wouldn't like the results. He had wanted to play with his food a little, but no longer.

“Then Be Washed Away.”

The rip currents of the Depths were not to be underestimated, and his Aspect held the full might of them. Everything around him, other than Yun Me, was pushed away, in a ripple of movement that threw a good handful of them against the walls of the arena. Maya was apparently just an illusion, and faded upon hitting the wall, but until she reappeared, he just needed to focus on Yun Me.

“Your efforts are futile,” she informed him. “I have seen the rise and fall of countless would-be heroes much like your beloved Emperor. Even if you win today, this dynasty is doomed, as the very benevolence which has lead to your rise will cause your people to overstretch, granting weapons to those who wish to see it laid low. You fight for something flickering and ephemeral, surely to pass within a generation.”

He summoned a rope of water to bind Yun Me’s spear, twisting it away from his torso. A flick of his hand sent salty spray into her eyes, but they burned with vigor as they stared into his spirit. A binding net made of seaweed appeared in his off hand, and he tossed it over the woman.

She struck her shield with the butt of her spear, and the sound of a gong rang out, deflecting the net back onto him. The seaweed passed him by as he phased through it, and a hammer of water came down on Yun Me, but she angled her shield and the attack was simply deflected off of it.

The first rune soldier reached Aiden, charging in with a sword nearly as tall as he was in his hands, slashing out with a Domain-backed and modified [Mana Slash] while another shot a barrage of yellowish-green toxic ice at Aiden.

The sword was harder to deal with, but while the attack effortlessly cut through a [Flotsam], cutting a giant piece of driftwood in half just meant he got hit by two big pieces of driftwood, and [Tidal Wave] carried it and the swordsman away from him. The icicles he had to deflect with an [Abyssal Ablation], but before he could take advantage of the shift in pace, Maya tried to forcibly swap his position with one of his decoys as it was being surrounded by a trio of rune soldiers.

It took considerable effort to resist the change, which bought them enough time for Yun Me to get within melee range.

Her spear blurred, splitting into a dozen branching points that effortlessly popped Aiden’s [Bubble Shield]. Maya had cast a spell to reinforce the attack, trying to make it also injure his Domain, but Aiden rode the wave by making his physical form pop like a bubble as well, moving himself to a spare drop of water a mile away.

His popping form sprayed a mass of water, soaking Yun Me and the swordsman, who had teleported to close the distance. The latter’s spiky blonde hair was sopping wet for a moment, but in defiance of the way that wet hair should behave, stood itself on end right afterward.

Wet hair was supposed to fall down, Aiden thought, it was cheating to do anything else.

A bit of his hair, drifting slightly out of time from his head yet still within his helmet, was severed as he ducked. Maya showed herself, swinging her sword once again, which Aiden met with a tentacle of water. Then another, and another, overwhelming her sword. 

Maya turned the water into thick golden chains. Aiden covered the chains in water, then spit.

The water shot forward with the full force of an arrow, connecting with Maya’s helmet with a clang. Her head flinched back slightly, then the chains linking them animated and moved to ensnare Aiden.

A spearpoint dug into Aiden’s shoulder as Yun Me closed the distance, and a blast of purple flames enveloped his sight. [Water Spirit] disengaged him, forcing him to leave behind the magic he’d been working with Maya and spend some additional mana on [Waters of Life] to heal the wound in his shoulder.

Yun Me was hard to move, and he leaned into that, turning the splash of water into a pressuring lock and keeping her in place. Then the water glimmered gold and became a fine blue robe, but Aiden had still managed to get behind the rune soldiers in the intervening time.

A hail of [Water Bullet]s peppered the handful of Federation soldiers closest to him, but they dispersed into clouds of mist on the pearly white shields springing from the wand of one of the group. That shield still let the water in though, and when he recalled it to himself, blood came with it as the soldiers were suddenly filled with tiny holes.

He was almost surprised when it worked.

But it opened up an opportunity for him, and he seized it. His Aspect reached out with the full might of a turbulent wave breaking on the shore, and the rune soldiers scattered. Aiden struck from below, skewering one soldier on his teammate’s spear, whipping a violet fireball into the face of another, and using a [Water Whip] around the ankle of one to flail him into the face of a friend. Blood poured liberally, and water forced its way into nostrils and into lungs. They scrambled, but Aiden was a shark in a school of fish. His attacks weren’t killing, but they were definitely doing damage.

How interesting.

“You know, it’s not often I see such a well-oiled machine. I⁠—”

He couldn’t finish the quip as Yun Me rudely interrupted him. “Though they have their faults, they possess discipline and an understanding of the need for order. It is unsurprising that they irritate you, for they represent the antithesis of the ever-shifting, chaotic depths of the ocean. The inhospitable place upon each planet which you call home. What do you suppose that says about your efforts, that you have no allies to assist you?”

“It says you either need to get better material or laid. One or the other. Maybe both.” He gritted his teeth. Yun Me was surrounded by a fan of spears, each one a skill conjuration tipped by a razor-sharp golden leaf, and [Abyssal Ablation] could barely deflect most of them as she thrust them in a well-practiced dance, landing more attacks than he wanted. An array of water whips surrounded him, snaking out between attacks to keep throwing the rune soldiers around. He wasn’t able to hurt Yun Me at the same time, but he could damn near keep his other enemies occupied. But he saw an opening as she directed her spears, and a spinning [Water Chakram] promised to strike Yun Me in the throat.

“All the World is a Stage!” Maya vocalized, and the fight twisted oddly.

Aiden felt himself vibrate for a moment as his attack turned from a real deadly strike into a prop. The circlet of water simply bounced off Yun Me and she fell to the floor, covering her head with the back of her hand in a dramatic tumble.

He wanted to press his advantage, but he felt a danger loom as he started going off script. As he hadn’t found the weak point of Maya’s working yet, he dodged back and started monologuing.

“For I am undefeatable and your petty tricks cannot stop me!”

He didn’t know the story Maya had envisioned, but from his implanted impulses, he suspected he was the lead of a tragedy or the villain of a hero's story. Either way, he was going to end up dead if he didn’t break out.

Maya was stacking the deck, or rather script, in their favor, but he could do the same.

“My minions and I will defeat all of you revolutionaries.” There was a twinge as he created two water guards at his side, but he wasn’t truly breaking the script, not yet at least, so it allowed him to proceed.

Unfortunately, he couldn’t interfere with the wand-wielding rune soldier twirling around as if taking part in a ballet, gently tapping the others and healing many of their worse wounds with small star effects.

Aiden tried to call out the blatantly off-script medical aid, but an invisible something closed around his throat and Domain, preventing the words from forming. The Yun Me on the ground had, at some point, been replaced by a wooden dummy, and the real her bounded out of the shadows, rubber spear in hand.

Aiden felt his body sway to dodge even without his direct effort, and he let himself be puppeted along to the director’s whims. He could use this ‘play’ as a slight break in the battle to prepare himself, just as the other side could.

Once the rune soldiers were healed up, they jumped forward in matching soldier uniforms, not dissimilar to their actual armor, and in unison shouted, “Halt, thou wicked dragon! Allow yourself to be slain and the world to be cleansed of your blight.”

“Pound sand, assholes!” The stinging pain was worth the rebuttal.

As he was surrounded, his water minions went down to the lightest of pokes, and he cursed whatever story this was meant to be.

Maya bounded out of the shadows and stood at his back, proclaiming, “It is I, your dear wife who you thought had died in the fire, but I come to your rescue at your greatest time of peril!”

Aiden felt the will of the director trying to get him to lower his guard, but he threw his will into resisting.

He had noticed the long dagger Maya was turning around, which gleamed in the stage light as the play was coming to its forgone conclusion.

“Yet here you are, once again within arm’s reach, for what harm will you come to, my…dear Waters?” Her voice trailed off, then she stabbed him.

“Hey!” Aiden buckled over, realizing too late that the Stage Law had been dropped as the story ended. “What kind of play allows real knives?”

“The fun kind.”

“Fair point,” Aiden groaned through the pain, then burst into water, reforming on the other side of Maya. She in turn blinked out of existence, but Aiden managed to hitch a ride on her illusionary swap in the form of a few droplets of water, pulling him away from the absolutely massive attack the rune soldiers had set up.

Maya dropped him off as soon as she realized he’d tagged along, of course, but his goal had been achieved. Unfortunately, he noticed that while he’d been locked in a play, even Yun Me and Maya had gotten touch-ups from dedicated magical healing, undoing much of the damage he’d inflicted thus far.

Aiden swatted out with a [Water Whip], wincing as the knife wound was inflamed from the motion, but allowing the ostensibly five-foot long tendril of water to cover the multi-mile distance between him and the rune soldiers. It slammed into the mage responsible for the purple flames but was dispersed into a thousand smaller pieces before it could manage much else. The droplets of water drifting through space would prove helpful later, he was sure.

He managed to reappear right next to the pyromancer, at least, and he formed a garrote of water and ice, spun it like a saw, and locked it around the neck of the soldier. Then, he created kelp bindings to keep him from breaking free…

And Yun Me arrived before he could finish off the soldier.

He narrowly leaned to the side enough for Yun Me’s spear to only take him in the arm, but before he could properly get distance, a new Law slammed into the battlefield. “We Are Here.”

Maya had used this Law a few times in previous fights. It hindered all movement intended to, well, move the person. The greater the movement, the greater the hindrance, and it handily shut down his ability to displace his location.

He summoned a bar of water around his hand and hardened it with the full pressure of the deepest abyss, layering a host of spells onto the impromptu staff.

Yun Me’s spear thrust aimed for his head, but Aiden deflected it downward while using the momentum to twist and twirl. His stab brought an involuntary grunt, and he frowned. It was only a knife stab.

He didn’t have enough time to ponder it, as his spin brought him right into the path of a flurry of golden ribbons from Maya, passing through his armor as though it was nothing but an illusion, but slicing his left leg clean off. It stayed in place thanks to his armor, and water reached out to reattach it to the rest of his body, but it felt jittery and partially illusionary.

The rune soldier with an oversized sword had managed to get in range as well, but his attack didn’t break through Aiden’s armor. It did still…break his arm, maybe? No, that was a dislocation.

Water snaked up the sword’s blade, delivering a concentrated blast of rusting magic to try and weaken the weapon, and then reached the man’s arm, slipping underneath the man’s armor and trying to break his limb.

The bone held. There was maybe a slight amount of deformation, as though he was bending a steel bar instead of breaking a bone, but it refused to break.

Aiden turned the water tether into a blender and pulped the man’s flesh instead. He brought a waterfall down on the entire group, trying to give him a bit of breathing room, but Maya and Yun Me swiftly put a stop to that.

[The Arm of Ten Thousand Forests] had once been a simple wood-aligned control spell, but over the ages and countless fights, she had turned the spell into a pseudo-Realm that created a semi-real forest around them.

Once trapped within the spell, one would be attacked by the trees and Yun Me alike. But with Maya’s help, the pseudo illusion turned into a real, true Realm focused on Aiden. Combined with the earlier Law, he wasn’t able to just transpose himself out of the spell and his mind churned as he looked for the weak spot he knew the spell had.

He didn’t see one, but with Maya assisting, that wasn’t a surprise.

The coruscating water still fell upon all of them, and Aiden focused on bending the forest around him, ideally making an ocean, or a lake, or…

He got a pond.

He still managed to dive in, using the water to protect him as the trees around him animated and began stabbing downwards. But, in here, he was⁠—

A living lightning bolt slammed into him, the spear leaving a massive dent in his breastplate and causing his limbs to involuntarily lock up. It vanished in a peal of thunder loud enough to cause actual damage, and then a pair of whips snapped in from nowhere to carve a furrow into his vambraces.

He couldn’t tell where the attacks came from, but wherever that was would be his ticket out.

He’d need to act quickly, though. The stab wound was just getting worse, none of his healing spells doing anything to it. A quick [Scrying Pool] later, he understood the nature of the curse on it. The wound was destined to be lethal. He wasn’t fated to survive it. That put a bit of a time limit on this, but he at least had some ideas as to how he could deny his fate.

Letting his body move on autopilot and mostly dodge the plethora of incoming attacks, Aiden turned his focus toward the Realm Maya was making real.

If she was working with someone else, she’d have to make sure that the forest behaved normally, as trying to do a cooperative working with someone wouldn’t work if they were pushing for different realities.

And he could use that.

His pond connected to the water in the ground, which seeped through the soil until it met the roots of the trees. From there, they formed a vast network of entwined roots, and Aiden forced open a small channel of pure water connecting his pond into that network.

He vanished from his little puddle and started tree-walking.

He managed his exit right before a sword and spear nearly struck him, with reality twisting such that he didn’t move too far from where his soon-to-be prey was, and he reached out with his hand in a claw, nails covered in small daggers of water. [Water Claws] was a personally modified spell, and it tore through the illusion and into reality, where he grabbed an arm just below the shoulder.

Pulling back into the illusion that was trying so hard to keep him locked down, Aiden took the arm with him.

He could almost hear the scream of pain and rage as he dropped a drained limb on the forest floor.

With his connection to the trees, he made their leaves rustle in a haunting laughing sound. He was waiting for another strike, wanting to lash out and take another pound of flesh, but instead, he found Yun Me and Maya trying to pull their own spells apart.

Aiden briefly debated fighting them but instead twisted from inside and accelerated the collapse.

His rod came down square on the back of Yun Me’s head, but she blurred and was facing him, her shield upraised, ready for the attack while her spear lashed out and cut into his abdomen, exacerbating his existing fatal wound.

[A Finger to Cut a Hole in the Sky] blasted through and out of her spear, cutting through armor, flesh, and spirit alike. It broke what containment measures he had on the cursed stab, and Aiden felt his limbs begin to grow weak as his life bled from the deadly knife-wound.

Aiden growled and flexed his Domain, pushing Yun Me away.

She didn’t budge, and the pressure built.

Yun Me withdrew her spear in time for Aiden to be set upon by two new rune soldiers, a glowing glaive and eerily black whip lashing down and being deflected to the side from the turbulence of space around himself and Yun Me.

He pushed, and pushed, and pushed… Then, the pressure released.

Aiden was sent flying, his attempts to move Yun Me reflecting entirely onto himself and slamming him with the force of a raging river. He was sent skipping across the battlefield, his every attempt at conjuring water merely resulting in him bouncing off.

Then he impacted the far wall of the battlefield and stopped utterly.

His armor dented, and while it flowed back into place, it still managed to crush part of Aiden’s spine and had a few shards of metal poking into his torso. He groaned, his body protesting the immense pressure, and now, the multiple broken bones and utterly fractured limbs. The only good thing that had come out of that was that somewhere along the way, he’d managed to take a pound of flesh from Maya.

His [Water Claws] had been gripped around a bloody hunk of meat he knew was from his fellow Ascender, even if he didn’t know exactly how he’d gotten it. He tried to move, then promptly abandoned that course of action for the moment. His every movement just brought him closer to death.

But his [Water Spirit] was still mobile, and Aiden took on the approximate form of a small, watery leviathan. Even though it was technically un-stabbed, it didn’t have terribly long to live…but Aiden knew a lot about living water, and he could keep it in good shape for quite some time yet.

A tentacle traced the shape of the battlefield shield, feeling for weaknesses but finding none. It would hold until the people on the other side let it fall.

Aiden shook his elemental form out, not needing to truly limber up, but the association felt right. Then he darted to the side as one of the rune soldiers, riding an arrow of light, slammed into the wall with a cloud of glittering dust.

An instant later, the woman dashed at him again, spinning a staff and shooting a continuous barrage of luminescent projectiles. Aiden dodged a few of them, then called upon his Anchor and let them sink away into the inky depths of the ocean.

He had practically no time before Yun Me arrived, but that was still more than enough to strike back.

A tentacle snaked out, grabbed an arrow, and flung it back at the soldier who released it. She waved her hand to dispel it, but the mana she released was instantly consumed by Aiden’s own spell and turned into a shark made of abyssal waters. With another tentacle springing from nothing to coil around her torso and another locking her ankle in place, she was unable to dodge and the shark feasted.

First blood.

Yun Me barreled into him at such high speed that his watery form discorporated, reforming behind her as she appeared, only to find himself reforming inside a fishbowl. Off to the side, he felt the essence of the rune soldier he’d managed to kill return to her fellow soldiers. Whether they could return mid-battle was unknown, but he hoped they couldn’t.

That was a long-term problem though, and right now Aiden was trapped inside a fishbowl. On the bright side, that also was protecting him from everyone other than Maya, and he took the opportunity to layer a few more healing spells on himself.

He tapped on the glass a few times, found a fragment he could exploit, and with a deep breath, broke free. As he did so, he threw his Aspect into reinforcing a particular skill he didn’t often get to use.

[Turbulence].

Left became down, down became up, right became down, up became backward, forward became left, left became right. The full chaos and confusion of being sideswiped by a particularly rowdy bit of water when you were a mile and a half below the surface swept over the entire group, and while it affected him just as much, he knew how to work with it.

Aiden moved to rip Maya's head off, but he stopped as she smirked just before he arrived, and instead let his watery body turn into seafoam, which saved him from the spear that erupted from her chest.

A spasm through his spirit collapsed his watery form, and he instinctively doubled over, putting his hand to his torso. It came away red.

Not much longer, then. Aiden almost caught a longsword through the head, but he blocked it with his [Water Claws]. He lost his thumbs, but who really needed them?

Cats did just fine without them, and he was definitely better than a cat.

Slashing out with only eight digits, he cut deep furrows in the water, sneaking behind Yun Me’s shield and screeching against her [The Heart of the Firmament Made Manifest Upon the Flesh], or [Metal Body] if you wanted to be boring.

Turning back to water and opening a hole in his chest, he let a blast of purple fire— that same pyromancer still not giving up— blow into the Sects woman’s [The Legendary Shield Which Cannot Be Broken] but was forced to reform and drift off to the side to dodge Maya’s pincer attack with herself.

He still snuck in a quick attack redirection to get Yun Me’s counter to take the Federation kid in the head, filled the hole in his skull up with pressurized water, then froze it.

Finally, a second pulse of essence.

Maya tried to double team him, but he felt her coming from behind and to the left, and he nudged his [Turbulence] to make it his front and below. Her swinging an illusionary sword didn’t change that, and he flicked his hand like a conductor’s baton to coat it in ice. The ice was yanked away by the currents, then broken apart by an ice specialist from the Federation.

Tragically, the ice was based on The Ninth Frozen Droplet, an ice that would freeze your mana if you weren’t careful. The cryomancer wasn’t careful enough, and a brief pulse of [Flotsam] shattered his body, dispersing his essence among his peers.

Already, the essence seemed to be doing something…interesting. It wasn’t just hanging around, keeping the people he’d killed “alive” so to speak, but actually slipping into the crevasses of the machine that was the other soldiers’ Domains, accelerating and enhancing their spirits.

How very interesting.

Aiden really wanted to see just how far they and their connections could be pushed. Currently, the rune soldiers had begun to glow blue very subtly, in the depths of their irises, and their raw cultivation might was already above what a standard Tier 35 could manage. But what would happen when that boost was stronger, and spread across fewer people?

Could the final few push fully into Tier 36 speed and strength?

Now that—a spasm from his cursed wound caused his body to flinch—that would be a challenge!

Aiden wasn’t able to think on it too much more as he was nearly caught off guard by a Law change from Maya. “Freeze!”

Aiden felt himself and all his water turn to ice, but that hardly bothered him. Maya had long since tried this trick on him, and knew he had no issue with the leap that frozen water was still water. With [Turbulence] up, the water around him was already below nominal freezing temperature, so he looked for what the trick was that he’d been missing.

The physical lockdown was obvious, but he only casually looked at it and instead searched for a deeper meaning.

And didn’t find one. Realizing the trap he had fallen for, Aiden moved his icy form to the side but caught another spear through the chest, this one almost punching through his heart and instead going through a lung. Worse yet, it broke through the last of Aiden’s carefully constructed dams, holding back the cursed stab’s fatal destiny.

Aiden coughed out a mouthful of blood before putting up a hand and gesturing for a pause, even as he retreated.

Maya was the only good sport and stopped her barrage of attacks, but that was all the space he needed.

“Little lesson for you all, from Old Master Waters! Did you knoooww,” he had to dodge as Yun Me threw her spear then recalled it to her hand, “that interrupting someone during a monologue is rude? Come on!”

The soldier armed with a glaive was the next to attack, and Aiden, despite his limbs not quite working, grabbed him by the throat and the legs with a pair of tentacles and pulled.

The man stayed stubbornly in one piece.

Or he did, but maybe only until he was used to block another attack from one of his countrymen? Nope, that one didn’t do it either. Yun Me’s next attack gave just the push he needed, and he tore the soldier’s body in half, letting the essence spill out. Most of it went to his fellow soldiers, of course, increasing the light in their eyes. But he reached out with his finger and tapped a glowing droplet of water. It was purely theatrics, of course, but it looked so cool.

“Did you know, with the proper technique, you can refill your entire mana pool mid-fight with a Tier up?”

Destiny shattered as his spirit glowed as he gave his spirit the final push he needed to settle into Tier 32.

A trio of attacks shot at him, but Aiden used up a bunch of his remaining mana pool deflecting them right back at their casters. Yun Me simply counter-reflected her attack back at him, so he sent that one into the body of a rune soldier, who instantly died from the thrice-reflected and thus thrice-enhanced attack. That emptied his mana, but it didn’t matter.

Essence swirled, the world went blue, and, when it subsided, Aiden grinned a manic grin. The cursed stab was completely gone, alongside most of his other wounds, and his mana was back up to full. He was a Tier closer to their own now, and best of all, he’d just recovered a bunch of willpower from that stunt.

Water coiled around him, lifting him up on a waterspout, and Aiden cracked his knuckles and took a fighting stance. “Round two! Begin!”
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“You owe me! You owe me! I want the entire drop of Misery in a Bottle, before you leave!” Lila triumphantly cheered for her victory as Aiden Tiered up. Her voice was only barely audible over the other cheers and hollers, of course, but it made it to the person who mattered.

“You disgraceful, cheating cur! He told you in advance,” Sien spat at her.

Lila gave the woman a toothy grin. Aiden hadn’t told her, but there was no need to rely on that. “Shouldn’t have made the bet with me, then.”

“It's not a loss just yet!” Olivier came to Sien’s rescue as well as his own. “Technically, we bet he’d Tier up via Inspiration, and that's still possible!”

Sien regained her hope even as she nodded along.

Lila crossed her feet and pondered the technicality while she wiggled her toes. That hadn’t been in the spirit of the bet, but they were technically correct, and that was the best kind of correct. Fuck it. Active bets added to the excitement.

“Sure, let's let it ride.”

Sien steepled her fingers, and her shadow started whispering the word ‘Inspiration’ over and over.

Her pleas were overshadowed as Ellen collected her winnings from the bet that one of the Ascenders would use some obscure half-forgotten technique.

Olivier wiped his forehead. “The stress is killing me,” he claimed before chugging his…two hundred and thirteenth—fourteenth?—cocktail. Lila wasn’t certain she’d caught all of them, and she hadn’t paid attention to how many had been stocked by the caterers.

Moe threw an arm over the speedster and faux whispered, “And this is why secondary bets are dumb. Only bet on the outcome.”

Olivier shoved the skeletal arm off his shoulder as Max cackled. “Anyone want to take my bet now? Come on, I have an enchanted Mind Spike that will, guaranteed, punch through any Tier 47 or lower defense. Wager something of equal value, and I bet that Aiden shocks all of us in some way we never expected.”

Lila considered it, but the terms were just too vague, and Aiden always tried to act mysterious. He, if anyone could, would surprise them of all people.

Sien distracted her musings with a more interesting bet. “Bet on both Aiden and Maya pulling some new abilities out of their asses. I have a Tier 40 gem that I can't identify. Take it or leave it.”

Lila mused on Sien's offer before agreeing. Oddities like that were rarely powerful, but they were usually pretty. And Lila liked gems.

Brian’s jaw rattled as he reoffered his own bet for a third time. “A personal undead servant made out of a Tier 40 corpse on Maya making a pun rule.”

Like the last two times he’d offered, nobody took him up on the bet, and Gideon spoke up with a new bet of his own. “Any bottle of wine out of my personal collection. Bet is Aiden gets to use his boots in the fight.”

Krodag perked up at that. “For or against?”

“For.”

“Done!” Lila jumped onto the bet with both Sien and Max. If Gideon was intent on throwing away good wine there was no reason to refuse.

Olivier raised a glass. “Speaking of boots, I have a Tier 5 growth pair of boots that triples one’s speed. Betting them that Aiden gets punched so hard bubbles come out of him.”

“Define bubbles.”

“Define punch.”

Lila was distracted from that bet as Ellen offered her own. “A Tier 45 Stone Milk on Maya doing something to strip Aiden or Yun Me.”

Krodag cocked his skull at the odd side bet. “Why include Yun Me? She's ostensibly on Maya’s side.”

Lila answered for the younger woman. “Because it’s Maya. I’ll take that bet. I have an old set of scales lying around. I⁠—”

Eclavorn slapped the table next to him, shattering it and giving what Lila thought might be an attempt at a flirty growl. “I’m in, that she fails. I offer a thousand pounds of Tier 45 Stygian Venison.”

Lila rolled her eyes as Max giggled uncontrollably. Even in his humanoid form, the man couldn’t contain himself.

Lila was tempted to back out of the bet but decided to let it ride.

As she watched Aiden punch the melee rune kid in the face, she murmured loud enough for everyone to hear, “You better not fuck me, Maya. Strip ‘em.”
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Maya twisted, dodging a nigh invisible burst of rain that tried to cut through her body and spirit. Pushing an illusion a few miles to the side, she transposed herself to that location, which let her avoid the follow-up explosions that would have torn her apart.

They had expected Aiden to Tier up, but when he didn’t do it immediately, they had hoped he wasn’t as far along as they feared. That had been proven wrong, and she felt the spike of danger in her spirit the moment it happened.

Him going up a Tier should have been rough, but then again, Aiden didn’t use his cultivation very much. He always relied on his Domain to enhance him. Still…with the degree he strengthened himself normally, it should have resulted in a nearly instantaneous win, or at least a ton of damage. He was pacing himself, trying not to tire himself out. But what was he waiting for? It was unlikely that he could wear them all down, and she didn’t think any of them were below half on any of their resources…so what was his game?

She didn’t know, and it annoyed her.

Aiden had done something that made it so she had to look up at him, no matter what angle she was at. But she couldn’t figure out what, and that also annoyed her.

Of slightly more immediate concern, though, were the strands of water trailing in his wake. Three had Yun Me’s spear locked tightly in their grip, and as Aiden spun to build up momentum, he wrenched the weapon from Yun Me’s grasp. She recalled it instantly, but not before Aiden managed to impale a Federation rune soldier on it. The whips trailing his wand were all the deadlier, black abyssal water carving furrows into Yun Me’s pauldrons.

Aiden dodged a lightning bolt, backhanded a trio of water disks at the offending soldier, reversed his grip on his wand, and then brought it down like a dagger. The enormous wave it conjured in his wake crashed down on Yun Me, knocking the shield out of her hand and sending her flying.

This was not good. Very not good.
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Aiden felt like a new man as his cultivation settled in and his power expanded. He was so high on newfound power, he was practically laughing as he flipped over attacks, circled around spells… And got peppered by a pair of long-range attacks as the support armies decided that they could maintain the shield surrounding the battlefield and attack him.

At least the spells cut off when he positioned himself in the middle of his enemies.

Reveling in the lessened willpower costs needed to keep up with his opponents, he fell back on his old reliable: [Water Manipulation]. Even as a Minkalla-granted innate skill, it had rarely been opportune to use in most situations. But there was something nostalgic about the way it made water truly act as an extension of his own body, and with newly empowered cultivation behind it, it felt amazing.

Epic spinning kick, hydro-enhanced punch, twirly water block, crescent moon water kick, swooshy attack redirect…he was on fire. Water. Whatever. Tiering up felt good. It had been too long since he had done so, and he had almost forgotten how good the increase in power felt.

He just wasn’t sure it was going to be enough on its own.

A pulse of plasma appeared right beside him. It was clumsily hidden by an antimemetic spell, which Aiden wasn’t affected by at all, though he pretended to only notice and dodge at the last moment.

It was almost amusing to see someone try that with him, but he didn’t have enough spare brain cells to gloat or showboat.

Even that idle thought nearly cost him a leg as Yun Me retrieved her shield and threw it like a discus, its edges gleaming a reddish-black as it tore his shin off. The wound was far more painful than that kind of attack should have inflicted, but Aiden let it wash over him.

To his eternal shame, the pain caused him to be a moment too slow to avoid taking a deep cut from the glaive-armed rune soldier. In turn, that let Yun Me use her [What Was Once Complex Returns to Simplicity] to break apart Aiden’s counterattack, putting his [Water Manipulation] on a fairly long cooldown.

That cost him enough time that he found himself between a hammer and an anvil. Or more accurately, a hammer-wielding rune soldier and The Unyielding Anvil. He tried to dodge, but Maya turned his spell into an illusion, popping it like a bubble as the attacks landed. There wasn’t much room to work with, but [Water Hammer] didn’t need much space. It clanged into the onrushing hammer and sent some very painful reverberations up the handle of the weapon.

[Tidal Wave] crashed down on him and Yun Me. The Sects woman kept her footing, but it let him wash himself away, and he coated himself in enough water to serve as a battering ram where Maya was trying to manifest. Unfortunately, she appeared safely despite his interference and spoke.

“Everything Hits Its Mark.”

Instantly, the armies around the edge opened fire, as too did the seventeen people within. And every attack hit him. It wasn’t even a matter of homing, there was simply no possibility other than spells striking exactly what they meant to. Even if they collided with something else—such as Yun Me, the rune soldiers, or one of his defensive spells—they either passed through entirely or bounced off at an angle that re-oriented it at him. His Domain was sorely tested to defend him from everything, and without his newest Tier-up, he’d have to reach rather deeper into his bag of tricks to survive that.

Well, he could at least express his displeasure at the reality mage’s meddling. A wave of giant [Flotsam] projectiles slammed into her, followed by the fastest barrage of [Water Bullet]s that he could manage, alongside a point-blank [Washing A-Wave] and [Siphon] to strip her protections and land what was otherwise a very tricky to use finisher. For good measure, he also brought his Intent to bear, piercing her overstretched spirit with the sudden need to breathe.

A gleeful grin spread across his face as he watched the reality mage try to balance an already-tricky Law with defending against the full power of water.

Then, the rules changed.
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Panting was more a force of habit than needing air, but it was one Maya always gave herself. Tying oneself to mortal things like that was a great way to keep in touch with reality, which was something she particularly needed. Essence helped one exempt themselves from the laws of reality, yes, but sometimes what you needed was a tight bind with said laws.

Her spirit insisted that she breathe, in accordance with the natural order. She was living, she must breathe. Who was she, to challenge the laws of reality? She fought it, for she Rejected Aiden’s Reality, but…

No.

No, he was right.

She should need to breathe. She was, after all, only mortal. Tier 5, at that. Tier 5 people needed to breathe, sleep, eat, everything. She was also, without a doubt, the strongest person fighting.

The Reality practically wove itself. It had been a long, long time since she’d been Tier 5, but your experiences as a mortal felt more…concentrated, than anything as an immortal. She couldn’t go below Tier 5, she didn’t think, but Tier 5 was plenty.

Of course, no Tier 5 would be fighting in deep space, surrounded by an enormous containment cage. They’d be fighting in an arena, on a large, flat ground filled with sand. There were more powerful people watching, more powerful people outside the arena, but they weren’t in the pit. They were just spectators. Here, it was just Tier 5s.

“Memento Mori.”

You are mortal. You will die.

That was the one truth. And that was the truth she leveraged, alongside Aiden’s own pseudo-Law. Yes, she needed to breathe. She was Tier 5, and so, too, was everyone she was fighting.

Aiden stumbled, as did Yun Me and the rune idiots.

But she had substituted reality, and she was borrowing Aiden’s own strength to do it. It worked…less well than she would have expected, given the normal weight of Aiden’s command to breathe and drown, but Aiden’s Domain was of such immense size and power that the inefficiency barely mattered…and that helped anyway.

The Reality built itself up. Dry sand underfoot. Their fanciest arms and armors were gone, leaving them all equipped according to their station. Very little armor, though. Shields were all right, armor less so.

This was a show, after all, and the crowd cried their approval.

Deep breath. They needed to breathe. That was fundamental because they were Tier 5.

Red stands, and a red sky. Interpreting reality like this was interesting, as she could pick out many of the people in the stands that would otherwise be invisible. But that was but a distraction, as it always was.

You focused on the people in the pit with you.

That was the simple truth. You fought. You focused. You bled. And if you were lucky, you didn’t die.

Memento Mori. All of them had but one life to spend.

Glaive-soldier guy was the first to move, sprinting forward with his weapon glowing with arcane might, aimed at Aiden’s oh so mortal, oh so vulnerable heart.

Yun Me was even faster and came in from the other side, her spear’s edge glowing with a deep silver that felt like a million years of training distilled into that single thrust.

Aiden’s legs snapped as he tried to move faster than he could as a Tier 5 and lost his footing on the loose sand, sending him sprawling. He grabbed a handful of sand and flung it in the face of the rune soldier, then rolled to avoid Yun Me. They were roughly the same speed now, but Yun Me was by far the more experienced warrior.

Aiden conjured a globe of water and fashioned it into a whip. The magic was stronger than what Yun Me could easily bring to bear as a Tier 5, and her spear was quickly grounded.

That was… Hmm. She couldn’t get rid of water. That was favoring one competitor too heavily, and she’d needed to borrow a fair amount of weight from the idea of a fair competition to form this Reality. If she let it go, Aiden would release his own Domain’s attempt to dictate Laws, and she’d lose that leverage. No, she needed to figure out a proper way to maintain this Reality, yet still hinder Aiden.

Deep breath. They needed to breathe. That was fundamental because they were Tier 5.

An idea sparked, and she gave her addendum. One skill per person. What kind of Tier 5 had more than one skill, anyway? Spoiled rich kids, that’s who, but none of them would be in an arena.

She kept [Cast Illusion]. [Lawmaker] could have counted, if she enforced the Reality in the right way, but she didn’t. It was probably stronger this way, anyway. No Tier 5 created their own Reality.

Aiden’s water vanished, as he apparently didn’t elect to keep [Create Water]. Yun Me seemed to keep some kind of physical boost, and the rune soldiers…who cared?

She had bigger things to focus on. With every passing moment, Aiden was challenging her Reality in a hundred different ways, and she needed to keep one step ahead of him. She also needed to keep herself invisible and an illusion of herself running around, to keep anyone from interrupting her.

Deep breath. They needed to breathe. That was fundamental because they were Tier 5.

Maya ran through the foundations of her Reality again, even as her eyes wavered and conceptually fade once they were pinned between the Reality that Was and the Reality she Beheld.

As a Tier 5 with only [Cast Illusion], that was a pretty dang impressive job, she had to say. But it needed to be done.

The others should be able to finally defeat him with everything she was doing.

Aiden was running, but Yun Me was faster. She scooped her spear into her hand and took off in rapid pursuit of her fellow Tier 5, seeking his life.

Deep breath. They needed to breathe. That was fundamental because they were Tier 5.

Aiden mummified his left arm to get enough water to form a small tendril. He was pulling out some pretty impressive acrobatics to keep Yun Me at enough of a distance while keeping the rune soldiers at bay. He was definitely on the run, and he couldn’t keep it up forever.

Yun Me caught up with him, stumbling as Aiden slammed a small bucketful of water into her side but carrying through with her attack.

Aiden took the spear through the chest and coughed a mouthful of blood all over Yun Me.

Red spilled upon the sands, and Maya hoped they had managed a decisive blow.

[image: ]


Emmanuel watched as Aiden was stabbed through with a small furrow of his brow. He flickered through Talents, and while even Innate Understanding-type Talents had their limits, especially when it came to Ascenders, he was fairly certain Aiden would be all right.

Janet pulled his attention back to the negotiations. “Come now, Emmanuel. Concede the battle, spare your Gladiator, end the war. There’s no need to prolong this any further than needed, and the terms are perfectly fair.”

Emmanuel nodded slightly and felt everyone else tense as they thought he was going to concede to save his Ascender from serious harm.

Instead, he very obviously pushed his perceptions toward the blood trickling through space between Aiden’s mouth and Maya’s face. “Aiden is living his life the way he wishes. Would you wish to tell Maya that she is to stop fighting now, pull her out before she’s the one dead or crippled?”

With their perception jacked to Tier 50 speeds, they got to watch in slow motion as Aiden’s blood condensed and formed into a needle aimed at Yun Me’s eye.

“An impressive attempt, but ultimately too little.”

Emmanuel didn’t bother with a response. He trusted his Ascenders. He was, on paper, stronger than any of them. Stronger than all of them, thanks to his Tier. But there was more to an Ascender than pure power, a strong Talent, or a powerful Domain.

He didn’t have the same drive to look at the impossible, scoff, then do it. Who would have thought that a boy from a low-Tier, archipelago-heavy world, a boy whose Talents were best suited for a veterinarian or farmer, could beat out geniuses and prodigies, scions of noble houses and the inheritors of grand bloodlines?

Emmanuel wouldn’t have, not in a million years. That was why he was so careful not to be a tyrant, deciding the fates of his people. It was his duty to protect the people under his care, to let them become the people they had the desire and drive to become. It was not his duty to undercut their efforts, their struggles, and their fights.

Eight spiritual perceptions watched as the needle of water pierced Yun Me’s eye. It didn’t punch through and enter her brain, but it did drain the water out of the organ, where it flowed back to Aiden just in time to avoid the rise of the shield which would have destroyed the water's connection to him.

Sliding back in the sand, Aiden ripped himself off the spear and corralled the water in his blood to clot the wound.

JR fluttered his wings and chirped, “Truly impressive. Both of them. Controlling reality to this level at Tier 35 and still being able to fight inside it.”

Virgil snorted at the snub to her pets and possibly Yun Me, but Emmanuel agreed. Yun Me was impressive, but mostly for her dedication. She was like an ancient world tree, imposing and mighty beyond all else yet with no grand specialties beyond raw survivability.

Then again, that was impressive in its own way. She certainly knew how to use every last ounce of the prodigious strength she’d accumulated, and that was more than he could say for the rune soldiers.

Those troops had an unfortunate life, and while they were impressive, it wasn’t their strength. Rather, it was the strength of Virgil and her crafters, expressed through what were practically children. Again, it wasn’t an invalid source of power, but it was certainly inflexible, and nowhere near as robust as more naturally developed strength, like that found in Ascenders.

As if trying to prove his thought wrong, Alexi lunged forward despite the hole in her heart draining away her life. Within Maya’s constructed reality, many of the benefits that the soldiers enjoyed had been lessened. But that was balanced out by the fact that at low Tiers, their cybernetics were just as potent, if not more so than normal.

Brett, the rune mage, circled around behind Aiden and cast an [Earth Lance] into the mage’s bare back.

Alexi slashed out with a tight series of blows that left no way to dodge without being struck by the follow-up. Arthur threw his spear, merely crackling with lightning instead of being made of it, further penning in the Ascender.

Even with all those disadvantages, Aiden still managed to twist out of the way just enough to avoid being skewered. He was, however, cut to the bone by Alexi, but he reared up to kick her in return. In the instant before the attack landed, Brayden wrapped his whip around Aiden’s ankle and pulled him off-balance.

Janet folded her hands, picking up their negotiations where they’d left off. “Let’s be reasonable here. Even if Waters survives, even if he isn’t captured, he won’t be in any condition to reclaim your worlds. You have no hope of retaking all the territory you’ve lost, and there’s no reason to make this even worse for you than it must be.”

“Yet your proposal would put the onus of retiring Light and Shadow solely upon those not participating in the war,” Toby pointed out, stroking a scaly chin. “It is not a proposal I would accept.”

Aoife nodded in agreement. “I will not see my treasuries emptied in response to your misfortune.”

“Fine, fine.” Janet waved their complaints off. “We can increase the return rate of the planets to ninety percent and reduce the retention rate of the Guilds captures to fifty percent, which should functionally cover the projected buy-out rate for a Gladiator duo. If there’s excess beyond that, then the Empire can handle that internally. The sanctions on the Path of Ascension would remain the same, but we won’t push for the audit of existing Ascenders.” She glared suspiciously at Emmanuel with those words, but he wouldn’t allow that great a risk to Matthew’s secret at this time. He didn’t care how that influenced her perception of him.

“And all planets in contested space will be immediately ceded for the next ten thousand years. That’s more than fair.” Janet added a moment later.

Emmanuel did agree that, given their respective standings, cutting their losses by a full order of magnitude was quite fair, especially as it would entirely prevent the possible loss of the Citadel. Buying an Ascender duo out might prove expensive, but it was unlikely to be too bad. The Path sanctions might prove irksome, but as much as he hated to admit it, it wasn’t a bad thing to cap Path deaths…though it would add a great many levers for minor noble factions to pressure him. If his faith in Aiden was anything less than ironclad, he would have been sorely tempted to accept.

Winter Hornet gave a small nod of assent. But, fortunately for him, Virgil was unsatisfied.

“Absolutely not. The damage which you have wreaked is worth far more than a mere tenth of the planets which we won, that we control. To say nothing of the penalties to be extracted from your bloodlust. I will be repaid in kind. No clemency for Waters. Once he falls, if you wish to avoid having the loss of your own regional Capital weighing upon the scales, you’ll have no leverage, and I want no less than two hundred Tier 30 planetary cores. I will concede that you possess sufficient weight to regain half your lost planets, but not one more beyond that. All Guilds captures will be returned, of course,” Virgil said with a sneer, reveling in her perceived higher position.

Janet made no outward expression, but the Talents Emmanuel was running let him see the feeling of betrayal and contempt wash over the Republic leader as Virgil entirely shot down the possibility of an early peace.

It would have been hard to explain why he refused the previous offer, but with Virgil pushing for blood, it was easy to dismiss.

Emmanuel calmly took to his feet, turning away from the conference table to face the massive crystal wall overlooking the fight. “There remain battles to be fought, both here and elsewhere. I would be doing my people a disservice if I assume they will fail, and while I appreciate your offers of mercy, I have faith in my people. I have faith in my Ascenders.”

He tried to add just enough emphasis to get the other Tier 50s to read it as desperate hope for a turnaround, and seeing Allister’s orbiting spheres speed up slightly, Emmanuel thought he had hit the right note.

He was sure of it when Janet focused on Allister and tried to settle the war between them with a separate, smaller peace treaty. Somehow, Virgil stayed silent, so in other circumstances, perhaps Janet may have had a chance.

Emmanuel listened but didn’t speak, and he was happy as Allister resisted all attempts to get him to abandon the Empire.

Instead, his attention went to the fight happening below.
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Aiden hated low-Tier fighting. It didn’t carry the same gravitas, the same weight, the same pressure. Whatever Maya had done felt like he’d been flipped over by his Domain, and it was still sore. He’d been essentially pinned, with none of his primary suite of baseline abilities. It had taken quite some time and a lot of wounds before he’d managed to track down where Maya had been lurking invisibly and attack her properly, returning things to the way they should be.

Specifically, with Aiden three Tiers weaker than everyone else.

It was a marked improvement.

Of course, Yun Me hadn’t left him alone in the arena, and she wasn’t leaving him alone now.

He’d known she had a dozen lockdown spells, of course. She liked to use them as finishers. But he hadn’t known she had one that locked both of them down. He suspected there was some kind of Talent abuse going on, because he was making no headway in breaking free.

They were only half a mile apart, but that was more than enough room for the armies around them to unleash a bombardment that could have glassed a planet directly on him.

He’d bubbled up, using his Anchor as a shield, and then layered that with [Bubble Shield]. [Whirlpool], [Water Armor], [Water Shield], and [Abyssal Ablation], all cast to try to mitigate the onslaught of damage he was taking.

[Phantom Armor] flared into existence, narrowly deflecting the glaive of the rune soldier who just wouldn’t let him be. That opened up an opportunity, and Aiden materialized his glass of ocean inside his mouth, downed its contents, then spat the glass itself at the rune soldier, catching him off-guard enough that when he refilled his Anchor, he directed the miniature ocean into a high-pressure jet of water directly up the man’s nostril.

It ricocheted off of his skull, bounced off his spine, and struck his heart.

The call of the ocean.

It was a bit of a novel application of a few of his skills and Domain powers, and probably only workable thanks to the artificial-like nature of the man’s Domain, but Aiden saw an opportunity and took it. The rune soldier was momentarily confused as a deep-seated love of the sea took root, and in his heart, he felt a sudden wish to see the ocean.

Aiden promptly granted the wish, slipping the rest of the ocean into the man’s heart.

Alas, there wasn’t enough room in his heart for it all, and he exploded.

Ah, blood-tinged sea spray. Aiden’s eighth favorite scent.

The water of the ocean was quickly used to wash away the other rune soldiers crowding around him, giving him a moment to collect himself.

Maya at least was off to the side and trying to recover from her last move. Aiden had to admit that he was impressed, but he let his anger fuel his flex of his Aspect.

He grabbed Yun Me and pulled with everything he had.

She stayed locked in place, so Aiden let go. She didn’t go flying back like he hoped, so instead, he cast [Mist].

Water vapor spread out, and if they hadn’t been in the vacuum of space, it would have dampened sound. Instead, all it did was dampen spiritual perception and block sight.

With a painful push, Aiden swapped just under half of himself with some of the water, ready to pull the rest of himself over the moment Yun Me realized he’d slipped her leash.

Aiden channeled a portion of his presence through a drifting water droplet near one of the further-off rune soldiers. Two [Water Claws]s later—man, these guys are tough—and the woman in question was short roughly half a head and all her essence.

With his movement now obvious, Aiden pulled the rest of his body from Yun Me’s tether.

She tried to reconnect it, but he already had that spell's measure, and it sank right through him like a stone dropped into a murky pond.

Narrowing his focus to the pesky soldiers, Aiden cast [Tidal Wave], and with a push from his Domain, he sent it racing at them. The ever-growing wave caused the armies to scatter as they avoided the massive spell, but that was all Aiden had been waiting for.

Their flight was all the opening he needed to dart forward, trying to get at Maya.

If he could finish her off, the rest of this battle would settle into place nicely.

As if the Realm would ever let things go his way.
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Yun Me kept her breathing steady. When fighting a Master, it was of utmost importance to show neither pleasure nor pain. Boredom was nearly as bad, but any sign of difficulty was worse. Taunts were important, but they should be done with care. Too much vitriol or too much dismissiveness would incite further fervor from a Master.

And a fervent Master was a terrible opponent to have. They drew strength from adversity in a way unlike any other, and provoking one of choleric temperament merely exacerbated such issues. Never make a fight truly personal. End fights as swiftly as possible once they flagged, but do not overwhelm them from the very beginning.

Masters fought with the ferocity of a cornered rat yet could instantly turn and flee without a moment’s hesitation. Very few people survived a single fight against even one, but Yun Me had made a career out of it.

This fight had been going approximately as well as she’d expected. Her prodigious willpower reserves were largely untapped, and while her mana was being steadily worn down, she had conversion arrays to refill her. [The Unyielding Warrior of Eternity] ensured that her body would never be worn down, and while her allies in this fight likely weren’t in such a fine state as her, she was unconcerned.

Embers was a Master in her own right, and therefore stronger the closer she was to defeat. The rune soldiers were steadily being whittled down, yes, but they were better off dead than alive.

Waters had already Tiered up. As something that had quite clearly been planned in advance, it was unlikely to be the only trick he had. But it was undoubtedly intended to be a fairly major turning point in his strategy and, therefore, the current pressure was wearing him down just like they planned.

It was a delicate balance. Insufficient pressure would enable him to recover and find his footing, yet too much pressure, and it would merely temper him, giving him a far more fearsome arsenal once his position grew truly dire. Therefore, they walked upon the sword blade of giving Waters a sufficient challenge.

The Master began some form of working with his Domain, but Yun Me struck it with her spear, calling upon her Second Revelation to cut through the ability before it could materialize.

The spear and the shield were the most fundamental armaments in the entire Realm. A spear to strike, a shield to be struck. Eons ago, both Vanara and Aegis had been more elaborate. Vanara had been immaculate ivory-white wood, inlaid with lacquer and gilding in the way rift items were occasionally wont to be. Aegis had been shining silver, pristine yet decorated with tassels, silk, and paint in a way that represented her home.

But they, like her, had changed. Vanara was now dark, stained with sweat and blood, and a black spearpoint cloying with the millions— billions— of lives it had taken. All traces of her home were gone from Aegis, leaving nothing but the burnished and multicolored metal it was today. They’d grown with her, the only points of stability in a Realm that changed far too fast.

But the spear and shield were eternal. Her Talents for the shield, her Revelations for the spear. Combined, they were the ultimate tools for any warrior.

Her [What Was Once Complex Returns to Simplicity] technique enveloped her spear, further empowered with her Revelation to penetrate all of Waters’ defenses. But instead of cutting him in half as she had hoped, she merely skewered his lungs and grazed his spine.

She quickened her limbs and sharpened her mind. Waters was no less dangerous wounded, and the more she pushed, the closer he came to becoming desperate.

Nonetheless, her actions had already presented Embers with sufficient time to recover, and the mage twirled a staff, engulfing the battlefield with gold and silver rainbows.

You Are Home.

She most certainly was.

Waters succumbed to the calming influence of the delusion for just a moment, which was all she required to drive her spear into the man’s back, mirroring the last time she’d skewered him.

[Vicious Winds of the East] blew down her arm, slicing into Waters and attempting to rend him apart. Yet he deflected the attack by manifesting his bubbles, turning the airy blades into the breaking crests of a wave. He twisted himself off the spear and summoned a [Wave Rider], using the board to carry him out of her easy reach.

[The Twirling Leaves Carried Upon Autumnal Gusts] carried her in swift pursuit, and she attacked the man again and again, wearing him down. Embers and the rune soldiers attacked when they were able, and she was appreciative for the assistance which Embers provided, yet she spared no additional thought for them beyond what was needed to coordinate.

A rainstorm lashed out from Waters, seeking to give him some reprieve, but she would not be deterred. Surging forth, her spear struck with a rapid staccato, piercing each droplet in turn to disrupt and disperse its magic. While those around her either evaded or were pushed back, Yun Me advanced through a deluge using nothing but her spear to keep her dry.

Then, an opening. She took her stance as Waters’ magic ebbed, preparing [A Finger to Tear a Hole into the Sky] for the moment she had an opportunity to use the technique.

It was time to strike.

This could be done.

The day could be won.
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Crimson light filled Aiden’s vision. How much of it was from the cage around him, and how much was from blood creeping into his eyes, he didn’t know. He supposed it didn’t really matter much. He was on the brink now, the crest of the wave as it crashed toward the shore.

He remembered being a child, sitting on a rocky cliff overlooking the ocean, the warm, salty breeze pushing through his hair. There was such wonder and beauty in the ocean. It was so vast, so incomprehensible, and so mighty. There was an endless amount of beauty to be found within it, an eternity of awe and wonder. Danger as well, to be sure. The Depths of the ocean held monsters large and strong enough to eat a boat whole, and the pressure alone would crush you if you let it.

Not that the shallows were safe, and even when people kept to the shoreline, there were still plenty of hazards to be wary of. It was like delving, if he was being honest. The truest wonders were in the Depths, and while it was almost certainly fatal to go too far out…even the most innocuous things could be dangerous.

The cliff was gone now. Nobody had intentionally destroyed it or anything. But fifteen hundred years was a long time, and the power of water wasn’t something to be underestimated. The erosion of centuries of crashing waves had redefined the coastline he’d spent so many hours at as a kid.

In the distance, all the colors first of the sunset, then of the rainbow, shone through Aiden’s tinted vision. A sun, dying for the night. Or perhaps a rune soldier, gathering power for a massive attack, the likes of which would surely overwhelm him.

Aiden remembered when he’d first formed his Concept. He didn’t even know what he had done at first, but he had been fighting his way through a rift in a supply run. He’d been stuck at the peak of Tier 4 for months, trying to save up for the potion he’d need to break through to Tier 5.

Being on the Path was tough, even with a skill from his sponsor, and he’d been uncertain how much further he’d be able to go. Trying to progress felt like fighting the ocean in a storm, sailing upwind while nature itself fought you every step of the way.

He’d been fighting a dragon-like creature at the time, with a powerful presence—what he later learned was a Concept—pressing down on him. It made his every action feel like he was underwater, his magic slow and lethargic and his armor heavy and encumbering. It was like he’d been sailing and had been thrown overboard. Now, he was underwater and slowly drowning.

And when he’d thought of it that way, everything just…made sense. The monsters were nothing more than rogue waves, seeking to overpower him. The moment of clarity had been something special, it invigorated him. This rift was simply another wave, and there was nothing better than cresting a wave with a whoop and a holler.

The monster pelted him with wind, stinging sand whipping his skin and pelting his armor, but it was nothing but sea spray against his face. He’d laughed, and the pressure had melted away. His counterattack was made with the full might of the ocean behind it and, suddenly, Aiden didn’t need the potion he’d been so desperately trying to afford. It was just the sea spray in his face, the freedom of the wind at his back, and the start of the grandest adventure there was.

He tasted the sea spray again. This time, the blonde monster before him was waving her hands like a conductor, channeling massive clouds of golden glitter. But it was just another monster, another fight, another wave to conquer and move on.

Once he’d had his Concept and his mindset in the right state, the Path suddenly became less of a giant chore, and more of a fun sailing adventure. He was but a tiny, tiny man against an incomprehensibly vast ocean…but what did that matter?

He could conquer one wave at a time, no problem. He wasn’t trying to beat the ocean; that wasn’t how life worked. But instead, he used it to take him wherever he wished to go, and to plunder its depths for treasure.

Being underwater could often be more peaceful than on the surface. There were currents and monsters, yes, but the waves were less distinct. A constant pressure, rather than a continuous bombardment. It was easier to deal with everything being massive than constantly adapting for some things being huge, and others being tiny. Even if it were more hostile in aggregate…it was predictable, and oh so profitable.

It was an idea that his spirit found compatible, too. There was no doubt in his mind that his Domain deserved to be expanded below the surface, and his Intent made the connection readily. It was important to respect the Depths, for you could so easily drown, the faint bubbles anchoring you to life being lost to the inky abyss. But if you knew what you were doing, it could almost be comfortable.

And delving up Tiers was so, so much like diving into the Depths. It was hard to see, the pressure was unending and relentless, and a single mistake would cost you your life. But those were all things that Aiden could deal with, and so he did. Other people rarely did well when reminded of how deep they were, but hey, that was just the ocean for you.

Aiden was a creature of the Depths, through and through. Unimaginable power loomed above him, casting him in its shadow and redoubling the pressure he felt, yet he’d never run. Be it the darkening presence of miles of water, or the shadow of a massive tree as Yun Me collected power within her and her spear, it was all the same to him.

The thing with being in the Depths was that, ultimately, they weren’t him. They weren’t his home, and there wasn’t much he could do there. Other people didn’t do well there, sure, but that didn’t make him do any better. But the shallows… Oh, the shallows. How he could play. And sail. And fish. The shallow waters were where life was, and that was something that never bore forgetting.

But where life was, so too was danger, and that which was common and oft overlooked was frequently the most dangerous. Even those that were comfortable and had adapted within the Depths could be harmed upon returning to the surface. Divers, getting the bends as returning to ‘safety’ fouled their very blood. Sailors, catching their foot under a rock and drowning in less than two feet of water.

That was what Aiden called upon for his Aspect. Even the shallows were enough to drown you. You didn’t need to be far within the Depths to be in danger. Even a simple glass of water could be deadly. Or, as he preferred to use for his Anchor, a glass of ocean, the full might of the greatest part of any planet in the palm of his hand, ready to be used as a refreshing drink. From the sunlit shallows to the abyssal depths, it was an immense amount of power to be held in his hand. But he hadn’t stopped there. Why would he?

He had tamed the ocean itself. Mastered it. Embodied its greatest secrets and most fearsome power.

A massive wave built and broke. Golden sea spray pelted him, the multicolored light of a rainbow being cast through the water, and the overwhelming solidity of an unstoppable force were all he could see, leaving no place to run.

And how refreshing this was. Here he was, a piddly little kid, happy to take his boat and crest waves, tangling with the greatest deep-sea powers in the entire Realm. And what Depths he’d made it to. He’d become a menace, a terror to those so, so many Tiers above him, living in such deeper water. The Depths were where he made his home now, the unseen horror lurking in the darkness.

It was so hard to find anything within the Depths. The ocean hoarded its secrets jealously, and that was a quality he’d inherited upon taking one as his Anchor all those years ago. Yet while the unseen Terrors could, nonetheless, be mighty, there was only so much to be done from the shadows.

It is time, he thought. Time to show them what he’d become. It was time to remind everyone why he was the greatest Domain expert this Realm had ever seen.

Besides, there would never be a better time to show off, and he’d been waiting for ages.

An explosion of power rippled out from where the three attacks landed, leaving behind no trace of the man known as Duke Waters.
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“Where’d he go?” the rune soldier demanded.

Yun Me kept her face steady and her shield raised, sweeping her gaze across the battlefield. This, right here and right now, was always the most dangerous part of fighting an Ascender. The instant after it seemed like they had lost, when they looked dead to rights.

These were the times that they returned with some new power or finally stopped holding back. Those powerups weren’t unbeatable, and she’d won even after a fair few of them in her time, but it was in these moments where the battle truly hung in the balance.

Her senses, keenly honed across countless battles just like this one, didn’t tell her the shape of the threat yet, but there were no tremors, no accumulation of power that could signify a new ability. There were always tremors when something new came, yet she had felt none. But there was a threat, nonetheless, even if she couldn’t properly tell what it was.

“The Lost Are Always Found,” Maya declared, and a ripple of light pulsed through the battlefield, bouncing off the outer walls and returning to her. “Hmm, that usually works when Aiden is skulking around somewhere. He wouldn’t have run away, though. Even if he could.”

“We’ve backed him into his lair,” boasted a different rune soldier, this one with a pair of whips extending from his wrists. “If he’s fled, then he truly is no dragon, just a cowardly worm!”

A dark chuckle echoed throughout the battleground, sourceless but menacing. The rune soldiers stepped back in fear, but it rolled off Yun Me. The showboating had begun.

The same rune soldier flicked his hands, and lightning crackled along the length of his whips “Come out and face us, you⁠—”

He vanished. The only sign that he had been there at all was a fine mist of blood, and a severed and torn whip, still crackling with red lightning. His spirit rippled out, returning to his fellows but he had vanished before any of them could realize.

“Do not falter now, for the battle is not yet finished!” Yun Me encased herself in [The Lion’s Pride Hunts Undaunted], the translucent energy-hides of the lion projection around her rippling with muscle as the warrior and her projection stalked forward as one. “His presence darkens this battleground yet!”

The blow came suddenly as the battlefield seemed to rouse itself. Her defenses couldn’t adjust in time, and the lion reared back on its own hindquarters, missing a foreleg and dripping turquoise blood. So, the power had arrived. Yet there had been no tremors in the fight’s cadence. Whatever Waters was doing was something he had prepared in advance, not something he had newly developed.

“You think you’re such high and mighty knights, don’t you?” Waters’ voice rang out, crisp and clear, but with a distinct undertone of growling.

“Find him!” the leader of the Alpha rune soldiers called out. “Don’t let him get away!”

Another one of the rune soldiers vanished, a chromed forearm all that was left of them.

“Come to hunt the wicked dragon where he lairs, then return high and mighty dragonslayers, killers of the famed Waters?”

“What I Can’t See Can’t Hurt Me!” Maya called out in a wavery voice that spoke of the first hint of panic, an instant before the vague impression of something massive swept through everyone, some dark and terrible beast of the untamed world in a long-forgotten time. Its scales and teeth were that of the dark waters beyond civilization, where no eyes had laid sight upon its ferocious visage.

Waters’ voice sounded almost manic, right on the verge of a full mad cackle as he continued. “I hate to be the bearer of bad news, but your ideas are shallow!"

“Hold fast! Form up! Don’t let him keep picking us off one by…one?” The rune squad mage’s voice wavered with a frisson of fear as the head of his second-in-command, previously standing right next to him, vanished in a spray of bubbles.

“You are no dragonslayers.”

Yun Me encased them all within [The Sheltering Emerald of Seven Heavens] as they formed into a defensive ring.

“But even if you were.”

The voice sounded from within the spherical shield, a whisper in both ears. It was accompanied by an unnatural surge of fear, but [The Unyielding Anvil of Eternity] steadied her spirit. She did not yield. Ever.

“I am no dragon.”

One of the rune soldiers yelped, as an unseen force grabbed his ankle and pulled him out of Yun Me’s defenses. He got halfway through the green shield before Yun Me released the technique. She swooped in, her spear surrounded by thousands of glittering red motes of light and struck at the space around the man’s foot. A sudden wrenching feeling struck the battlefield, but the Federation man stopped moving.

The Realm trembled around her, and she at last saw the truth of the matter. What her senses had dismissed as merely a part of the battle’s background, a presence so vast that the thought that it might have been alive was incomprehensible. That it might have been a part of Waters was even more astonishing.

Yet the shape had been revealed, and Waters stood before them fully, an existence long since lurking in the shadows only now deigning to unveil itself with an undeniable declaration.

I AM

Words, imposed upon reality not through spiritual perception but something greater. Deeper. More fundamental. It was a declaration beyond mere spoken word. A force beyond all others. A massive wave of water crashed from nothingness. An impression of flashing teeth. A screech of broken metal and flesh torn asunder.

Two rune soldiers lost their hands, ragged stumps left from where they had been previously sustaining a spell. Their healer swooped in and gave temporary replacements of shining silver with a tap of her wand, but where the magical flesh tried to regrow, it was dissolving into bubbles. And no matter how many times she cast the healing spell, it did nothing to stop the wave.

THE TERROR

The voice, beyond all voices, trembled in her ears and chest alike. Mere sound could not contain its might, and even the lingering effect threatened to tear reality apart. Something great and terrible awoke. Scales and darkness, sights best left unseen. A vast ocean, unknowable, unfathomable and untamable. Holding great secrets sufficient to drive those who dared to comprehend its depths to insanity.

Maya’s face fell, her eyes went wide, and her breathing grew ragged. An inky tentacle appeared from nowhere and smashed into her, only a few golden-white plates holding it back from crushing her torso. There was a moment of struggle, and then the appendage vanished back to where it came from. It took a concentrated effort to stop her shield from dissolving into bubbles.

OF THE DEPTHS.

Waters reappeared, floating above the battlefield and the prison he should have been trapped in, his proclamation complete. His hair streamed out like a wild mane, blue strands catching the light and surrounding him with an oceanic halo. Bubbles streamed from his shoulders, granting him a seafoam cape that stretched out into something long and sinuous—an unknown monster of the deep finally awakened.

An unnatural Fear gripped the battlefield, unhindered by the grand cage designed to hold those within fast. Even those watching held their breath at the undeniable pressure of a true monster, an insurmountable, corporeal representation of all the grandest terrors lurking beyond the mortal ken.

It was the truest fear, that which gripped the hearts of all who beheld it for a moment that stretched into infinity and lasted the blink of an eye, for there was no end to the weight of Waters’ unveiled Authority.
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Emmanuel was irritated. Contrary to his orders, Aiden hadn’t returned from the border when told to do so the first time, even though he had personally sent the order to recall the man.

He wasn’t even sure that the order had been what called Aiden back, and not the hint of a promise of further advancement for the man's Domain. “Hey, Boss Man. You wanted to talk?”

Emmanuel just looked at Aiden and inspected him, letting the moment stretch until it was noticeably uncomfortable. The man didn’t look fearful, like he was afraid of the scolding he must know was coming but instead like a bright-eyed kid who was expecting praise for his art project.

Seeing nothing but direct comments would work, Emmanuel spent a good ten minutes dressing down the Ascender in question, who, for his part, let each and every reprimand roll off his back like a duck ignoring the rain.

His father had warned him about the obstinance of Ascenders, but with Lila having been retired by the time he took over, he hadn’t really understood until he had his own Ascender who refused to listen to anything but what he wanted to hear.

Sighing, Emmanuel just gave up. “Well, let’s move on to something I learned recently. Someone managed to create an Authority, care to guess who?”

A few hundred years ago, Aiden had asked around about the next step in his Domain growth. However, all the Empire's records had stated was the name. There was nothing else, such as what extra piece of the puzzle that stage needed. Nevertheless, Emmanuel knew Aiden would know the word.

Except, for the first time he could remember, Aiden looked…abashed. That was the only word Emmanuel had for it.

Had he known that Hastor was going to create his Authority? Something here wasn’t fully adding up, and he decided to let Aiden speak unguided.

“Oh… Uhh… Umm. I guess, I just… Uh… When nobody ever commented on it, I figured that the antimemetic was just that good? Which, if it took you this long, I guess it did. What, uhh…what…what gave me away?”

There were many, many possible responses that Emmanuel had expected. The one he got was so absurd he needed to look into the past to confirm he’d heard it correctly, and then again to make sure he had asked the right question when the first was confirmed.

Maybe they had been talking about something else.

When both of those attempts proved he hadn’t gone insane, he used a barrage of other Talents to interrogate every possible meaning, only for him to receive a singular response.

Emmanuel unleashed the full might of his Tier 50 perception, scrutinizing the contrite Ascender before him.

Tier 1: You notice what others do not, from Demelza Coriander. Tier 3: Enhanced ability to discover the hidden, from Kuriel Tinglkhen. Tier 25: See the Truth of the matter, from his own father.

His spiritual perception burrowed into the man’s body and cultivation, pushing aside his innate defenses as though they were nothing but air to his steel. He scoured the very core of Aiden’s Domain faster than he could even realize what was happening, finding the man’s Domain laid out like a schematic before him. Water, Drowning in the Depths, Even the Shallows are Enough to Drown You. Each of those he saw and studied, looking for clues. Nothing. He was hampered by not knowing what exactly he was looking for, but he could take care of that.

Tier 1: Perceive the auras of those around you, from Ibhaka Strongfeather. Tier 3: Gain insight into the Domains of those you encounter, from Teti of Xuik. Tier 25: See through all illusions, from Ikeno Tuwasil.

Still nothing. Aiden’s Domain was a true work of art, the polished masterpiece of the greatest Domain prodigy of the age, but there was nothing. Talent set after Talent set, Emmanuel swapped between them all as he bore into the man’s spirit, looking for one single truth: Did Aiden have an Authority?

He would⁠—

I Am Not a Tyrant. Yet here he was, rummaging through the spirit of one of his most…if not loyal, certainly fervent supporters, simply because he needed an answer right now. Much of what he was doing would be tremendously painful, once Aiden had enough time to feel it. But the man hadn’t even had enough time pass for him to so much as notice that Emmanuel had touched his spirit.

Emmanuel gripped his wrist, and a touch of his Aspect cleansed his mind, returning it to placidity.

Tier 1: Innate [Soothing Touch], from Eliane Coira. Tier 3: Your touch relieves pains beyond the physical, from Eliane Coira. Tier 25: Smooth turmoil of the mind and spirit, from Talmiya Es.

The pain would still hit Aiden, but it would be well within the bounds of normality. Emmanuel wished he could feasibly do more, but he would have to settle for mere words of consolation.

Now that he was calm, he assessed Aiden with a steadier eye, taking in the man before him. Talents moved in with his underlying whim, but Emmanuel dismissed them. The man deserved his attention, not the borrowed attention of others.

Water. Drowning in the Depths. The Shallows are Enough to Drown You.

That was it. There was nothing else.

But it wasn’t that simple. There was undeniably more to the picture, and Emmanuel was simply missing it. This time, when he looked, he did so gently, seeing how each of them flowed into the other, admiring the masterwork for what it was.

His mind was subtly nudged, and Emmanuel’s own Domain snapped to attention, breaking the hold the antimemetic effect had over him. Was he looking in the right place, then? Or was it simply a false positive, Aiden’s Domain not making it so easy to spot what was hidden?

It was the latter, and Emmanuel found himself breaking through multiple antimemetic effects before he finally found what he was looking for. A tiny connective strand that didn’t properly align with any of the three Domain pieces woven within Aiden’s spirit that he only now noticed that he wasn’t down there rooting around for it.

In fact, it was subtle and woven in such a way that forceful examination would never find it. Even if it was found, the antimemetic would encourage the watcher to overlook it. But now that he had found it, he traced it back thanks to the clues he picked up from his earlier examinations, and back, and back, and…

Oh.

There it was.

A trill of fear and excitement ran down Emmanuel’s spine. Fear from the very potent display of power that Hastor had just shown, and excitement for the fact that his forces had become so much stronger.

Aiden’s Authority interwove with every piece of his Domain, connecting them all. No wonder it was so hard to find it. Even the closest examination, unless you knew exactly what you were looking for, would simply make it look like you were studying his Concept, Intent, or Aspect.

In fact, he had noticed the incredible strength and resilience of the man’s Domain previously but had never thought to attribute it to anything in particular. But now that he knew what to look for? Aiden’s Authority was incredibly obvious, hidden nearly in plain sight, yet disguised from everything that, well, a higher Tier would ever use to look down upon a cultivator beneath them.

It was a tool meant to fight those of higher Tiers, much like, Emmanuel realized, the rest of his Domain. Each and every piece of the Domain was tuned toward the grand adventure that was fighting those stronger than himself. No wonder he could fight his fellow Ascenders with a four-Tier disadvantage. Attempting to face Aiden with a Tier advantage would be like fighting a lava mage in a volcano.

The fear returned, but it was faint. Aiden was loyal, a good friend, and believed in the same causes as Emmanuel. Not that a betrayal would do anything. Ascender or no, Authority or not, there was nothing that someone nearly twenty Tiers below him could do to threaten him. Not even at Tier 45. At Tier 49, maybe 48, he could present a threat, but below that, no amount of extraneous power could bridge the raw essence gap.

Specializing in fighting stronger opponents wasn’t unknown, but it was rarely successful. Aiden, apparently, was one of the few people who made it work, and Emmanuel wondered whether it wouldn’t be more fruitful to fight him at the same Tier. You’d have to deal with a full Domain stage advantage, of course, but at least you wouldn’t be fighting him with his full powerset active. A better chance wasn’t necessarily a good chance after all.

Aiden staggered slightly as he felt Emmanuel’s presence land on him, the aftershocks of the thorough examination he’d just been subjected to. But physically, Emmanuel merely blinked, as though he wasn’t bothered or surprised by the revelation at all. “No, I was talking about Sword Saint Hastor, who created his Authority, which triggered an Inspiration, allowing him to reach Tier 51 before Ascending.”

Aiden nodded as if that made sense, sporting a sheepish smile. “Well. This is awkward.”

Emmanuel allowed his expression to settle into a combination of stern and amused, fixing his gaze upon the man in front of him.

“How long?”

“How long what?”

“How long have you been hiding the fact that you had an Authority, Aiden?” Emmanuel was sure the man had to be playing with him, but Aiden genuinely looked confused.

“Oh, uhhhh…since my last Tier up? I already had all the parts besides the last one during our last war. I finalized it at Tier 30, which was how I had my Inspiration to reach Tier 31.”

Emmanuel nearly cracked a tooth at the fact Aiden hadn’t bothered to tell him something so monumental, but he repressed the feeling. Typical Ascender behavior. “So, you had it before you met with the other Ascenders, then? That makes sense, with how you were able to earn their recognition. Everyone wondered, but I don’t think anyone would ever guess this was the answer. I sure didn’t.”

Aiden nodded as if that was obvious. “Yeah. I know. The antimemetic part was the first part I developed. It hides its own existence, hides the idea that I might have one or be working on one, just everything. It’s…not infallible. Medea’s the only one who knows, but once I told her, she could sense it…most of the time. And so long as I keep its uses subtle and self-contained, it’s pretty much impossible to notice— as proven by you never noticing. Also, it's harder to notice the more you try to figure out that it’s there. There’s more to it, but that’s the core.”

Emmanuel’s pride as a Tier 50 wanted to refute that claim, but that was impossible given the circumstances. “I want to tell you to get out of my office, but you and I both know you aren’t going anywhere until I pry every last secret from your hands. We’ll start simple. What’s your Phrase?”

Aiden grinned and started to speak.
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Emmanuel split his attention, using El Hepheniah’s Talent to grant himself a full six minds, each of which benefited from his full cultivation. Four of the minds were gauging the reactions of his fellow Tier 50s, one was watching Aiden’s clone as the man monologued, and the final one followed the man’s true body.

Operating at Tier 50 speeds made the entire fight practically stationary, but even without active precognition use, they could all see Aiden’s intention as he slipped through the shields surrounding the battle.

Emmanuel was happy to watch but, nonetheless, turned his focus to studying his fellow Tier 50s with his magical and mundane senses, as well as his father’s future sight. Their reactions were of utmost importance in dictating their next few actions. All of them had, the very instant the overwhelming presence unfurled, gone very still as they schooled their reactions and instinctively activated effects to make it even harder to gauge their emotions. But there was still information to be gleaned there.

JR, ever the curious raven, cocked his head and fixed Aiden with a very keen eye. Emmanuel didn’t have much experience with reading the body language of birds, Mara often used human mannerisms even in bird form for comedic effect, but a quick Talent-swap took care of that.

He was, if Tade Atien’s Tier 1 Talent was to be believed, thinking about making an enchantment or device intended to interface with the Authority. Emmanuel practically felt his vaults hurting at the mere thought of what such a creation might cost, and he hoped it wouldn’t be too hard to turn the eager bird down.

Maybe he could get Aiden to pay for a part of it himself out of the buyout reward?

Tobias simply looked tired and thoughtful, as he always did. The extent of his expressed emotions was a slow blink of surprise, and he at least didn’t look hostile. The man didn’t care much for humans, but if Emmanuel was reading the Zaratan correctly, he wasn’t going to present any sort of challenge over Aiden’s existence in and of itself. Though, as he inspected the turtle, he got a sense of stern defiance. But he couldn’t source the feeling.

Aoife had tensed, and for a moment, Emmanuel feared she might grow angry. But after a while, her emotional state settled into a mixture of frustration, envy, and resignation. That was not unexpected, and he had some plans to hopefully bring her around, but it wasn’t something he needed to concern himself about right this minute.

Allister, as his truest ally at this conclave, gave him an odd look, but otherwise didn’t say anything. He was certain that they’d be having a very long discussion after this, but Emmanuel had been very careful to be forthright and honest with the Grandmaster. Their alliance might take a bit of a hit with this surprise, but he was certain it would weather this storm.

Janet was staying so exceptionally still that Emmanuel was incapable of reading anything from her through simple body language, and only after he called upon Ibhaka Strongfeather’s Tier 1 Talent did he get any sort of a hint. The woman’s aura had deflated, and Emmanuel got the impression of resignation, but he could glean nothing more.

Winter Hornet had his hands clasped firmly behind his back, but there was a glimmer around him, supported by his aura, that suggested he was thrilled. No doubt, as a firm believer in the might-makes-right philosophy that infested the Sects, he was pleased to see a fellow common-born individual make his mark upon the Realm.

Virgil, therefore, was the only one with a concerning reaction. Her eyes narrowed into a steely glare, and Emmanuel watched as her aura sharpened into a blade aimed at Aiden. It was bad enough that he scanned a million and one possible futures just to ensure she wouldn’t do something stupid. Thankfully, she restrained herself before he needed to interpose himself.

Fortunately for her, but there was an impressive amount of red and black malice and avarice consuming the woman’s aura. In fact, it was so bad that Emmanuel worried that she would do something stupid and try to attack his Ascender, even if his future sight said she wouldn’t.

But he was well prepared for that. It was why he was armed. In the blink of an eye, he could change from Maxine Teslovaka’s ability to predict future outcomes to Hastor’s ability to raise his Tier 25 sword to Tier 51. It would only last for a single strike, but it was more than sufficient to, if not kill any of his fellow Tier 50s, certainly wound them and protect his Ascender.

Questions would be raised about the nature of the weapon, but he had answers prepared. Even if it were to spark a true war, such enmity would likely be aimed at the one who broke the rules first. He didn’t wish to chance that in such a fragile environment, though, as his active Tier 3 and Tier 50 Talents each spoke of their own foreseen futures, and the chaos that could ensue from this meeting.

Thankfully, Aoife defused the tension by speaking up. “He must Ascend the moment he reaches Tier 45. No exceptions or excuses. None of us will allow someone with an Authority to linger in this Realm.”

Assent rippled across the meeting room, though Allister replied with some enthusiasm, the metal spheres orbiting around his head speeding up. “I don’t know. It might be interesting to see him take the throne from Emmanuel. This dynasty isn't so fixated on blood relations.”

It wasn’t a threat per se, but it was certainly ill-received.

Tobias shook his head. “Absolutely not. That man is strong enough to fight his supposed peers at a four-Tier disadvantage. I cannot allow such a transparent ploy to gain strength on behalf of the Empire to play out. I will not allow such a threat to exist any longer than is required. If he does not Ascend as soon as he is able, the Monster Collective will treat his furthered presence as an attempt to prepare for total conquest and respond accordingly. We will not allow anyone to yoke us once again.”

“I am disinclined to allow that much time for subterfuge,” Virgil glowered. “Waters must die, and I will not be content until his head rests before us.”

Winter Hornet instantly turned his attention from Aiden to Virgil so wholly and so rapidly that even Emmanuel couldn’t follow it. “You overstep your bounds, Virgil. Are you truly so craven as to allow the mere thought of a power which you do not possess to drive you to destroy the one mighty enough to create it? I will not stand for such a transparent ploy to diminish well-won strength from its rightful owners, and will treat any such accusations as affronts to the honor of the Sects. If you cannot bear the sight of someone accomplishing what you cannot, then be gone. Now be silent, I wish to properly appreciate this moment.”

The tension had returned in full force, but Janet spoke, stepping between her two allies. “Honored fellows. This is neither the time nor place to determine the fate of a single man. Waters is an Ascender, there is no concern that he would make a push for the throne. And even if there were, that is a matter internal to the Empire.”

She fixed Emmanuel with a piercing gaze for a moment, then politically turned back to the others. “Power at low Tiers does not assure power at high Tiers, and even if it did, there is precedent to allow any qualified candidates to take the mantle of leadership, no matter concerns regarding the balance of power. Should we decide to alter that, it is an alteration of our mutual treaties, one which would exclude the likes of our forebearers Sword Saint Hastor, Grand Sect Elder Desolate Plains, and Empress Agatha as simply the most recent examples. Depending on the nature of such an agreement, it could possibly exclude even First Shepherd Toby or Grand Sect Elder Winter Hornet, and is that truly a path we wish to tread? Besides, such speculation is broadly pointless. He is a Gladiator. Without our intervention, he would Ascend at Tier 45 of his own volition.”

There was a bit of grumbling with that, and Janet studied Emmanuel with her spiritual sense in a way he couldn’t parse, but the mood had at least been stabilized.

Aoife crossed her arms. “I suppose I must agree, with the addition that there’s no more surefire way of guaranteeing that he’ll stick around than by telling him he needs to Ascend quickly.”

Tobias narrowed his eyes. “I will not be party to your conspiracy, but provided he Ascends before he is Tier 47, I will not push the matter. I will, however, require my personal presence at his Ascension to be satisfied. But you are correct, one should not be punished for the mere crime of exceptionality.”

He glared at Virgil, as though daring her to challenge his statement.

JR squawked lightly, pulling everyone's attention. “Think of the opportunities this presents, regardless. The honored Sword Saint provided us with no information regarding his own Authority, yet with Aiden Waters’ assistance, we may yet be capable of excelling and exceeding all previously thought limits of what is doable within this Realm. His mere existence is a tremendous resource, and one which I, at least, am quite optimistic for the future business possibilities it represents. An entire additional Domain stage to work with carries vast potential indeed.”

Emmanuel didn’t feel wonder at the idea but instead trepidation for everyone's treasuries. Except his own, of course. If JR wanted access to Aiden, he would absolutely be paying for the privilege.

“With all that being said,” Emmanuel finally spoke, “I am not opposed to hearing proposals regarding Aiden’s future Ascension, and I am willing to discuss anything…for the proper price.”

He felt a pulse of approval coming from JR, and by unspoken agreement, all the Tier 50s tightened their grips over their cultivation until the fight resumed once again. Emmanuel noticed with some approval that Aiden was managing to slip past the containment shield and was beginning to attack the armies responsible for its presence.

Tentacles, unseen and unnoticed, emerged from nowhere in particular and pulled large sections of armies into a space which even Emmanuel couldn’t look into. The Depths, Aiden had called it, an ocean just under the surface of reality which he could use to travel, escape, or hold prisoners. Already, the shield was weakening, though not in a way that most people would notice.

That was the thing about Aiden’s Authority. It was so very, very hard to notice. It didn’t stay hidden forever, but its presence and uses had a way of slipping from one’s attention, something only magnified if one didn’t know of its existence. Now that it was revealed, it would lose some of its subtlety, but Emmanuel trusted that Aiden would be able to more than make up the difference in not needing to be circumspect with its use.
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Lila and everyone else sat in stunned silence as she watched the fight unfold before them.

She said nothing, for there was nothing to say.

The only sound breaking the silence was the faintest tinkle of shattering glass, still echoing through the room after Max dropped her drink.
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Aiden cackled to himself as another army was pulled into the Depths, and the shield flickered and faltered. Nobody had noticed him yet, and that gave him such freedom of action. Once people started noticing their cohorts were disappearing, things would get harder, but until then…

Another army vanished beneath the waves, never to be seen again. Or more specifically, until he let them out. With their Tier advantage turned on them, they were trapped within the deepest oceans, floundering in the lightless void.

If they were really good at fighting up Tiers, or closer to him in Tier, then maybe they could have escaped. His drowning had never worked as well on people at or below him in Tier, and he hadn’t had the chance to test it with the Depths, but it made intuitive sense to him that it would work that way.

Three Tiers was a good middle point, he felt. Four Tiers had been utter murder on his willpower but immensely fun, and only one Tier meant he just barely brought the full brunt of his Domain to bear. But two to three Tiers, that was just right.

Fighting Maya or Yun Me…or the rune soldiers, maybe. They hadn’t impressed him much so far, but fighting any one of them at Tier 31 had been an immense challenge that, win or lose, tended to send him into recovery for a fair amount of time. At Tier 32, his damage may not have increased much, but fighting three of them became possible.

With the added advantage of using a new trump card and no longer needing to hide the source and nature of a massive chunk of his strength? Yeah, he had been pretty sure he could win.

But something he hadn’t accounted for was what using his Authority fully would mean. Until now, he’d been very careful to only use it sparingly, but now that its full power was coursing through him, he found it…intoxicating.

This was his Place, being in the Depths and attacking those stronger than him, and this power was a siren’s song, encouraging him to genuinely become a monster, a lurker beyond the known and a danger to all who might venture into these uncharted waters. His flesh blurred and warped, wanting to twist him into a great and terrible shape. He would cast aside Aiden Al’Aegir and become Ascender Waters, truly.

But he restrained himself. He would not gain strength by losing himself to the monster; he would merely cut aside his rationality and humanity, limiting his ability to grow. All high-Tier people had their quirks, that was true, but letting oneself become entirely defined by their Domain was unwise. Apparently, the call only became stronger with higher stages of the Domain. While Aiden could resist, it grew in intensity the more power he called upon and the longer he fought.

Five of the fifteen armies had been swallowed whole, and the sixth followed with a triumphant roar from the Terror.

An Authority was a dangerous tool.

But Aiden loved danger.

[The Depths] had been a personal project of his for a long time, a skill based off his Domain’s Place, and now that he was using his Authority fully, completing it had been almost laughably easy. It overlaid the Depths with reality and plunged them even deeper, where larger predators still lurked.

A silvery fish the size of his little finger darted through one of the rune soldiers, ending their life. More than half had perished at this point, and their bodies glowed with power, clean lines etched across their figures. A wave of light blasted out, enveloping Aiden and giving him the impression of a mother’s eye, looking at him disapprovingly.

Eh, it didn’t hurt him, and he wasn’t really hiding anything at this point. With his true body before his main opponents, he shot a pair of sharpened water tendrils forward, spearing the two rune soldier leaders through the chests. Weirdly, they didn’t resist and simply died with no further fanfare.

Around them, their fellows also just died, no assistance or persuasion from Aiden needed. Instead of staying dead, their power flowed into a singular individual, a man armed with a crystal staff glowing magenta. The new conjoined rune soldier closed his eyes as the full strength of twenty people engulfed him, and he became perfected.

His body became clear crystal and nearly doubled in size, multicolored light flowing through it like a river, spilling past his skin and surrounding him in a multichromatic halo. Instantly, he had become the biggest threat on the battlefield, and despite his cultivation technically not being Tier 36, he surely had the physical might of one.

This was going to be great!

Aiden’s [Water Spirit] formed himself into the image of a great leviathan, and he reinforced the facsimile with his Authority’s image, making him even larger than his wife’s beast form and fully empowered with his Domain. Six questing tentacles ventured forth, traveling at such speeds they’d be as likely to impale as grapple whatever they struck.

Yun Me blocked one of the tentacles with her shield, gritting her teeth at the force he was exerting. However, true to her name as the Unyielding Anvil, she was not set flying. The second tentacle she parried with her spear, deflecting it up and away from her with a concerted effort of skill and will.

Maya swapped herself with an illusion to avoid the first tentacle, only to find her new body face-to-face with the second, and it rapidly enveloped her within its inky grasp.

The Federation soldier spun his staff, summoning a shield of violet flames that burned through the first tentacle, and channeled white lightning across his body, frying the second tentacle and attempting to ward off the attack.

Aiden whispered his phrase again, reinforcing its existence.

I AM THE TERROR OF THE DEPTHS.

The raw fear permeating the battlefield redoubled, and even the flames and lightning froze in terror. Both of his tentacles landed, crashing through the crystalline chest of the rune soldier and sending fragments of metal across the battlefield.

Aiden smiled, a terrible sight in his current form. But, instead of dying, the soldier simply closed the hole in his chest, severing Aiden’s tentacles and pulling them in, dark blue-black joining the other streams of magic pulsing through his body.

Aiden frowned at that development.

He reinforced [The Depths] around them with the full might of his Authority, putting a tremendous drain on his willpower and making the siren call of abandoning his humanity all the louder. But he could hold out for a bit longer.

But he was the most fearsome thing at this depth, and the other monsters within his skill attacked his enemies surely, needing only a few tentacle whips to get the idea. The three of them—because of course Maya had managed to escape the tentacle’s grasp already, he wasn’t entirely sure when that had happened—fought off the encroaching denizens with ferocity, but without further action, they’d likely outlast him.

His easiest target was the rune soldier. A flex of [The Depths] separated the trio, giving him the ability to attack them one at a time. The rune soldier was accordingly first up, and he barreled through the water like a missile, wrapping himself with a blanket of pressurized cutting water. He crashed into the giant from an unseen angle with immense force, only to bounce off entirely.

A bit more finesse was needed, apparently.

He conjured a half-dozen razor-sharp water discuses and sent them in a barrage at the soldier, only for him to smash two into pieces with his staff, freeze a third into yellowish-green ice and reverse its course, shoot down two more with arrows of purple fire launched from his shoulders, and simply backhand the last, sending it back at Aiden, crackling with lightning.

Aiden smoothly dodged the lightning-coated discus, and…

Was immediately slammed with the lightning discus, causing his tentacles to lock up and spasm. What? Hmm. Some kind of disorientation effect. To avoid it, he simply swapped his position with a random bit of water somewhere else, letting him actually dodge the second reflected attack.

It had admittedly been quite some time since Aiden had run into a target he couldn’t just brute force into submission, but he still knew how to deal with it. He just needed a bit of time, which unfortunately he wasn’t about to get.

The currents around him twisted and diverted away, forming a bubble within [The Depths] where there was no water. Along the edges, the deep waters became deep rock, and in the blink of an eye, they were no longer in [The Depths] of the ocean, but [The Depths] of the earth, a massive cavern their new battlefield.

Aiden kept himself in the air with a light touch of his Domain, but a blinding light arced from a tiny hole that opened in the ceiling, striking down like Maya’s golden sword and cutting his leviathan form in half. In that instant, Aiden felt the choice present itself as to whether he would dive deeper into the Authority and stay the Terror or return to being Aiden.

He picked the latter.

Now back in human form, he threw himself to the side on a summoned wave, taking the form of an underground river and breaking through the rock walls of the cavern, narrowly avoiding a newly reappeared Yun Me’s spear aimed at his head.

It wasn’t particularly difficult, but it put him on the defensive which he didn’t love. Because he was greedy he threw his offensive on the others to the primal part of his mind while he focused on defending himself from Yun Me.

Even in [The Depths] of the earth rather than the ocean, there were still great monsters to be found, and Aiden sensed one such predator lurking just beyond the walls of the cavern. To lure it in, he quickly hid his full power and projected a feeling of weakness. Stone flew as the monster, some kind of rocky wingless draconic wyrm, broke through the floor and lunged at him.

He locked it down with his Authority.

Locking down space to prevent someone from moving was a simple tactic. It was still almost never used at their level because, without an advantage in Domain advancement or a massive skill discrepancy, your opponent could easily counter such a working. And no one had anything greater than an Aspect in this Realm.

No one except Aiden.

Yun Me’s forward movement stopped like she ran into a wall, and Aiden drifted to the side as the wyrm came in for a bite.

With Aiden’s dodge, it had only one target in its view, and it happily took a bite as it flew past her.

Yun Me conjured a spherical shield around her, but was swallowed whole, nonetheless. She’d break free soon enough, but Aiden re-projected his full strength and directed a spike of fear at the wyrm, prompting it to dive back into the ground and burrow away as fast as it could.

Aiden would finish her off later. Of his three opponents, she was certainly the verifiably hardest one to beat, and while the rune soldier seemed to have greater passive defenses, he expected he’d find a workaround soon enough. But if Yun Me was still in play, that would be all the harder.

Maya brought down a golden sword whose blade stretched to the end of the cavern, and he threw himself to the side to avoid it while using [Abyssal Ablation] to deflect the bolt of ink-black lightning that the soldier threw at him. That attack still carried some kind of intense reverberation that rattled his body until he turned into water, at which point it became harmless ripples.

He created a water clone and split up, each one engaging one of the fighters still on the battlefield. He could tell with the corner of his awareness that Yun Me had escaped the wyrm, but its fleeing had brought it far enough from the battle that she would take some time to arrive.

The clone conjured a pair of whips and began harassing the rune soldier, for all that it was twice his size. Purple flames, arrows of light, toxic ice, all of it poured down on him in an unending hail, but he’d fought bigger and scarier things before. He was the Terror here, the soldier was just an interloper challenging his Authority.

His real body closed in with Maya, only for the entire world to vanish in place of a pitch-black dreamscape. She was going back to basics, apparently. That meant she was getting tired.

Aiden closed his eyes, dodged an invisible knife and fired off a [Water Bullet], feeling the spell impact Maya. His clone wrapped a [Water Whip] around the end of the giant’s staff and let himself go for a ride, being flung into the air as the soldier spun the weapon.

The call of the Depths was strengthening.

It was time to end this.
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Medea sighed with relief as the battle was reaching its conclusion and snaked a tentacle over to pat the still-shocked Cammie on the head.

They would be fine, just like she had said they would be.
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Maya dodged to the left while a copy of her dodged right, in case she needed to take its place if her dodge was wrong. Off in the corner of her awareness, she saw a clone of Aiden flipping around the giant rune idiot as he did…something. She had stopped paying attention to them once it became clear they were functionally useless beyond another meat shield.

Some attack was coming, but Maya just couldn’t locate it. Aiden pulling an extra stage to his Domain out of his ass would be due a lot of future consideration but, right now, she needed to concentrate. If only the palpable fear aura wasn’t constantly wriggling at the back of her mind like an annoying little worm.

Right as the fear spiked, Maya felt the blow descend.

It was like a tidal wave, like the wrath of an angry elemental, like the descent of an immortal into a veil world.

It was coming right at her.

It was coming after all of them actually.

Yun Me crashed through the rock from where the wyrm had dragged her off, just as Aiden and his clone flew to be back-to-back, raised their arms, and pulled down.

The stone crumbled around them, and unfathomable amounts of water came pouring in, like a hammer from the heavens, a tsunami dropped directly on their heads. There was a lot of chaos, and she needed to spin up a rapid Law just to give her enough time to process.

Yun Me nearly had her arm wrenched from its socket when her shield got pinned between two boulders traveling at incredible speeds and opted to ditch the shield rather than let her mobility be so impeded as more boulders came flying toward where she was standing.

Her spear was also knocked from her hand, but she simply re-manifested it in time to stab a wave of water away. The giant rune idiot had two rocks break on his head before he went down, and even with All the Time in the World, turning herself into an illusion, and more, she felt herself being crushed under the immense pressure of Aiden’s Authority-backed attack.

She refused to let that be the end of it. She refused to let that be the end of this. She was Maya Embers, the Reality Warper. And with the last of her strength, she pushed.

That Didn’t Happen.

Her willpower and mana dropped like a stone, and there was a good deal of chaos, but by the time she was aware of what was going on, they were back floating in space, no sign of the abyssal depths— oceanic or cavernous— they had been within. Instead, they were in the battlefield where most of their fight had occurred, but the arena shield had apparently collapsed. That was new.

To her sides were Yun Me— still missing her shield but less harmed— and the rune idiot. She hadn’t realized that would be so area-of-effect and wondered if next time she could make it more selective, to save power.

She felt the undercurrents of reality begin to stir, the sounds of the ocean beginning to roil as Aiden sought to bring them back to the Depths, but she put a rapid stop to that.

It Is What It Is.

It would drastically cut into her own effectiveness, but it handily put a stop to Aiden’s Domain shenanigans. Hopefully Yun Me and the rune idiot could take it the rest of the way, because while she was overstretched nearly to the point of breaking…she was not missing out on the rest of this fight.

She wouldn’t stop and give up now, not in the best fight she’d had in her lifetime.

She needed to see.
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Aiden swore as Maya brought all three of them very nearly back from the dead. That was a new one, and it was lopsided enough of a Law to revive her but not restore the resources he’d had to pull out to try and score the blow. Still, at least he’d been able to separate Yun Me from her shield long enough to pull it into the Depths, and Maya’s hasty recall hadn’t been able to return it to its rightful owner. That was an incredible relief, as much as he was impressed by the impromptu revive.

The call of the monster was growing strong, and his willpower was nearing empty. Using his Authority was taxing on it, who would have guessed? But that meant it was time to finish this.

It was time for his last ‘not really a trump card’ trump card.

Reaching into the gas giant they had been fighting over, Aiden connected to all the hydrogen floating around.

Hydrogen was, after all, a big part of water. Two-thirds of it, if he was being generous. But that wasn’t enough to allow him to control it directly. However, if he looked at the planet beneath him another way, then it was a giant ocean. Not one of water, nor of lava or sand, but of hydrogen. And he couldn’t control just any hydrogen. And he couldn’t control just any ocean.

But an ocean of hydrogen?

He could make that work. Barely.

His Domain and skills were stretched in some very uncomfortable ways, to the point he felt his body begin to crack and melt, but he reached out and commanded the planet to rise.

An enormous tentacle of hydrogen stretched out from the surface of the planet looming overhead, a swirling mass of storms the size of a moon. It seemed to move slowly, but that was simply the size and distance playing tricks on perception. The tentacle slammed into the battlefield like the entire ocean it was, winds created from the nothingness of space striking with the force of a mountain. While they enveloped Aiden harmlessly, they struck his foes with the force needed to pulverize a moon.

The rune soldier conjured a silver shield in front of them, and the hydrogen was deflected in every direction. Behind him, Yun Me conjured a very solid-looking shield, despite Aiden and Maya’s ongoing war over the underlying working, which was locking down spatial storage as a matter of course, and enveloped the group in a crackling red shield.

It took too long.

One moment, the rune soldier was defending against Aiden’s onslaught of tentacle strikes stalwartly.

The next moment, the rune soldier had been replaced with a cloud of crystal dust and fragments of metal as he detonated. Multicolored waves of energy spilled out and interrupted Yun Me’s nascent shield as the impact of repeated strikes overwhelmed him, causing his conjoined body to rupture and release twenty cultivators worth of energy in an instant.

Yun Me recovered quickly, and while he could see that she’d gotten a nasty leg wound somewhere, she still moved quickly. But instead of a skill, she manifested a massive and ancient tree that resisted the onrushing tide admirably well. Maya’s current Law poured into the tree as well, making it even sturdier and mightier than it would have otherwise been. Aiden pushed with his Authority and an ocean of hydrogen, they pushed back with their Aspects and reality on itself.

They were all tired. This fight had pushed them all to their limits.

But such was the nature of the Depths. Simply existing was a never-ending fight, a never-ending struggle to survive. It was a pressure he was so very familiar with. It was his home. It was his Domain. And it was his Authority which ensured that these interlopers within his waters would fall.

Blood poured down his face from his eyes as his willpower stretched to its limits.

No, not blood.

Saltwater.

He laughed maniacally. The sea was in his blood. Always had been. Always would be.

A wave crested the shore. The ocean consumed all. It rushed across the shoreline and slammed into the tall and proud tree on the coast.

The tree stood.

The waters rose.

And rose.

And rose.

And rose.

Soon, even the tips of the trees were underneath the waves, leaving no sign of land.

Maya and Yun Me were nowhere to be seen.

The Depths had claimed them.

Aiden sagged. He’d managed to trap them, but both of them were squirrely—Yun Me was already hammering him from the inside with attacks, and had somehow managed to find her shield, despite how impossible that should have been, and he didn’t trust himself to hold them for very long. He needed to get to a secure war-prison and fast, where they could better restrain them and accept surrenders, or whatever.

More ships arrived in the system, and Aiden tensed for a moment before smiling. The Empire forces and newly arrived Guilds forces swept forward, enveloping the remaining armies before they could retreat.

They had won. He had won.

His Domain all but collapsed, his willpower pushed to its breaking point, but appearances were important. Aiden raised his hand above him in victory and surveyed the devastation he’d wrought even as he laughed.

Be it a rising tide, a rushing river, a stormy sea, Waters was unstoppable.
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Watching the wreckage of a once-great armada and the surviving armies huddling inside as his own forces rallied around them, Emmanuel turned to Winter Hornet, Janet, and Virgil.

“We did convene this predicated on the idea that these would be the initial surrender negotiations. Shall we begin?”

Virgil ground out through gritted teeth. “We haven’t lost in the Tier 25 bracket, so the war is only tied. Really, you’ve lost the Tier 35 bracket as well, just not as badly as you might have. Waters is in no shape to fight, and do you really think you can claw back enough territory to pull the upper bracket into anything but a draw before you have to release today’s captures? No. I’m calling your bluff. Without your Ascender, you can’t win forever.”

Emmanuel raised and dropped a single shoulder in the most casual way he could. “It's inevitable at this point. Why drag it out? I’m willing to call it here and now, with a pseudo white peace. You pay out the Ascenders, and we all go on our way.”

He knew they would never accept that, couldn’t accept that. He didn’t even want that, to be honest. He wanted as long of a treaty as possible, but that was where his bargaining should start, so it had to start there.

Sadly, he knew exactly what Virgil would say when she opened her mouth. “We haven’t lost yet.” Not bothering to hide it, she sent an order with her [AI]. “Harmony Accords. Attack.”

Because, of course, they would fight to the bitter end.

Emmanuel looked down to where what was left of Aiden floated, silently laughing at the destruction he wrought upon the Empire’s enemies.

Emmanuel had faith in his Ascenders. No matter what pyrrhic victory their enemies tried to achieve, he trusted the kids to see them through the flames.

He just hoped the price they paid wasn’t too high.
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Long Zhiyuan wasn’t surprised to get an order for a full-out decisive attack, even if he had hoped they wouldn’t be the ones getting such an order. It didn’t take a genius to put together that if they were receiving such an order, then the armada that had sailed past them had failed in its mission to secure one of the Empire sub-capitals.

The very thought was horrifying and almost unthinkable, but there it was. Long Zhiyuan was just happy he wasn’t part of whatever trap had been set for the two Ladies. The thought that The Drowner had defeated both of them along with the many armies that had been amassed was even more frightening, and downright impossible.

None of that changed the fact that something had happened, which only made him worry about this order even more. Final fights were for desperate times or theatrical retellings of more mundane struggles. Considering Long Zhiyuan was prepping his armor rather than his makeup, he knew on which side of that coin he fell, which left only one option.

Give it everything he had and hope it was enough to see him through.

He had trained for this and simulated every possibility.

The three lead generals stood before them as they gathered.

“It is our mission to turn the Tier 25 war front around. With Gladiator Shadow down for the foreseeable future, this is our last chance to strike a significant blow to the remaining Empire Gladiators. Pull everything out and use anything you have to; deploy all tactics and trump cards. Materials can be replaced after we win. All our armies are being mobilized…you have thirty minutes.”

Long Zhiyuan filled in the rest of that sentence in his mind: ‘And if we lose, it doesn't matter.’

Looking over to Maven, Jai Xilu, and Jai Meng, Long Zhiyuan keenly felt the absence of Gan Le. The man might have been abrasive, but he had been a damn good tank.

They spent a few minutes getting ready before they were thrown out into the intervening space and the battle was on.
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The moment the battle started, Zack felt something was different.

It wasn’t just Titan shooting off the moment they left Drifter's ship, but in how ferocious the Harmony Accords were attacking. The initial volley of spells was twice the normal, and he even needed to call deeply upon Codex’s reserves to defend against it all. There were three primary types of attacks headed at them: area effects, unguided projectiles, and homing attacks. The unguided attacks required only slight nudges to deflect them away from anything important. The area effects were usurped, altered, and triggered early. Those area effect abilities, in turn, blocked most of the homing projectiles. Walls of force blocked waves of cold and fire, eddies of mist swallowed projectiles of metal and stone whole, fields of serenity laid rot and radiation alike to rest, and nets of arcane tore the spell structures of mirage lightning and spectral flames to shreds.

The mana from so many spells laid fallow dispersed, but there was enough of it that it would take some time. That was fine. Were it not consumed or dispelled through some other means, he could simply absorb it with his staff as the opportunity arose. But until then, it would simply affect the efficacy of his aspect changes and could be accounted for.

Zack had nearly dealt with all the attacks that his initial countermeasures hadn’t blocked when a squad of Republic soldiers deployed a massive mana bomb before slinking away once again.

General Darrow informed Zack that he was in the opportune situation to deal with it, and he passed off his remaining defensive duties to Bulwark to assess the explosive. It looked to be of a fairly standard make, but it never bore to make assumptions.

However, after a moment of study, he mentally nodded. A five-fold-reflecting crystal lattice was at the center of the bomb, taking a base spell—this one utilizing summer mana—and reflecting it infinitely, each crystal reflection magnifying the power at play. It would detonate once the crystal magnifier broke, and the secondary storm enhancers turned the basic overload into a proper weapon.

Breaking it was as simple a matter as usurping one of the crystal reflectors and stepping the mana aspect down to earth. That ended the enhancement loop, and the suddenly fragile enchantment simply broke under the strain. It still activated the secondary detonation, of course, but it hadn’t charged to the point that it would be an actual threat. Nonetheless, Zack duly smothered the edge of the radiance storm with a thin layer of gloom, essentially negating its impact.

The melee components of the Harmony Accords were also advancing in a tight bundle, and while Maven and Long Zhiyuan peeled off with a number of pinnacle elites, it wasn’t enough to stop the rest of the group's relentless advance.

Torment directed his Sloth to cover himself and Bolt, the giant’s chilling field cutting down on, but not entirely obviating, the heavy fire the duo experienced as they moved to provide support to Titan.

Allie’s absence was something he felt keenly and constantly. He was no helpless babe without his partner, of course, and any who dared to challenge him learned exactly how he’d earned the title of Ascender. However, it was, nonetheless, undeniable that she had provided him with an extensive amount of defense through the combination of a dedicated melee specialist constantly within metaphorical arm’s reach, and simple constant mobility. With her lack, Zack had to be substantially more on guard for daggers in the back or eye, both metaphorical and very literal. Furthermore, so too did everyone else.

He didn’t distrust Bolt and Torment’s capabilities to protect themselves, but he kept a keen eye upon them. Neither’s defenses were that spectacular by the standards at which they operated, and he thus needed to actively monitor them in the event of an attack which they might otherwise be incapable of surviving. The blink of an eye could be the difference between life and death for them, or himself.

Joon Jullian cast a volcanic explosion spell, likely some form of [Eruption]. Codex’s power flowed through him and a prepared [Leashed Jump], modified to utilize smoke mana to circumvent the spatial lock, brought him within range of the man. His control was distinctly lacking.

Or, at least, it was to Zack.

[Eruption] was a focus-type spell. That was, it built up substantial power within the periphery of its spell structure, then gradually worked to condense and magnify that power as the mana compressed, until it was released in a single mighty working. With [Eruption], that power buildup could be loosely abstracted in three-dimensional space as a cone, with earth mana at the base rumbling and magnifying the lava and volcano mana near the peak of the cone.

At this stage of the spell, Zack could have disrupted the spell and smothered the entire working with nary a wisp of ash to indicate it had ever existed. But his time with Titan had demonstrated an alternate route open to him. His Concept-guided [Spellsteal] took ahold of a singular strand of the spell and twisted it, using [Spellmerge] to braid it with [Arcane Surge]. Instantly, power violently drained from the spell with such suddenness and force that most of Joon Jullian’s mana was instantly sucked into the spell.

[Arcane Surge] then returned all that drained power with dividends, catastrophically overloading the spell, even as Zack’s [Leashed Jump] returned him to where he had been in the battlefield mere moments earlier.

There were very few mages who were capable of handling their entire mana pool suddenly being dumped into a single spell. Joon Jullian was not among them, and a pyroclastic explosion engulfed him and his two closest allies, even larger than Zack had expected.

Jullian actually survived the initial blast of white-hot ash, lava, and flames without so much as a singe, but his closest two allies weren’t so lucky. One was outright killed, and the other had lost half of his body and activated a life-saving measure, returning him to his ship.

It wasn’t enough to stop the onslaught of attacks, though, and Zack had to interrupt another two deadly spells that were targeting himself or his allies the moment his form settled back into place.

A warning blip came from General Darrow, and while Zack finished taking over and turning a [Flame Dart] to smoke, he turned his attention to where Wraith was being chased down by Dao Child Darkness Eternal.

Wraith was doing an admirable job of defending herself from the void mage, but doing so was undeniably requiring more of her focus than was optimal, depriving much of Team Zero of her immensely useful support abilities. It didn’t help that Darkness Eternal had shown an ability to injure the woman through her spells, harming Wraith by clawing at her dispelling winds.

Void was one of the most dangerous mana types, a hiltless blade capable of scoring deep cuts upon its wielder and target alike. Such was its power that nearly all higher-end armor was at least slightly tuned to defend against it specifically, lest it completely overpower it. However, void was at least conceptually simple to deal with.

Buffer void with as much of anything as you could. Void was indiscriminate, annihilating friend and foe alike with nearly no regard to how thick your defenses were, but where it suffered was variety. Tightly interwoven multi-elemental defenses, higher-level mana aspects, layers of defensive spells, those were what void most struggled with.

Accordingly, arcane mana, as the mana of either creation or magic itself, was the ultimate counter. Arcane was every element, simultaneously and interwoven. Void, upon meeting arcane, was snuffed out nearly in its entirety whilst leaving barely a scratch.

Wraith, with many of her abilities based around the level 4 aurora mana aspect, was, on paper, a comparatively decent matchup against void. But many of her actual spells were air, illusion, winter, or ice-based, and against such things, Darkness Eternal was very effective. Conjuring a discrete illusion was as good as presenting your real body to the velociraptor Dao Child.

Wraith was fleeing with [Astral Path], still interfering with other fights where she could, as she attempted to gain distance from her pursuer. It was insufficient, and Darkness Eternal was slowly catching up and undermining the movement skill with every passing moment. Therefore, Zack moved to intervene.

Except, just as he moved, he snapped his neck to the right hard enough to shatter his spine as a blade was driven at his eye.

Ari Kai had finally made his move.

And it was a good one.

His timing was perfect and was further enhanced by unexpected speed. The moment he attacked Zack, a black mist appeared around each Legion, bringing all of her bodies into a single location before a set of floating runestones that created a small zone of shifted reality, pulling her out of phase with the rest of the battle and forcing her into a single body. All while Wraith was still backpedaling from a dangerously close Darkness Eternal.

Zack contemplated disabling the cage around Legion. It was unlikely to be terribly difficult, as the field it was utilizing—a variant of crystal, pulling them into a solitary ‘reflection’ of reality and disabling all other reflection-like phenomenon—was clearly some form of prototype based solely off the sensory feedback he was receiving from General Darrow. But as it was a new effect, it would take him some time to determine the way to properly disable it, and that was time he didn’t have.

However, it was Darkness Eternal’s actions which decided for him. His feathers ruffled and splayed, a runestone appeared within his armor, and space bent and folded in on itself, unlocking and dragging Wraith back as though she were on a treadmill.

He was momentarily confused, until Darrow provided a probable explanation. They were likely attempting to free Gan Le. It had been deemed too risky to leave him in the ship’s brig during fights, and the prisoner convoy dedicated to his transport was still a week out.

The means by which the Harmony Accords knew this—or merely suspected it, as that would be sufficient—did not matter. What did matter is that they were attempting it, and Team Zero could not risk that they may succeed.

Breaking Gan Le from his icy prison would spell disaster for all of them and couldn't be allowed to happen under any circumstances.

Zack's mind snapped into form, rapidly assessing a simple solution for the ongoing situation. He needed to get close enough to Wraith to give her an arcane mana shield strong enough to protect her, protect himself from Ari Kai, and help the rest of the team not collapse. And he needed to figure it all out right now.

Legion indicated she was safe, and Wraith made a move he would have never recommended, but the combined feedback made his own decision far easier.

[Ashes to Ashes] caused Zack's body to crumble into ash, and a quick application of fire mana allowed him to set his remains alight, forcing Ari Kai away from him long enough to allow him to throw a spatial formation around Wraith, further endowing her armor with an arcane [Invisible Object].

It wasn’t just a spatial lock or anything so simple. It was a dual formation that isolated Wraith and Darkness Eternal from their surroundings. That meant that when she expanded her spiritual space, it was limited in scope but also contained.

The void mage started slowing as ice crept up his limbs, but the second part of the formation prevented the streak of light that was Gan Le activating some recall tether that would have pulled him back to the Harmony Accords ship.

If Zack wasn’t setting himself alight to keep Ari Kai from stabbing his reforming body, he might have found the way Gan Le bounced off the shield amusing. But, currently, pain was the only thing he could really feel.

Zack teleported as he reformed, keeping control of the spatial lock just long enough for Wraith to recapture Gan Le and also nab Darkness Eternal. Still, the damage was done, and their battle line was collapsing.
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Liz dodged to the left as the boosted Lorlael shot a massive blade of dust at where she had been fighting Eliana inside the sphere of orange and blue light they had trapped her in.

She hadn’t been dismissive of Eliana when she first learned about the woman per se. Plenty of unusual abilities could be leveraged in unique ways to great effect, and having a body be both living and inanimate depending on, apparently, personal whim, was certainly abusable and unusual. But she had underestimated just how potent that it could be.

At a very basic level, it allowed her to enchant her body with things like self-repair and durability. Simple enchantments for a sword that corresponded to far more complex abilities for a human. At a slightly less basic level, it made her immune to practically all debuffs, be they intended for items or people. But the first thing she hadn’t properly appreciated at first was how it nearly doubled the number of buffs she could benefit from at a time, layering such delightful skills like [Unbreakable Blade] atop [Archmage’s Presence] and [Hidden Knife].

Unfortunately, Liz was still stuck in the middle ground. Ironically, a younger her might have been better off, before she’d pivoted from using blood like red water at a very basic level to embracing it as blood. An annoyed and bitter part of her wished that she still was just using blood like a hammer, because a hammer didn’t care if it was hitting a brick wall or a skull, it just smashed it. Of course, if she had tried to literally brute force her way as a blood mage, she was unlikely to have become an Ascender.

Her career had forced her to perfect dozens of minor curses that each subtly sapped the strength from her enemies, hundreds of ways to hinder how her enemies’ bodies moved. She’d even shouldered aside her discomfort with the idea and created plagues, thousands of autonomous forces which could multiply her already considerable reach, slowly whittling away at the defenses of her enemies with no need for her direct attention.

Blood was subtle. It flowed unseen most of the time, only making its presence known in the instant before death struck. When fighting those far weaker than her, it was always flashy and fun, every strike bringing the promise of death. Fighting elites, and those more resistant to her basic abilities, involved far more of the subtle buildup to the final strike. It was the buildup, the preparation, the grunt work needed to amplify her blows to the level needed to kill those who were nearly immortal.

And Eliana was entirely immune to every last bit of it.

She was even immune to Liz’s normal counters! Liz, of course, had prepared abilities for enemies whose inanimate armor was too tough for her to get through to the blood bag beneath, sanguine curses meant to render the arms and armor of her enemies heavy and impotent in their hands.

‘Death’ curses, powered by the demise of her spare bodies, which dragged them just as surely to their doom as the wounds they’d inflicted upon her… And Eliana, because she was also a human, was an invalid target for those as well. Because then she wasn’t an item.

It was infuriating.

Was she on Liz’s level? Of course not. In a one-on-one fight, Liz would absolutely crush her through sheer martial prowess and the overwhelming weight of bodies if need be. The woman may have been a literal machine, but she was no Matt. She would be worn down eventually. But she was never fighting Eliana one-on-one. She always, always needed to send spare bodies to other parts of the fight, or was being ganged up on, being bombarded by the mercenaries, or in this case, armies, or any number of things. It was always something.

Liz thrust into Eliana’s chest and twisted her spear, unfurling its component feathers like it fragmented inside her chest. With [Feather Armory], enhanced by the direct contact with her spear haft still embedded in the woman’s chest, she sought to tear the construct woman in half.

It didn’t work, as Eliana’s body shifted, clicking and clacking as it did so, but Liz still caused considerable damage. There was no blood for her to take control of, but Liz didn’t need blood to hurt someone. Her spear was perfectly serviceable.

Her spear haft shifted and twisted, opening up a hollow column inside of it leading directly to Eliana’s chest, and Liz turned to blood and flowed through her spear-straw into the woman’s chest, just in time to dodge a radiant blast of an offensive life-aspected attack from Lorlael.

Or, nearly in time. A drop of blood was caught in the blast, and she felt it claw around her spirit and try to cause her to lose control over her own biological processes. Were she not a blood ooze, it might have given her a dozen types of ever-mutating cancer curses.

Liz metaphorically frowned. Lorlael should know biological attacks wouldn’t work on her, which meant there was an effect she was missing. Perhaps a setup for something later?

Now that she was inside Eliana’s chest, Liz formed spikes with her Blood Iron, blasting them out with a bit of Sanguine Geyser Spore usage and randomly transposing heat, cold, and mana around the internals of the construct-woman. She even used her blood as a cauldron, brewing a potent acid in the flash of an eye, burning a bit of manticore bloodline essence to really enhance the dissolving properties.

Then an air spell blew through Eliana’s internals as Lorlael wrenched the two of them apart, sending Liz to the edge of the semi-reality. Instead of contacting the edge with a slam, she simply found herself flying back in the other direction, having been turned around entirely without her noticing at the blue and orange border.

Eliana met her with a blast of fire, which Liz turned cold by using Aster’s contracted Concept ability, then shunted off to the side with her Chillheart Nettle. She reformed with a feather-spiked gauntlet inches from Eliana’s face and managed to score an actually decent wound on the woman, leaving some exposed runic circuitry sparking with mana.

Lorlael’s next spell was a blast of hard light, burning a hole through Liz’s chest and collapsing her body back into blood. She had no reprieve, as a shadow spell sank into her scarlet depths and began turning it a chilly black. Then, a water spell with some indeterminate effect, and a petrification curse sank into her, and though she was able to use a cockatrice bloodline to end it…

Liz’s mind blared a red alert. Shadow, water, and earth. There weren’t many ways to disable a phoenix’s revival, but if she were to try and devise a way, it would probably involve attempting to counter or smother the associations the species had with light, fire, air, and life. All of those coming in a row from a mage noted for her combination effects spelled bad news from her. If the next spell was death-aspected, then she’d consider that confirmation that they were trying to permanently kill her and act accordingly.

A deathly miasma settled over the battlefield, and Liz’s spirit quickened. Whether or not her revival was functioning didn’t matter. It was at a minimum to be considered unreliable. She sent a pulse for assistance, but nobody with the proper skills to get her out of her current prison—Ai’la, Aster, Zack, Bulwark, and Susanne—were close enough to definitely get there in time to save her.

The genuine threat to her life had come too suddenly for them to properly adjust and was too nebulous to have been fully predicted. The priorities had been protecting Torment and Bolt, who had gotten penned in by the rune soldiers, and Aster to ensure Gan Le didn’t escape.

Information, however, did pour in. Darrow deemed it unlikely that this combination would be terribly persistent. If she could survive one or two attacks from Lorlael, it would be likely that her spell-chain would need to be reset. Zack provided her with some information as to how she might be able to cleanse a bit of lingering shadow mana from her system.

Dena agreed with Darrow that the revive-disabling effect, if it were to work at all, would be easily disrupted. Bulwark stretched himself and cast an adaptive resistance spell on her through Darrow’s link, something that would absorb the elements around her to try and make her inured to their worst effects.

A wince went through the connection as someone died. She didn’t know who and couldn’t afford the attention to figure out yet because Lorlael made her move.

It was lightning, of course. That was the woman’s apparent favorite element, the type she used for her strongest finishers. With even a handful of casts building up momentum, Lorlael’s lightning could hit as hard as Matt’s [Tribulation Strike], and she had far more than that now on top of whatever effects Synoid or Crastor had filled her with.

Thunder crashed, lightning flashed, and Liz looked death in the eye.

A wall of golden lightning tore through the space, giving Liz no time to react, no time to dodge, and just barely enough to coalesce herself into phoenix form before her tribulation was upon her.

It struck her head-on, and time seemed to slow down as she fought against it. Lightning coursed through her veins, the wrath of the heavens blasting through the fires of life like a mundane bolt of lightning blasting a campfire to pieces. The power was immense, and the only reason her body wasn’t blasted to pieces was because she manually held the fleshy bits together with her magic.

It was a continuous, never-ending struggle. In truth, the attack was likely instantaneous. But to Liz, it was as though torrents of lightning wracked her body unrelentingly for seconds or minutes. And it hadn’t ended yet.

She did feel her inner flame, the one she associated with her revivals, begin to gutter and wane, much as she feared. That wouldn’t be an out for her, not without something…drastic to stoke its flames.

Something, perhaps, like bloodfire.

Right now, her Talent and Domain were separate from her bloodline, weakening each. Like Matt had found with his Domain Meld, one composite ability was stronger than two disparate powers. But, if she was able to unify her heritage with her present, both would be better off for it.

On a less flowery level, the attack currently smothering her revival was aimed at a fire phoenix, and if she could fight back with something that wasn’t fire, she stood a much better chance of living through this.

She’d spent the last near century researching bloodlines and mana types with the aid of Project Breach’s research teams. She’d practically memorized the book on how to change your elemental affinity while remaining a phoenix…she could do this.

Lightning sank into her spirit, and she let it through pathways she opened inside her blood with concentrated Blood Iron, hopefully diverting it away from anything too critical.

Balancing a mana type was difficult. While they’d managed to find several configurations which could hold themselves together for a few minutes or hours, the sorts of structures which would be useful in a skill, there had always been something lacking when it came to having the mana structure cross the bar into a fully stable mana type, the sort which would last forever and could even be used as a building block of its own.

Blood and fire. Blood mages had been working for hundreds of millennia to combine them, usually with death mana to create a mana type most empowered by the exact moment of death. Sacrificial magic, blood rituals, cascading plagues…all the things that Liz didn’t like about blood magic. She’d grown accustomed to it, yes, but it still wasn’t her preference.

Fortunately, and unfortunately, nobody had ever succeeded at synthesizing blood and fire. The most that had come out of untold amounts of suffering was simply a few papers providing proofs as to how to not combine the two elements.

But that didn’t matter much. What she wanted was completely different. Changing just one or two secondary or tertiary elements could completely alter the direction of an element. Away from death, and toward life. And that was what Liz wanted, then as now.

Life.

She was no healing sage like Melinda wanted to be. She was an Ascender, and proud of it. Death-dealing was her primary occupation, and she was very good at it. But at the same time, she preferred to deal death to those looking her in the eyes, those who could fight back, those who were in one way or another an actual threat to her or her loved ones. She certainly wasn’t some genocidal plague mage, nor a blood-crazed ritualist sacrificing those weaker than her for personal power.

She was the girl with a chip on her shoulder larger than her parents’ egos. She was the girl whose only real drive was to prove everyone else wrong about how the only reason she was good was because of her parents. She was the woman who pushed herself to keep up with Matt. She was the woman who had never fully given up on her first love of fire, but had, nonetheless, been pushed to embrace blood for what it was and not what she feared it would be.

She was…Liz. She was herself. She got to choose her own destiny and would do so with the tip of her spear and with both blood and fire.

The question was and had been, what would be the binding piece uniting her past and her present, leading her into the future? There were four probable ways in which she could develop bloodfire, with crystal, emotion, spectral, or lightning at their core.

Was she the crafter, using crystal to forge solid weapons and bodies for a lasting legacy? Was she the inciter, using emotion to spread herselves across the Realm and leave an indelible mark in the wake of her passage? Was she the healer, using spectral to reach past the physical and soothe the spirit, mending the Realm with the life in her veins?

Or was she the warrior, using lightning to blast a passage for herself and her loved ones, protecting Matt as he changed the Realm and smiting any who dared stand in her way?

She already knew the answer, in her heart.

And there was just so, so much lightning around her, just begging to be used.

Electricity coursed through her veins, latching onto her bloodline and Domain, seeking to extinguish them. That just made it easier. She didn’t need to worry about where she’d get the fuel for her transformation.

Blood and fire, bound by chains of lightning. The crystal around her, binding her into a singular body, joined too into the stewing potion within Liz’s spirit. Lorlael’s other spells came too, joining the great cauldron. Sand, life, wind, fire, and light. Shadow, water, earth, and death. All of it went into her blood, the cauldron of life.

It was just like brewing a potion. She knew the structure of lightning bloodfire in and out, knew the places where motes of crystal were needed to stabilize parts of the formula, where wind and light capped off pieces of fire and blood, binding them into something brilliant. She’d practiced this many a time, trying to figure out the final piece, what would be needed to make bloodfire.

The outer layers of her phoenix body disintegrated, her attempts to hold it together with blood magic woefully insufficient as the blood itself was vaporized and utterly annihilated. Feathers crumbled to dust and her eyes were blown to pieces, but Liz needed only a single drop of blood to survive, so she had time.

Any mana type had three important pieces: the components, the structure, and the logos. Some people called the logos the mana type ‘name,’ but that wasn’t accurate. It wasn’t as though you needed to figure out the name of a mana type in order for it to exist. Liz preferred to think of it as a purpose.

Mana didn’t exist in a vacuum, it was created by creatures with the intent to do something. She’d thought of lightning bloodfire as ‘the attacking one’ for so long that it was hard to think of it as anything else, but that was what she needed to do now.

Just as blood was so much more than mere red water, and fire so much more than some pretty flickering light, bloodfire would be far more than a singular use, a single behavior. It was, or would be, a tapestry unto itself, the sort of thing which one could dedicate a lifetime to understanding a single fragment of.

So what was at its core. Not what did it look like, but what was it? What bound blood, fire, and lightning together?

Blood was life and death, the essence of biology, the medium used by the body to fulfil its essential functions. Fire was creation and destruction, the essence of civilization, the tool by which mankind separated itself from the beasts. Lightning was…the powerful stuff that came out of the sky and destroyed things?

You can do better than that, Liz practically felt her father admonishing her.

Okay. Lightning was…lightning was the hand of the storm, the full fury of nature concentrated in a single stroke, it was…well, in myth it was associated with cultivation. A tribulation of lightning imposed upon a cultivator before they could advance. Most people felt that it was just a flowery description of forming a Domain stage, but the stories persisted. Lightning was the purveyor trials and tribulations, the crucible by which one was reborn into something greater.

Blood, fire, and lightning. They were the filters of life and death. The means by which a creature would live, the means by which a society would live and the means by which a cultivator would live. Essential, taxing to survive, and always dangerous yet immensely powerful.

They were life. Taken together…the lifeblood of immortals.

Ichor.

Overwhelming to the weak, a balm for the strong. Blood beyond the physical, strength beyond strength.

She had taken a liking to the word after reading about the idea from some of the records from the now-destroyed Ascendancy of the Sun. Part of their religious beliefs had talked about how their gods had blood of sunlight and fire coursing through their veins, and while Liz didn’t think creating a new bloodfire mana type elevated her above anyone else, the description was similar enough she co-opted their name without hesitation.

Looking at the prototype structure of lightning bloodfire—ichor—Liz instantly knew where it needed to be fixed. It would be difficult, but she’d done more complicated potions than this before. She could do this. All she needed to do was figure out a new mana type, change her bloodline, and hope that it managed to dispel the anti-resurrection effect she was under, all in this moment-between-moments bit of clarity while actively on a battlefield.

But she’d forged herself on battlefields since the time she was a little girl.

What was one more time?

Blood was the core of ichor, of course. It was the blood of immortals. There was too much fire in the existing structure, and she replaced much of it with lightning. Crystal reflected and solidified several of the more unstable portions of the fractal-like mana structure she could sense with her spirit.

Air was what breathed life into fire. It was what gave the spark to lightning. It was the very thing blood moved around the body.

It acted like a barrier, stabilizer, and method of transformation all at once.

It served as an underpinning and binder, and she wove a simple strand of air through the core of her blood pillar, using it as a conduit to bring lightning and fire directly into her bloodstream, just as oxygen had previously.

And then the final piece of the puzzle. Life. She didn’t have much, but she didn’t need much. Just the faintest film around the center of the structure, orienting it and giving the entire structure purpose. It was the overwhelming life of the truly exceptional, and all others needed to get out of the way or get ready to face their wrath.

It was the life of those who thrived in battle more so than the life of healing wounds and soothing words. It was the vibrance to stand tall. It was life, the ability to push through unimaginable pain for just one more breath.

No wonder she’d thought it was so aggressive.

The final mote of mana fell into place, and Liz felt solidity. This, here and now, was ichor.

Her body continued to burn away, and she had been forced once again into being solely blood. A few drops were all that remained between her and oblivion. Even now, those drops were torn to pieces by the overwhelming power of Lorlael’s lightning, until but a single drop remained, barely held together by her buffs and what assistance she could be provided through Darrow’s Domain.

But that just made it easier. One fewer drop of blood meant there was that much less to change. One drop of blood left meant there was almost nothing left to change.

Her Talent meant she never truly lacked for blood mana, her bloodline was already an ever-raging fire, and Lorlael had given her all the lightning she’d ever need. She pushed her Intent as far as it could go, and suddenly she was working not with her blood as a cauldron, but with her bloodline. The fire, weak and suppressed as it was, greedily consumed the blood, turning a deep blood-red, and then the lightning came.

The fire was blown to pieces, annihilated and scattered into embers, overwhelmed by the immense power. Shadows fell and water came, delivering death to the tenacious flame.

The fire went out.

And Liz died.

The fire returned.

Tiny pops of golden lightning within Liz’s spirit jumped from one place to another, electricity and essence unbowed and undaunted by the water attempting to extinguish it. The lightning sparked a golden flame, and that golden flame flared and flowed.

In the wake of the overwhelming wall of lightning, Lorlael turned her attention to other parts of the battle, her job done.

Then, a golden fire sparked itself into existence right where Liz’s final drop of blood had been. An instant later, that golden flame expanded upon itself a hundredfold, becoming a golden tide of flickering blood before coalescing back into a single drop as Liz was reborn.

Lorlael wasted no time, obviously prepared for the possibility that Liz might have survived the attempt to kill her, and returned empowered by her Concept with the near-death experience. But this time, the golden blood was no mere affectation, no mere facsimile. This was genuine, and Liz returned to life with a rush of power unlike any she had ever felt before.

As a phoenix, her revivals had always been somewhat gradual, the slow kindling of a tiny flame as it grew into a bonfire once again. But as an ichor phoenix, her return was more akin to that of a bolt of lightning— entirely without warning, extremely sudden, and immensely powerful. She was a star igniting. It was the storm overhead raging at the ground with all the ferocity that nature had to vent. It was the righteous fury at anything that had dared to best it as it came back for round two with an adrenalized grudge.

It also cracked her Domain.

That had more to do with the sudden change of her bloodline and mana type than anything, but while it wasn’t as bad as Aster’s last bloodline change, it still came with a sharp pain from her Concept as it attempted to reconcile the foundation she had built it upon with the new foundation it found itself upon. She may have to alter her phrase slightly, but that should be doable without having to completely redo her Domain.

After all, ichor was in many ways simply a more refined idea than Rebirth Through Blood.

Her Intent was not unscathed, either. Her Anchor, her blood itself, made the jump from her blood to her new ichor without a hitch. Her Image of blood being the best conduit for energy flexed and warped slightly, but with how much power was contained in her new ichor, Liz wasn’t surprised in the least.

But with a suddenly unstable Concept phrase beneath it, Blood is the Cauldron of Life was intensely damaged as it sought to reconcile the new power of her blood. Fortunately, the conceptual space behind ichor was close enough to blood that it should heal on its own over time, but she was very glad that it had been such a small change. Something larger may have broken her Intent outright, and that would have been an awful fate for the middle of a fight.

She didn’t think it would be too bad in the long run, however. Even as a single drop of blood, Liz had never felt better. The power contained inside just a single, solitary drop of her new blood was a dozen times stronger than it had been a moment ago. She could easily see how this new ichor would not only be the cauldron of life but would be a far better cauldron than her blood once was.

But even on an injured Domain, her Concept still empowered her, and more than ever. She spread out from her tiny flame, her drop of blood, and resolidified into her human body, whole once more. Glowing, golden blood now coursed through her veins, giving her a radiant yellow complexion as her Talents adjusted. Her skills stayed unchanged, as they cared about the mana type, but her Tier 3 and Tier 25 Talents ran off of what her blood was, and right now her blood was pure ichor.

Lorlael struck with a new bolt of lightning, and Eliana engulfed her with a blast of flames, but Liz flowed around each with almost laughable ease, then threw herself at Eliana.

Instead of trying to rip and tear at the other women, she dug inside, something Eliana did nothing to prevent. Inside, she found the mana and lightning which her body used in place of blood. Once upon a time, that had stymied Liz, but no more. The idea that blood was the sanguine fluids of biology no longer limited her. Now blood was that which brought life.

And metal or flesh, living or artifice, Eliana was undeniably alive.

Liz’s ichor seeped into the metal like it was any other flesh and assimilated everything, brute forcing the entire method. Her new blood was so strong, it innately crackled with fire and lightning. And together, they carved a path through Eliana, wholly ignoring the non-biological nature of her tissues.

Eliana screamed and clawed at her chest, trying to rip Liz out, but it was too late. Bits of ichor had traveled from her chest to both her brain and toes alike. The only chance Eliana had to survive this was to recall back to the Harmony Accords ship. However, Liz knew that they would never recall a combatant if it risked bringing her onboard with them. Letting Liz loose on a ship with that many noncombatants and weaker soldiers would be nothing but a slaughter.

Eliana could always surrender, but unfortunately, Liz had used her esophagus as the easiest method to her brain, and she just so happened to be blocking any [AI] signals from escaping the other woman.

A happy little accident. At least, it was for Liz. And she didn’t particularly care about anyone else’s opinion right now.

Death was the only outcome for Eliana now, but it wasn’t instantaneous. It was painfully slow. What slowed Liz down more than Eliana’s body's innate resistance was the absolutely absurd number of Natural Treasures that had been stuffed into Eliana. It made sense, she could use every type there was thanks to her unique constitution, but it was still more than Liz had as an Ascender. Absolutely absurd.

But what made her blood—ichor—really boil were the pieces of ‘wetware’ incorporated into her body, pieces of magical beasts integrated into the cybernetic body. Given the Federation’s reputation, she truly doubted those had been sourced ethically.

She had no mercy for someone who participated in such actions. Her assimilation of Eliana was cut short by Lorlael, who once more threw a massive bolt of lightning at them. The remainder of Eliana’s body was blasted into pieces with an explosion of essence, proving her death, and once more, Liz didn’t bother to block the lightning.

She didn’t need to, in this state. Lightning was but a part of ichor, and ichor was her blood, and Liz was blood. Using her Tier 3 Talent, hyper-charged by her Concept in the wake of rebirth, a large portion of the lightning was assimilated just as any other blood would be, which simply empowered her all the more.

A bloodcurdling grin stretched across Liz’s reforming face as she [Blood Sacrifice]d a bit of spare ichor, feeling the power absolutely pour in. Her blood skills had technically taken a bit of a hit to their power, but that was more than offset by the strength of her bloodline cultivation. Feeling things out a bit, even her subtle plague-like skills, which benefited the least from ichor mana, still came out ahead of where they had been.

But where the power truly shone was her physical boosting skills. The cage was still blocking her from creating other bodies, but she used [Sanguine Legionnaire] to simply partition portions of her blood into separate ‘hers’ without making them actually physically separate, then used [Blood Brothers]. The strength was immense, on par with what she’d felt with a full legion of bodies all with their overlapping strength boosts.

She still wasn’t a true melee fighter, but she felt like she could wrestle Matt right now.

A bit of [Coven Casting] from the inside put pressure on the trap around her, and Dena and Zack put pressure on the outside. It shattered, letting Liz once again spread out into multiple bodies.

[Sanguine Regeneration], [Pillar of Blood], and [Adrenaline Rush] coursed through her being, and the frontmost Liz darted forward while casting [Crimson Wings of the Phoenix]. A steady thump sounded out as [Lifeheart Manifestation] further boosted her skills and Domain. [Legion’s Insight] made her mind crystal sharp, which made her chuckle as she cast [Blood Crystal Armor] on her left arm as she hadn’t yet recalled her shield.

A spare attack pinged off her golden armored arm and was diverted upward. Still, it slowed her down a hair, which allowed Lorlael to retreat.

Transforming into her bloodline form, Liz didn’t feel the usual rush of fire and flames as she changed. Her ichor phoenix instead exploded in a pulse of golden light, flame, and crackling lightning.

Even as Liz flapped her wings, not pushing against space but the fabric of reality instead, she took a moment to inspect her new form.

Her overall shape had remained the same, she was a bird of prey similar to any number of raptors. But the transformation had slimmed her down some, streamlining her feathers to the point she nearly looked like a golden statue, and the haze of fire and lightning coming off her wings merely added to the illusion.

It was a form built for power, and exactly what she had needed it to be.

Flying through space, she cast [Scarlet Plague]. The skill was one of the ones that felt out of place thanks to the shift in mana type, but Liz brute forced the activation. [Scarlet Plague] had once allowed her to infect other forms of blood which she used to spread plagues. This time, Liz forced the cast while focusing on the infecting properties of the skill.

With each flap of her wings, golden spores flew out and started darting for everyone near her.

For her allies, Liz controlled the spores to create thin filaments of armor that she then crystallized. For her enemies, the spores created a bridge she used to start assimilating them. They tried a number of methods to stop her, but two of the rune soldiers learned the hard way that fire was not an effective counter to her ichor. Instead, her new blood fed on the flames and spread even faster.

Lorlael instead used a mixture of ice and earth, which proved a suitable defense, and the others quickly copied her.

At least, the elites did. The supporting soldiers drawn from the other ships weren’t so lucky or well equipped.

Once Liz got a foothold inside their defensive line, they tried to destroy her blood with explosions, but her ichor easily absorbed the fire and powered through the damage. Curses designed to corrupt mundane blood simply couldn’t find a foothold on the pristine ichor she now embodied. They changed to try to freeze her, but none of them were sufficiently powerful to freeze a bolt of lightning.

She was the hunter. They were her prey, and there was nothing they could do to her. They broke before her flight, with far more vigor than she had anticipated. Liz cast her awareness further afield, paying attention once again to the mental connection to Darrow she had been ignoring and looking around the battlefield.

Glancing over to the flagship enemies were escaping to and seeing a giant hole in its side that was leaking massive quantities of air and debris told her everything she needed to know about how well Matt was doing.

The soldiers had run from the frying pan to the fire, and Matt wouldn’t be in any mood to pull them out. No, they were only likely to get charred.

Smiling, the three new Liz’s rejoined the fight, ready to end this farce once and for all.
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Matt reached the shields of the Harmony Accords' ship in what felt like an instant, propelled by Light’s travel mana and an acceleration formation he and Origami had cobbled together after much planning. In all their strategizing, they kept running into the same issue: they were outnumbered.

That, especially when combined with the giant neutral mana blocking crystal, made it difficult to push through not just the elites, but what was left of the Corporations mercenaries supporting them. If they wanted a decisive win, they needed a way to reliably stop the Harmony Accords from retreating.

Which led to Matt moving through space with wisps of illusion trailing off his straining armor.

His acceleration ended when he bounced off the shields, but he at least had the wherewithal to flick his Intent to lock his backward momentum for a moment. Cursing Origami and his past self for insisting they needed the fifth amplifier, Matt started unfolding the formation they created to get through the shields.

His work was slowed as a significant portion of the Corporations mercenaries turned their cannons onto him, but Matt just flared his white hole repulsion to push the attacks off his work area.

The pilots of the ship, seeing he wasn’t driven off their hull, rotated the ship to take him away from the formation that was already digging into the shields. But Matt just used his Intent’s ability to lock his position relative to the ship to keep himself next to the formation. Before his Meld, he wouldn’t have been able to do that while keeping up the repulsion defense, but now it was second nature to use both his Concept and Intent at the same time.

The rotation actually worked in his favor, as he was brought away from the attacks, and he used the opportunity to finish deploying the formation.

The formation he was using to create a hole in the shield was conceptually simple, but the actual execution was insanely complex. It was complicated enough that Matt had only been able to follow the general idea of it and had relied on Origami to do most of the hard work.

The first part of the formation was meant to dig into the energy projection of the shield, which was easy enough for Matt to understand. A ship’s major weakness had always been sappers or anyone getting close to their hulls, where their point defense systems weren’t able to fire upon said attackers. On typical ships, it wasn’t impossible to just use explosive formations to blow a hole through the shields, but this behemoth of a ship had the capacity to carry enough reserves to withstand even Matt’s mana output, at least for longer than he could be away from the fight. No simple bomb was going to get through the shields without more than Matt could reasonably carry. But that wasn’t the only method.

Another often used method was to use a formation to dig a hole through the shield projection and slip in that way. Despite the major weakness of doing so being that the stronger the shields were, the more advanced the formation had to be, it was still the method they went with.

The formation’s fractal-like pattern was a dark and menacing overlay on the bright blue shield, but Matt hardly noticed as he tracked energy shunts and their outputs. The whole time he adjusted the formation variables, trying to bring the formation into resonance.

Part one was done, but that had been the easiest step by a mile.

Matt tossed a mixture of alchemical ingredients they had postulated would solidify the formation into the shield, even as the ship rotated back to face the battle where Matt came under attack again.

His [AI] warned him that Maven and Long Zhiyuan, along with a few other pinnacle elites, were racing to his location. Even so, Matt ignored it all, trusting in Bolt and Torment who were distracting the majority of the weaker attackers. Bolt’s shots at Maven and Long Zhiyuan slowed the elites down just enough that Torment's summons were able to get in close and engage the lesser elites in melee. The two Sect Pinnacle elites, reluctant to break free of the main group pursuing Matt, were forced to divert attention from Matt to manage the distraction.

This bought Matt the precious seconds he needed to break through the shields. The moment the shield turned into a jelly like substance, Matt’s [AI] pinged again, and he followed its instructions as he activated the secondary and tertiary effects at the same time.

His own mana pool plummeted to almost zero as all his forty-one million mana generation was pulled into the formation, transforming into desolation mana. His armor flickered as it switched to backup power, and his [AI] and other boosting skills only kept running thanks to the endless sub-aspect of his mana.

A billion mana later, the entire ship's shield pulsed as the energy stored in the formation pushed down the shield projectors. They instantly and automatically changed over to their backup units, but that was where the tertiary effect came into play, as it kept the now jellified shield stable and partially connected it to the backup shields.

Matt drove his armored fists into the shield and screamed into his armor. The billions of mana flowing through the shield not only scorched his armor, but his very mana channels. While rare, mana back feeding like this was ill advised in the best of times. Still, Matt needed to keep pumping his mana into the shield to keep it in its gelatinous state.

It was like sticking his hands into scalding acid, but Matt didn’t let that slow him, even as he dug through the five feet of shielding.

Once he breached the other side, Matt dropped his connection and flared [Regeneration], almost shuddering with relief as his scorched mana channels were soothed and repaired.

As his connection to the formation was cut off, the gelatinous substance was ejected outward, and Matt couldn’t help but grin as his spiritual perception was able to see Maven and Long Zhiyuan impotently stuck just outside the shield.

They vanished in unison, and Matt suspected they had activated some recall system to return to inside the ship, even if he couldn’t feel it quite yet.

From their spies’ reports, Matt knew the physical shielding of the ship was going to be incredibly thick and made of both Tier 25 exotic materials and Natural Treasures. Still, he was taken aback at just how true that statement was. The hull of the ship was probably worth more than what a dozen Tier 30 star systems made in a millennium.

It was a work of wonder, but Matt didn’t hesitate to use [Telekinesis] to rip a hole in the side of the masterpiece.

Matt wasn’t Harper by any means. They would have found a small seam and used that to peel the ship like an orange, but that wasn’t his style. Matt didn’t bother with finesse and instead grabbed the side of the ship and wrenched as hard as he could.

When that didn’t immediately work, he gave himself more leverage by activating his black hole Intent Image to lock his place in the Realm.

For a brief instant, Matt’s world seemed to slow and narrow down to this moment as his unstoppable force was put up against the immovable object.

It felt like that even with Matt’s power, the enchantments running through the hull of the ship would be able to resist, but he didn’t give up or stop.

He was Dauntless. He was Endless.

The armor might be strong, but it was made of enchantments and items, and it lacked a living spirit that could react to changes and pressure.

Slowly, so slowly that Matt almost wasn’t sure he was really seeing it, he noticed micro fissures form in the armor as the stress built and overcome the material’s structural strength. Those failures were almost instantly healed as the repair enchantments flooded the area with mana, and if someone was simply battering at the armor, it would have been able to heal all the damage.

With Matt pulling with constant, overwhelming pressure, the fissures never got a chance to fully repair themselves. Slowly but surely, the fissures grew larger until, all of a sudden, the contradiction ended and with a burst of air, and a two-hundred-foot-wide section of the ship's hull was peeled back.

A few support personnel were pulled out of the hull from the sudden decompression, but he ignored them first in favor of tearing his way deeper into the ship. He ran past the internal locks meant to compartmentalize the hull breach, and then right past Maven, who was rapidly approaching in her latest suit of armor.

Her armored form was larger than the ship's corridors, but neither of them cared. While the outside of the ship was made with materials strong enough to block every conceivable Tier 25 attack, the interior, non-structural components of the ship were made out of ordinary Tier 25 metal. With a quick application of [Metal Manipulation], Matt shredded a wide swath of the internals to make room for his next move.

Matt avoided engaging with her even as she tried to tie him down and flew forward with his best speed. Doing so, he did notice that his neutral mana shields were still down. They had hoped that the Harmony Accords wouldn’t be able to use the same effect inside the ship since its systems had to run on neutral mana, but it seemed they had a method to work around the effect. Or at least selectively disable it.

Maven jumped at him, claws gleaming, but Matt dodged to the side and slightly downward through another two walls and a floor, sword aimed right at Long Zhiyuan, who had been poised for a flank.

The slippery man dodged to the side and tried to entangle Matt with a glowing spider web net. Matt didn’t stop to engage, using a pulse of his repulsion to force the net to miss. Instead, he kept flying toward the ship's engines.

The pinnacle elites who had been with Maven and Long Zhiyuan were already in place, with a Federation army scattered through the paper-thin corridors and blocking every trajectory to the engines, which even now were gathering and cycling energy.

In their plans, Team Zero had worried about the ship trying to leave real space and fleeing, trapping and effectively capturing Matt. But Drifter had rightly pointed out that a ship of that size would take a lot of energy to move, let alone rip through reality.

So long as Matt was fast enough in disabling the chaotic space engines, he could strand the ship.

Even in the worst-case scenario, he could always fight his way out, which was the reason he was alone and why they were willing to risk this play.

Presumably, Aiden’s fight had concluded, but he wasn’t sure what this attack meant about the outcome there. Not that it mattered. Win or lose in the higher bracket, a crushing victory on the Tier 25 warfront was still their job, and right now, that meant crippling the Harmony Accords.

A dozen smaller shield units came on, trying to block Matt’s path. But even though they were connected to the massive ship reserves, the projectors were small enough to be deployed inside, which meant they had no chance of being strong enough to stop Matt.

He barreled through the first dozen shields headfirst, and just as he was beginning to slow, he slashed out with his longsword. The [Wind Cutter] was almost a mile long and cut through compartments like they weren’t even there, but Matt didn’t just let the spell fly forward uncontrolled. Instead, he activated [Air Manipulation] and sent the spell on a spiral, letting it cut forward like a blender tearing through metal and flesh.

Before any of his opponents got themselves back under control, Matt activated the [Sheer Cold] he had been charging.

The ship around him turned white as metal tore and fractured, and the surroundings echoed the screams of metal cooled suddenly to well below zero. The soldiers who were nearest didn’t even have time to realize how they died, and Matt had to shunt dozens of streams of essence away from himself and out into space.

At least what essence wasn’t used to cast [Sacrifice]. Like with its lesser counterpart he had pulled from a rift so many years ago, Matt felt power flood his limbs and clarity seep into his mind.

[Dragonflame], in turn, transformed the winter wonderland into an inferno hellscape.

Maven arrived just as he was ending the spell, and Matt darted forward just before her attack landed, not wanting to get tied down.

Soldiers threw themselves in front of Matt, but they were only throwing their lives away, as nothing they did even slowed him down. [Shadowstrike] extended his sword's reach and the illusionary blade cut through flesh and molten metal alike.

Long Zhiyuan came from the side again and managed to force Matt to a standstill as his razor-like claws nearly pierced one of the thinner spots on Matt’s neck armor. How Long Zhiyuan knew that was a weak point without [Cracked Phantom Armor]’s reinforcement, Matt wasn’t sure, but he couldn't let himself get bogged down.

Thrusting his sword at Long Zhiyuan’s head, Matt cast [Cracked Air Slide] and slid forward like the air still venting out of the ship.

And then he was there.

The engines pulsed around him, streams of raw mana captured within an enormous floating array of enchantments, Natural Treasures, and even essence. There was no illumination in the room beyond the base glow of mana. Still, that was sufficient to cast an intense blue light across the entire area with a red undertint that he could only associate with some kind of enchantment byproduct.

There was no apparent ceiling or floor within the engine room, the formation suspended within what apparently was an endless column-shaped void, save for the walkways surrounding it.

Matt studied the engine, pulsing his [AI] with a huge amount of mana and even reinforcing it with willpower, coming to a basic understanding of how it all worked. Once upon a time, he would have simply blasted through it, or at least tried to, but his time with Light had taught him a better way to deal with the engine.

The kinds of forces needed to keep this large of an engine in check even Matt couldn’t overpower…but if there was one thing he was good at, it was using a lot of mana in one go.

Through a careful dance of tactical retreats and pushing forward through the defenses and attacks from the defenders, Matt maneuvered himself until he managed to touch the engine apparatus at seven key points. At each place, he dropped a metal plate and a manifested large chunk of mana crystal to seal it in, then fused the plates to the engine with his BPL.

Once the seventh plate went in place, Matt flew as fast as he could out of the middle of the engine. When at a sufficient distance, he activated his new talisman.

By his normal standards, the talisman did nothing. There was no great explosion that it was building up toward, no grand battlefield effect which it enacted to turn the tide of the fight. Even if he could have gotten an effect like that in this simple of a talisman, that wasn’t the use he needed currently. All that this talisman did was power itself with all the mana it could access.

And when hooked to the ship’s engines, it could access a lot of mana.

The mana crystals were there to get the working started, and they vanished the instant the formation came online, used to fuel its activation. That gave the talisman just enough power to breach the engine’s containment and latch on to the incredible source of mana present there.

A stream of mana jerked violently as it was diverted into the talisman from the careful weave of energy that powered the ship, the sudden change of course shearing through a walkway and sending it plummeting into the void below. Emergency shut offs attempted to stop the flow of mana, but a different plate simply stole the mana before that shutoff circuitry could initiate and diverted the mana to the talisman’s working. All the while, vast currents of mana tore through the room and caused havoc as the talisman further plundered the ship’s entire mana circuitry.

The issue came when an external override function came into being, absolutely shutting down Matt’s own attempts to usurp the ship’s mana for himself by locking down all enchantments in the area.

He wasn’t entirely sure how it worked, but many of the soldiers fighting him instantly had their weapons and armor sputter to a stop, their magic suppressed. Matt’s armor, as well as the suits worn by Maven and Long Zhiyuan, still worked, albeit hindered. He couldn’t do anything too fancy at the moment with his gear…but he didn’t really need to.

The enchantment suppressor was a fairly absolute method of stopping a runaway engine failure, but it was also limited in scope. His analysis, assisted by Origami and Light’s borrowed insights, suggested that it wouldn’t apply to any focuses. It had been designed as a suppressant such that anything catastrophic would be halted long enough for engineers to get in and fix the engine. To do that, however, they would need their tools, so any spells cast through a focus should be unimpeded.

That gave Matt a fairly easy way to bypass the lock. He opened his spirit up to the talisman, making himself the conduit for the mana it was pulling from beyond the engine room. Like a dam breaking, millions of mana instantly poured from the ship beyond, through him, and into the talisman array in the engine room once more.

Mana flared around him, reminiscent of plasma but more liquid. It crashed into his armor and cut deep furrows into the enchanted metal. Some stronger arcs even cut down to his flesh, but [Regeneration] ensured any damage was healed almost instantly. A halo of power surrounded him, strong enough to dissuade even Maven and Long Zhiyuan from approaching.

Few other Tier 25s could have channeled so much mana, but for Matt, it was just barely noteworthy. He wasn’t Light, trying to grab a hold of a multimillion mana spell with no training or experience. This was what he was good at, and he was absolutely not about to lose consciousness over it.

Though, he would have loved to black out. The pain was Realm-defining, and Matt was happy there was so much power rampaging around him that Maven and Long Zhiyuan were unable to do anything but throw spells at him from range. If they had been able to get in close, they would have found every muscle in Matt’s body locked up tight as he tried to resist being thrown away from the engines like any other piece of debris.

To Matt, it seemed like the discharge of power lasted an eternity. But in reality, it only lasted a few seconds before someone threw emergency shut offs somewhere past where his talisman array could reach. But he’d done enough. Both in terms of damage and havoc wrought.

Even if the ship had backup engines somewhere deeper in case of emergency, like Drifter suspected, he had caused enough damage in the mana conduits that ran through the ship that they wouldn’t be using them any time soon.

The ship was stuck in real space with him inside it.

Good.
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Susanne had a feral grin on her face as her spiritual perception watched the rear half of the Harmony Accords ship explode. The morale of the other side plummeted, and she wasn’t going to let that advantage go.

She darted forward, her blade blurring as she chased down three of the rune soldiers even as Liz went after the mage who had nearly killed her in a burst of flames, lightning, and golden blood.

They needed the turn of the momentum. Morgan and Sebastian had gotten penned in by the Federation’s rune soldiers, and despite her best efforts to get there in time, she’d only reached the squadron an instant after Morgan’s upper body was vaporized in a blast of light. She’d taken the man who’d gotten her down with her, but the damage had been done. Sebastian had fallen a moment later as Despair, a cloak made of tattered darkness, erupted from his body. The shock of the emotion manifesting had given a pair of the remaining rune soldiers the opportunity to grab him and whisk him away as a capture. But Despair was still present, only sort-of on their side with its summoner absent.

The aura it projected was horrific enough that Susanne hesitated to get close to it, but it was occupying some of the rune soldiers well enough that Susanne could engage the remaining ones with the advantage. Susanne brought her blade down in a cross attack, turning the slash into a thrust that neatly cut off the left leg of the nearest rune soldier.

The golden armor that was something to do with Liz absorbed the blood and used it to grow, coalescing into a loose pauldron clinging to Susanne’s shoulder, even as she dashed forward trying to turn the wound into something lethal.

An [Air Slide] sent her forward on a burst of air, boosted by her various Natural Treasures from both Minkalla and elsewhere.

Surfing along the turbulence, Despair rode along and blocked a lance of fire by simply engulfing it. Not a hint of the attack remained, not even a stream of smoke. The uncanny feeling only grew stronger.

Susanne channeled that feeling into her blade. It was the truest expression of herself that she had. Her greatsword danced, writing a story of loss, anger, and despair. The increase in dexterity let her cast [Air Slide] slightly faster than was normal, and she got minutely ahead of the first rune soldier.

Slashing out, Susanne left a trail of energy streaking behind, knowing the network of sword energy would perfectly cut though the rune soldiers head like it wasn’t even really there.

The burst of essence was sucked up and pulled into the nearest soldier, but the body exploded into blood, which the golden Liz-armor used to grow bigger. It then began casting spells from Susanne’s shoulder as though Liz was right by her side.

Another small explosion rocked the Harmony Accords ship, even as a second and then third rune soldier fell.

It was time to finish this.
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Matt’s armor crackled with excess power and glowed with heat, and he needed to break several fused joints as he wrenched his feet free from where they had welded themselves to the floor.

Maven and Long Zhiyuan were the only two combatants Matt was worried about, but that didn’t mean the others didn’t exist. He had been kind and refrained from any kind of large-scale spells, hoping that the support personnel would surrender and leave the ship, but that time had passed. Anyone still here had made their choice.

[Cosmic Pressure] strengthened the artificial gravity of the ship, but that wasn’t enough for Matt. He used [Gravity Manipulation] to cause a feedback loop of pressure, but when that still wasn’t enough, he tapped into his Intent and used his Heart of a Black Hole to urge the cycle on.

The few bits of steel that hadn’t been frozen, melted, zapped, or cut apart twisted as gravity multiplied a millionfold.

Feeling the artificial gravity plates trying to counteract his working, Matt changed his pressure from a simple downward force into an ever-consuming point centered on his Heart of a Black Hole. The Anchor happily absorbed everything that came close to it, and fed that power back to Matt.

The soldiers who weren’t sucked into the gravity well started vanishing until it was just Maven and Long Zhiyuan left to face Matt.

Still affected by the neutral mana suppression field, Matt didn’t have access to a large portion of his kit, but he didn’t let that bother him.

Darting forward, Matt sent his Anchor off to the side before recalling it like a yoyo, causing gravity to change unpredictably.

Maven summoned her full moon image, which tried to twist Matt’s flesh into something unrecognizable. It was a new application of her power, but it was far too weak to do more than inconvenience Matt.

Long Zhiyuan slashed out with his claws and dug deep cuts into Matt’s back armor as he was ducking, which caused several force amplifiers to lock up and limit his movement. Without [Cracked Phantom Armor] reinforcing the physical armor, it was susceptible to attacks such as that, and Long Zhiyuan seemed to have an eye for those opportunities. But Matt still mostly ignored him.

Long Zhiyuan wasn’t his target.

No, that was Maven.

Matt slashed out, aiming for Maven’s head and heart with every blow.

While her armor boosted her strength, it was nothing compared to Matt’s, and it seemed that she hadn’t been chosen to fight with the boost of Synoid and Crastor because she was slower than him at every turn.

Still, she was no slouch and kept to her defensive posture, minimizing damage to her armor while trying to keep Matt occupied. Long Zhiyuan used that to land attack after attack on Matt’s less protected rear, but Matt didn’t stop his assault on Maven.

He was tracking the fight and waiting for one specific moment.

While he wasn’t normally one to talk mid-fight, he couldn’t help himself. “Do you have any regrets, Maven?”

When she didn’t answer, he kept his attacks up. “I have a lot of regrets. So many. But one of them ends here and now. I’m going to bring your head back with me to Ventillyria for all the pain you caused. Whether or not you were breaking the rules, that was wrong. It was vile.”

As Maven’s arm came up and deflected his sword, it swung into a structural pillar that was far stronger than the weak metal they had been pushing through like it was tissue paper. With his blade stuck firmly in the pillar, Matt let it go even as Long Zhiyuan drove a claw into his heart, taking advantage of the damaged sections he had created while Matt was focused on Maven.

A burst of his repulsion shoved Long Zhiyuan back, but his Intent’s grip on Maven prevented her from leaving.

Matt used the moment to dump twenty million mana into the surroundings, solidifying it, preventing the neutral mana destabilizer from dispersing the mana with a good deal of effort. It was worth it, though.

They were now locked in a box of Matt’s making, and when combined with him locking down space, there was only one way in or out. Through him.

A few short and brutal exchanges later, Matt had his moment. He seized it, ignoring Maven’s desperate counterattack that attempted to cut off his head.

“So many lives lost as a distraction. Ventillyria didn’t ask for your attack. It and its people didn’t ask to be just a chess piece in your games. They were normal people who just wanted to live. Instead, you brought pain and suffering to generations. Do you know how painful it is for children to be ripped from their parents? Do you know how hard it is for mothers and fathers to grieve for the loss of their children? To walk through the ruins and only see the corpses of everybody you ever knew? To see the blood of your loved ones pool on the floor? Do you have any idea how it feels? Because I do. I've been there. I've been one of those orphans, one of those people trying to put their life back together and put it behind them. I know how hard it is. How it always stays with you like a stain only you can see, but that can’t be scrubbed away no matter how much you try. But you don't. You have no idea. You can justify anything as long as it furthers your aims. Can you even understand how it feels when you have no power? How it feels to be at the whims of others? Can you, Maven?"

Matt finally looked at Maven’s corpse, hanging limply in his grasp, as he asked the last question, her essence long since returned to the Realm.

He had been saving the void-modified [Mana Claws] from Frederic for this very moment. He had saved it through a dozen opportunities for possible revenge like when he had turned Maven’s armor into a talisman. A massive part of him had salivated at the idea of going for the opportunity in that moment, but while they fought outside the ship, there had been the chance that Maven could activate some life-saving treasure that would teleport her back to the ship before the claws of void mana could dig all the way through her specialty-made armors.

Even that fleeting chance had been wholly unacceptable, which was why Matt had waited. He knew he only had one shot at using the spell before Maven and the rest of the Harmony Accords would be aware and prepare for it.

So, he had held back until he was guaranteed to land a decisive blow.

With the deep purple glow from his fingers fading as he unclenched them from their place deep inside Maven’s skull, hand still tingling from the void mana that had coursed through it even with his Stygian Gossamer. Matt felt empty , but he kept looking, not for himself, but for Ventillyria.

Some of those who had experienced the attacks would still be alive even now, almost two hundred years later, and Matt hoped this moment could put to rest at least some part of the hatred they must feel. He knew that, when the Junipers had been taken to task, he had been able to breathe easy for the first time since the incident.

He just wished he could have delivered on his promise earlier than this. So many would have grown old and died without ever seeing vengeance wrought on their behalf.

Without Matt’s constant reinforcements, Long Zhiyuan was able to break through, but Matt ignored him for long enough to take one last look at Maven.

Dropping her, Matt turned, blocking Long Zhiyuan’s slash with his forearm and letting [Regeneration] close the wound even as his Millennium Willow Lifesap broke the curses that had tried to take root in him.

Now that it was one-on-one, Matt reached for Long Zhiyuan’s head just like he had Maven’s. The skill was still on cooldown, but Long Zhiyuan didn’t know that. Long Zhiyuan retreated with a burst of flames, but Matt ignored him in favor of retrieving his blade from the pillar next to them.

He needed to break the pillar to free his blade, but as he got a message from Darrow, Matt turned his attention from Long Zhiyuan to his Intent’s Anchor.

His Heart of a Black Hole pulsed with power, and Matt threw his Intent into working.

He crushed and condensed.

His mana turned ink black.

[Overcharge] allowed him to boost the amount of mana he cast a spell with, and he paired it with [Cosmic Presence]. Reality warped as the gravity increased, but Matt kept himself at the center of the power letting it crush him down. He even added a healthy application of [Metal Manipulation] to rip and tear anything that refused to bend.

Matt hardly felt the pain, but he pushed the feedback loop until his organs started to be crushed into mush. Right as he felt himself reaching his limits, Matt switched to his repulsion effect and pushed everything away from himself as hard as he could. He didn’t just use his normal repulsion effect but added the Minkalla-given explosion effect as well.

Together the outward wave of pressure was too much for the ship to handle, and Matt felt his spiritual perception finally free itself from the confines of the ship as it popped like an overfull balloon.

Long Zhiyuan vomited out a mouth full of blood, as he had taken a majority of the attack head on being so close to Matt. Before Matt could finish him off with a burst of [Dragon’s Breath], he surrendered and vanished into his own shadow.

The ship was still twisting and turning as it tore itself apart, but Matt made everything worse as he flew out to join his team.

Before he even rejoined the fight, the overall surrender went out.

The Harmony Accords had run out of backup plans and had finally given up.

Matt was just processing that when he got an even more shocking message.

The war was over. An armistice had been agreed upon to sign an official peace deal.

He had no doubt that the Tier 50s had been watching this fight, and their victory had signaled the end of the war. It was just a question of whether it had been enough. Had Aiden won in the Tier 35 bracket? Had their victory been enough to tip the scales in the Empire's favor or had they only been clawing back some modicum of war score for the Empire?

No matter how it turned out, they had done their best, and that was genuinely enough for Matt. Even with all the power in the Realm they couldn’t do everything. So long as they did their best that was all anyone could ask for. Even his own conscience.

Seeing that both Liz and Aster were alive, Matt finally let himself fully relax for the first time since Eric's death.
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Emmanuel permitted himself a small smirk as he studied a projection of the Harmony Accords’ smoldering flagship. For the second time in as many hours, his faith in his Ascenders had been rewarded, and he was thrilled. He and the other Tier 50s had remained in their war summit hall as he’d projected what was likely the final battle of the war above their conference table. He’d phrased it as a convenience but, in truth, he was delighted that they wouldn’t be able to study Matthew in-person while he was fighting.

“Is there any need to continue this farce?”

Janet drummed her fingers on the table, then shook her head. There was a certain kind of quiet resignation in the action. “No, I think we’ve seen plenty. As President of the Everlasting Republic, I hereby extend an offer of armistice.”

The crystal set into the table glowed softly. Emmanuel and Allister gave their own offers of armistice, followed somewhat more reluctantly by Winter Hornet, and finally Virgil, holding an impressive amount of fury in reserve such that none of it made it to her face.

The AI powering the table whirred, and as the remaining Tier 50s provided their respective insights into the war, values accumulated. Nearly every battle in the war was analyzed, and the accomplishments of the soldiers were tallied and totaled.

The warscore for each involved Great Power, for each Tier bracket, quickly popped up, along with a long list of events which needed reviewing. After hundreds of thousands of years, most events had a fairly clear correlation to their score, but most were not all, and there were always accomplishments that needed direct discussion to properly weigh their merits.

Unsurprisingly, Aiden’s most recent fight was at the top of the list. Specifically, how it impacted the final victory status of his Tier.

“Do you accept the loss in the Tier 35 bracket?” Janet asked.

Emmanuel dismissed the question with a snort. “Aiden may be seriously injured, but Maya and Yun Me are captured and seriously damaged themselves. That in no way constitutes a proper victory in the Tier 35 bracket.”

“And yet the accomplishments of a single man were unable to turn the tides of war so utterly,” Winter Hornet spoke. “Regardless of how remarkable, the simple truth remains that your forces were pushed back a nearly unprecedented amount. That The Drowner prevented the loss of your regional capital does not gainsay the simple fact that it was threatened. You do not possess the manpower required to recapture said territory. Besides the rewards due your Masters will be provided, yet that does not obviate your weakness.”

Emmanuel looked at each in turn, very obviously letting his spiritual sense loosen and probe across the battlefield, seeing the wreckage of their once-grand armada. He said nothing, merely allowing his actions to speak for themselves. He had a very particular balance to strike, and while a nominal loss in the Tier 35 bracket suited his purposes just fine, he would be doing his character a disservice if he didn’t at least present the front for desiring an undisputed victory.

It took some time but, eventually, Janet gritted her teeth and conceded the point. “A draw in the Tier 35 bracket, then. Not that it matters. And that’s the most you’re getting.”

Winter Hornet and Virgil grudgingly agreed, and Emmanuel turned back to the negotiations. “Acceptable.”

“It still doesn’t matter,” Virgil pointed out. “You only managed a victory in the Tier 25 bracket, and even that is mostly by technicality. A narrow victory and a draw in two of the major brackets does not offset a loss in all the other brackets. They may be minor, but they add up. You still lose.”

Emmanuel nodded, conceding that point. It was exactly where he wanted to be all things said. A victory here would look great on paper, but he needed time where the Empire couldn’t be attacked more than the win. A victory would limit how much the other Great Powers could demand from him, and he wanted the other leaders to ask for as long of a peace treaty as possible. He needed to play his cards carefully here as he didn’t want to appear eager for a prolonged peace. That would make the other leaders suspicious at a time he could ill afford it. Thus, he needed to make it appear like he would only accept the longer peace begrudgingly.

With things being so close to a white peace, where nothing of real significance would be exchanged, the other Great Powers would have to pay out the nose for any kind of restrictions to the Empire’s expansion. Which was something all six of the other Great Powers were greatly interested in.

Considering he was perfectly content to halt their expansion anyway, in preparation for the upcoming true war that would no doubt be kicked off by Matthew’s mana generation, a slight loss was the best ending he could ask for to this war. It was another ‘concession’ he would appear to make that was perfectly aligned with his plans for preparation.

That the war was so closely contested was only possible thanks to the efforts of his Ascenders, and that fact was well known by all the Great Power leaders.

Ironically, the payouts for two of his three Ascenders would be larger than the war loss payouts he would owe to the Republic, Sects, and Federation.

It was all Emmanuel could do from rubbing his hands together and cackling like a lunatic at the thought.

There was an art to looking disappointed naturally, attempting to hide the emotion in a way that would, nonetheless, be visible to the canny—which everyone in this room was counted among—yet not look forced. He performed admirably by his own reckoning and silently gave his weigh-in to the remaining disputed score events, concluding his part to play in the war. “Now, for convenience’s sake, we may as well officially convene the peace summit?”

Virgil growled but nodded while Winter Hornet said, “I suppose there will be no more interesting fights, so we might as well. If we are calling the end of the war, I would have Yun Me returned to me now, that she may receive proper healing.”

Emmanuel nodded his assent, then reached out to the prisoner’s healing station, where Yun Me and Maya were currently being treated. Both were in plain white prisoner garments and laden with cultivation, mana, and Domain suppressants, but it was a matter of simplicity for Emmanuel to retrieve them both—leaving a message as he did so as to not cause alarm—and deposit them each in turn within their respective Great Power’s healing stations.

The action received a nod of acknowledgement from both Janet and Winter Hornet and hopefully demonstrated his willingness to cooperate. With the speeds they were operating at, they would likely be finished with the majority of their negotiations before the swap was noted by the respective healing stations, but such gestures were important, nonetheless.

The other Tier 50s finished providing their respective weights on the disputed warscore events, and the AI provided the final tallies. Emmanuel nodded, content enough with the final tallies even if they were slightly lower than he might have preferred.

Continuing in his formal tone, he said, “Then, let the battles stop and the pieces settle where they may.”

He flicked between a dozen Talent sets and cast just as many spells, carrying the proclamation of peace across what few battlefields were still active. It was primarily meant as a demonstration of power, but he also foresaw the action saving quite a few lives, and that made it worthwhile unto itself.

He also foresaw that there would be three battlefields that ignored his orders, wanting to finish their grudges before the war was officially over. A quick projection and focusing of his will preempted that, freezing everyone long enough to get the message across that the fighting was over.

Looking back to the other Tier 50s, Emmanuel asked, “What are your demands?”

Virgil spoke before the other two could. “I want all the occupied land we control. I⁠—”

Emmanuel didn’t let her finish. “No.”

“No? Are you refusing to negotiate, Emmanuel?” Virgil looked almost gleeful at the thought.

“I am negotiating, unlike you. A negotiation requires a good faith effort from all involved parties to come to a mutually satisfactory conclusion, something you show no evidence of partaking in. To begin with, your war score is insufficient to even claim that much land.” Letting his eyes harden, Emmanuel let his distaste for her show. “And furthermore, I would sooner see those planets burn than fall under your control.”

That earned a snort of respect from Tobias, who sneered at Virgil’s angry glare she sent his direction. There was an expected flare of anger from Janet, no doubt from his not-so-tacit admission he would be willing to allow the war to escalate, along with a minor expression of concern from JR and Aoife, but he could deal with that. Actually, there was at least a minor amount of concern coming from Allister as well, but it was fine.

Looking at Janet and Winter Hornet, Emmanuel continued. “With the war score being so close, let me state my position. I will not give up a single planet. That is my final line, and all negotiation needs to start from there.”

Janet smiled and responded, “That will be expensive in terms of war score, but I have no issues with such a demand.”

With Winter Hornet’s agreement, Virgil had no standing to continue down that line of argument.

Winter Hornet spoke with a gesture around him. “The main issue is, and always has been, the Empire’s unbridled expansion. The Empire must agree to no outward expansion for the duration of the treaty. Standard rules apply about enveloping and other such underhanded methods. Is there any problem with such an arrangement?”

Emmanuel drew a breath, then let it out aimlessly. “The wellbeing of my people is my primary concern.”

That seemed to take the tension out of all the ostensibly neutral third parties and the general atmosphere changed to a more cordial one.

Janet stared down Virgil, who looked like she wanted to interject, and when the other woman finally backed down Janet spoke. “Very well, then I ought to have plenty of war score to insist upon a full audit of your so-called Path of Ascension, specifically in regard to investigating the suspicion that you are utilizing unscrupulous methods to create promising candidates for Gladiatorial status. This includes but isn’t limited to staging planet wide rift breaks, dosing mortals with Natural Treasures, and myriad other dangerous methods.”

That was a serious accusation and Emmanuel let himself frown. He’d hoped that Janet had moved on to other, more important things but, apparently, she was still pushing for her audit. Technically, there was nothing illegal in doing those things to one's own citizens unless it was related to the Path.

Tobias wasn’t wrong when he pointed out that the other Great Powers hadn’t moved to free his people from the Federation predations until the Federation was about to get another Tier 46 planet, which would have tipped the scales of power. Those same scales of power were the reason the other powers had declared war on the Empire, and why Emmanuel was happy to restrict his growth for the next few thousand years.

None of them would easily allow another Great Power to become ascendent and threaten the others’ sovereignty. They were all content with their slow and steady growth with each of them ruling over their own territories that gradually expanded as higher-Tier worlds drifted through or near their network of worlds.

Mistreating one's citizens was not a reason for doing something as invasive as an audit, but when it came to the Path…things became more complicated. Those treaties were some of the oldest and most well-tested agreements. By using that angle, Janet might be able to get the others to agree.

Thankfully, Emmanuel wasn’t caught off guard by such a request.

“Even with your score, an investigation on the scale you’re proposing requires proper cause. What evidence do you present that I have violated any of the Duskblade Accords?”

“I have proof here that you, through your newest Tier 47 king, Frederic Macheteuil, have been conducting experiments to almost a dozen cut off worlds.”

Emmanuel allowed himself to smile. Frederic’s maneuvering to cover for Matthew and Melinda’s Talents had worked even better than he’d supposed. “Those worlds are being utilized to test various social reforms in isolation, and since their exclusion, no candidates for the Path of Ascension have come from any of them.”

With a wave of his hand, he conjured copies of the initial reports generated by said social reforms, further backed up by evidence that no Pathers had come from any of the planets in question, and entirely annihilating that particular angle of attack.

Janet glared at him. “You set that up.”

“Of course, I did,” Emmanuel replied. “I gave personal approval to the project. Now, if you’re speaking of making it look as though intentional maltreatment of civilians will result in stronger cultivators, that is also true. Consider it a lesson that when you seek out conspiracy, you will always find something odd. No matter the truth of the matter.”

Considering he wasn’t doing underhanded experiments on his people, Emmanuel wasn’t worried about any other information coming up. He was sure there was some noble somewhere doing unethical experiments, but anything less than state approved interference would never be accepted by the others.

Janet looked like she had eaten a lemon, and interestingly enough, Virgil flinched slightly, and Aoife pursed her lips slightly. Frederic hadn't been wrong when he expected another of the Great Powers to take the bait. Winter Hornet inclined his head in interest, making Emmanuel suspect that he might have also attempted to copy their apparent methods.

Emmanuel shook his head at the Sects propensity to reach for any avenue of power, but nothing Frederic had faked buying was inherently dangerous.

From Virgil's expression, Emmanuel suspected she had been more enthusiastic in her application of the very expensive resources to a number of planets.

Janet worked her jaw but ended up nodding. “Regardless of the true nature of the actions taken by King Macheteuil, I possess substantive concerns with the actions taken by your Duke Primal, Duchess Vetalin, and the evidence we’ve seen in the worlds overseen by⁠—”

She was interrupted by Virgil, who gestured to Emmanuel while looking at the other Tier 50s. “Why do you even bother? He has an answer for everything. He has plans within plans. We are all just dancing to his tune. If you all fear being eclipsed like you say you do, I suggest we attack him here and now. You all were willing to attack the Federation for getting too strong, but you watch as the Empire plays its game? Janet, you harp about the Empire and its expansionist nature every other year. You bitch and moan about how evil the Empire is for what they do to their people, but you roll over at the first rebuttal. Are you all foolish enough to ignore what is right in front of you?”

Emmanuel wasn’t surprised at the words trying to incite a true war with him, but he was surprised to hear that argument come from Virgil. It sounded more like something Janet would peddle. If Janet had pushed that point, he would have been worried, as despite her hatred for the Empire, she was well regarded by their peers.

While she was wrong, her conclusions made sense when taking into consideration her limited information and internal biases. It was even likely the other GP leaders held similar suspicions, if not so fervently as Janet.

But Virgil? No one liked the Federation. That they still existed spoke more to the fact that there were insufficient suitable factions to form two new Great Powers than anything else. Even what had become the Monster Collective wasn’t entirely suitable to all, but when the Tier 46 planet arrived in Federation space, action had been forced.

Given Virgil’s endlessly inflammatory language, he would be unsurprised if the Federation failed to exist for more than a handful of generations past his own. But none of them could act, for any attempt to overthrow them would simply be an attempt to, whether intentionally or not, create a puppet state. And none of the other Great Powers would allow that much power consolidation.

It was almost amusing to watch Janet defend him, but Emmanuel knew when it was best to keep his mouth shut.

“There is plenty I detest about the Empire, yet I am willing to let the subtle abuses lie in favor of the blatant ones, Virgil. Be thankful that I can’t declare war on you here and now. Your actions taken with this very war have been sufficient to earn my enmity. You are a pale shadow of your grandfather, and you are rotting away your people with your very presence.”

Virgil looked like she wanted to rebut Janet’s statement, but the pure hatred radiating off Tobias combined with the lack of support from the others forced her to close her mouth.

Turning her attention to Emmanuel, Janet continued what she was saying before. “And, once again, regardless of your intentional misdirect, abuses persist within your subjects, and the simple existence of such a misdirect merely confirms that you have something to hide. Though I will concede that the evidence to root it out now is insufficient, I will not allow your blatant abuses to persist either. You kill billions in your meatgrinder, that is foul enough and will not be allowed to stand.”

Emmanuel gauged the reaction of the others and frowned as he saw acceptance and agreement in most of the other Tier 50s.

He hadn’t wanted things to swing this way, but he had expected it.

This avenue of attack was measured and stood in stark contrast to Virgil's latest move, making it seem all the more reasonable. It was so well timed, Emmanuel had to consider if the latest outburst had been a play to make Janet's suggestion seem more reasonable.

Ultimately, the other Tier 50s worried about the Empire's recent growth. But growth meant more than just their outward expansion and more planets, even though those metrics were a significant part of it. The Empire had been pushing social reforms to make things better for the low Tiers. This increased the birth rate, but that alone would have only put them on equal footing with the Republic. The Republic treated their mortals well, but kept them on low-Tier worlds that, while posing little danger, had limited room for advancement.

Large populations meant nothing in terms of Great Power growth without the ability to convert a portion of those people into productive immortal cultivators.

That was where the initiatives to raise each and every planet to Tier 5 came in. It was ruinously expensive for the Empire’s budget, requiring a significant amount of his personal funds and careful management of expenses and taxes for higher-Tier citizens. The theoretical payback period for such efforts was sometime in the fifty-to-ninety-thousand-year timeframe with their current tax policies, but that was a price Emmanuel’s grandmother had been willing to pay for future prosperity.

Now, the planets she had poured resources into so long ago were paying dividends for Emmanuel and the current Empire.

A Tier 5 world itself wasn’t valuable in the same way that a higher-Tier world was. After all, no immortals could directly be raised from a Tier 5 world. But that wasn’t where the benefits came from. The largest benefit of a Tier 5 world was the fact it was filled to the brim with Tier 1 and Tier 2 rifts. Those rifts might be quickly pushed through for a dedicated delver but, on higher-Tier worlds, their absence became serious bottlenecks for anyone low-Tier wishing to delve rather than advance through cultivating ambient essence.

Not that there was anything truly wrong with cultivating ambient essence, and there were plenty of immortals who achieved their status without ever setting foot within a rift. Especially those living on the higher-Tier worlds, where it was possible, albeit difficult, to reach Tier 15 entirely utilizing ambient essence.

Of course, such immortals contributed comparatively little to the greater Empire. Theories abounded for the why, yet the statistics didn’t lie. The higher-Tier one was when they delved, the less likely they were to either excel, particularly in combat. And the Empire needed the excellent.

The average individual, of any Tier, consumed more than they produced. It was the few outstanding individuals who created the infrastructure the Empire needed, who fought and won its wars, who tethered new planets to the growing web, and contributed the most in taxes, perpetuating the enormous machine which was Emmanuel’s Empire.

The Path had, therefore, been seen as a way to produce more of those exceptional individuals, take the existing infrastructure designed to get as many people to as high a Tier as they could manage with minimal oversight, and widen the scope. Instead of separating planets and pacifying the low-Tier worlds with low-Tier or unAwakened individuals, letting them slowly Tier up on their own over hundreds of millennia, his grandmother had seen it as a way to produce far more of the Empire’s true lifeblood, its people. Making better use of the planets they had, essentially, rather than always scrabbling for more.

That was why he wasn’t worried about the restrictions on expansion and other such measures, as they didn’t stymie the real engine of the Empire’s growth.

His planets would still slowly reach Tier 5 and produce more fighters. These fighters would populate the lower immortal Tiers and eventually be incentivized to join the military in record numbers to continue moving upward. Even without Matthew and his mana, the Empire would eventually grow to a point where their armies were larger than those of all the other Great Powers put together, should they not copy its methods.

It was just a matter of time and creating the opportunities for those ambitious mortals to be able to rise up.

That last bit was the rub with limiting the Path in any way. With his father’s reforms, the Path had turned into something of a social service thanks to its existing infrastructure and being outside the local nobles’ control. It even served as a light form of auditing, ensuring a literal path out of even the most mismanaged and abusive worlds.

He had expected this to come in the worst-case scenario, and he even had plans in place to mitigate it.

He was willing to give in this area for a small amount of time, but he would make them pay for it and would do his best to minimize restrictions.

“Neither myself nor my forbearers have overstepped the Path treaties, and to say so is slander. If you wish to restrict me from having too many Ascenders, buy them out. Do not get upset because we have found something that works.”

That might have been a little too blunt, but Emmanuel believed his best option was to play hardball rather than seem like he was capitulating.

Aoife raised a finger as soon as he finished. Officially, the other Tier 50s were here as third parties, and shouldn't be interfering so directly now that the peace treaty was being argued, but Emmanuel didn’t move to stop her from speaking.

“We will not fall for your trap, Emperor Emmanuel. Regardless of your claims that you are not influencing your Legends program, and the lack of proof to make a formal accusation, the existing trends speak of your strategy. Perhaps you are simply accelerating key talent for now, keeping within the bounds of good discretion. Yet per your own admission, both of your most recent Ascenders received an early manager, which is not in violation of your bylaws, yet certainly leans upon it. Then, you utilize two concurrent groups of Ascenders, team them up with many other excellent soldiers, and we never truly test any of them individually. No doubt, you saw Ascenders Light and Shadow’s capabilities as a tremendous fortune, letting one of your Ascenders present enough of a threat that we couldn’t afford to challenge them again and again, reinforcing the illusion.

“You had hoped this would go unchallenged, and then each time you push just a little bit further, until you are overflowing with Ascenders. Perhaps some are weaker, perhaps some are stronger, but they would be legitimate in name only, and strong enough to present a threat and overwhelm us with sheer numbers. Though each time only bending the rules slightly, presenting your forces in the optimal situation to project a show of force. In this way, you seek to drain us dry, fueling your own ambitions with a veneer of legitimacy. It is clever, to be sure. But we will not dance to your tune.”

Emmanuel quirked an eyebrow. Denying Aoife’s projections would do nothing but make him look guilty, so he didn’t even bother. “I hope that this isn’t some lead-up to an attempt to shortchange my Ascenders of the due they’ve earned.”

The Clans leader crossed her arms. “Of course not. Excellence deserves its own reward. Simply be aware that you are not as subtle as you may think.”

What went unsaid, of course, was the way in which each of the others would be scouring to find what the supposed ‘secret trick’ he’d stumbled upon was, so that they could make their own Ascenders. They were each trying their own things, of course, but the Empire had clearly already found the ‘secret,’ as though there was any sort of secret inherent to letting people choose their own destiny and pursue it as hard as they saw fit.

It was as grotesque as it was fascinating, at times. The Federation had been tightening its grip all the more around those with promising Talents, as though no less than three of his Ascenders would have been overlooked on account of their first Awakening.

The Clans had been intentionally allowing additional rift breaks to happen on some of their worlds, hoping that it would encourage those with the spark and motivation needed to select themselves as Heroes, ignoring those who would never have the good fortune to ever prove themselves.

The Republic… Emmanuel wasn’t entirely certain what the Republic was doing. The Veil seemed directly counter to the idea of sourcing talent from the masses found on low-Tier worlds, yet he had no doubt they were doing something.

Last he’d heard, the Corporations had begun subsidizing transportation to lower-Tier worlds for the purposes of advancement, and the Monster Collective was loosely working toward some of the same reforms as the Guilds had initiated. But they were decentralized enough that progress was immensely slow going.

Meanwhile, the Sects had been subjecting unAwakened peasants to grueling trials before letting the ‘farmborn’ Awaken and join minor sects, with an additional formalized pathway to more prominent Sects. It was a flawed system in many ways, but it was immensely close to being incredibly effective, and probably far more ‘efficient’ than the Empire’s own efforts, looking purely at it from a strength perspective.

Which, of course, they would.

If there was one thing the Sects knew, it was strength. The Empire had more people, the Republic had better logistics, the Corporations had better items, and the Sects took horrific losses whenever they lost with how many of their soldiers fought to the death. But they still were one of the strongest Great Powers, because ‘forged in fire, beaten with steel’ meant on a one-for-one basis, they beat comparable soldiers from nearly any other Great Power.

That only intensified at higher Tiers, where the internal contests for the Royal equivalent positions ensured that nearly all of their rulers were utterly terrifying, in one way or another. In the lead-ups to Winter Hornet’s taking of the Tier 50 slot, he’d had to fight Tier 45 ancient monsters, two of whom had been older than Yun Me herself. Monsters who had been consolidating power for over a million years, crushed under his fist. That he won was more a testament to his strength rather than any condemnation of the ancients he’d beaten, for each of them had been powerhouses.

From a personal viewpoint, Emmanuel would argue that his system of giving people freedom was inherently better, but in the view of a Great Power’s leader who only cared about combat power, the Sects’ method worked.

But the truth—his Truth—was simple: I Am Not A Tyrant. It was inherent to him and a not-insignificant weight as to why he didn’t want the Empire to become ascendant. He wasn’t a tyrant, but that was no assurance that in five, ten generations after him, the Emperor of the day likewise wouldn’t be. It was, gauging by history and his peers, far more likely. Setting the Empire up in that position was merely preparing for abuse, condemning untold trillions to a worse life that he could have otherwise improved.

Besides, competition drove innovation, drove progress. Without that drive, complacency set in. Any Great Power that stood ascendant would eventually go the way of the Glorious Everlasting Kingdom of Prosperity. Without that threat from all sides, none of the other Great Powers would even be considering to give their unAwakened citizens anything akin to a better life via cultivation.

Living in harmony was the ideal outcome, but such was not the nature of reality.

His vision for a better future was more thoughts than concrete plans because he didn’t think the other Tier 50s would believe or trust him. But when Matthew’s mana eventually did come to light, his ideal outcome would be one where they all had Tier 50 worlds. Or, everyone but Virgil. He’d rather Ascend than give her one iota more of power.

The issue in that grand vision came from keeping the Empire and Matthew independent. There was no point in setting oneself on fire to help keep others warm, and Emmanuel had no intention of letting the Empire be subjugated for their mana. That was why there would be a true war. The others would want to monopolize the mana like they thought he was going to, and any protestations otherwise would fall on deaf ears.

After all, most of them would love to see their Great Power the only remaining power, so obviously Emmanuel would feel the same way.

Emmanuel nodded slowly to Aoife, conceding the point. “Regardless of your view of my alleged plans, no degree of speculation will make me any more inclined to surrender my greatest weapon. If you desire to dismantle the tool which I have found that works, I hope you are prepared to pay for it.”

At the same time, he sent a message to Allister.

In order to get the enemy Tier 50s to ask for a longer peace treaty, he needed to appear on the back foot in negotiations. Having the Guilds request a separate peace agreement with the other side would reduce the Empire’s total warscore and worsen his bargaining position. The others would probably see it as a betrayal and the start of heavy friction on the Empire and Guilds’ alliance, which was a good thing. It would make the Empire seem even weaker and would play into the idea of slowing the Empire down.

Flexing his spiritual sense, Allister got everyone's attention. “Before Emmanuel finishes, I would like to argue for my own separate peace treaty. The Guilds want a quantity of territory equivalent to our current occupation. Our warscore, unlike the Federation, is sufficient for such a proposal.” He shot Virgil a glare that almost started a fight right then and there.

Emmanuel didn’t interfere as Allister hashed out their own peace treaty, but he was happy the Guilds would profit from this war. They would be taking almost a hundred new planets, with six Tier 15 planets and two Tier 20s. For a war where they had initially lost territory and were a secondary target, it was a fantastic treaty.

Emmanuel pretended to huff about the betrayal, glaring in Allister’s direction. He frowned as Janet turned to him. “In light of the Guilds’ independent agreement, you lose about twenty percent of your total warscore. While it is true that we possess insufficient pull to force a restructuring of your Path of Ascension, I believe we can certainly come to an agreement that the degree of bloodshed you inflict upon your people as a smokescreen for your secrets is horrific. You are to limit deaths of those upon the Path of Ascension to no more than say five million per year, with scaling penalties per Pather that exceeds that amount. If your methods truly work, then surely you can make it work with a smaller pile of children’s bodies in your wake.”

Emmanuel frowned. That equated to roughly a four percent death rate, given current Path numbers, which had only been growing in recent decades. But when the Path tended to average a forty percent death rate, that was untenable, especially since he wanted to expand it still.

It also reeked of hypocrisy in that Janet judged him for Pathers deaths when she let uncountable billions die on veil worlds who could be healed with even minor magical healing. Really, it was an excuse to slow them down, similar to how everyone declared war on the Federation for the treatment of those with bloodlines, when in reality it was about the Tier 46 planet.

Still, none of that changed his rebuttal. “Five million is far too small. That’s lower than even typical standard delving death rates for low-Tiers. Seventy-five million.”

“Seventy-five million children per year,” Janet glowered. “And you call Virgil a monster. That’s steeper than even the Sects’ death rate.”

Winter Hornet snorted at the snipe at him. “The strong separating themselves from the chaff is best done by the edge of a blade. This is only natural. Though, there is nothing to be gained from adding further chaff to the harvest. Fifty million, perhaps. With your current size, that is comparable to your so-claimed typical death rates. Surely your selectors are capable of determining those who have truly no hope at advancing?”

Emmanuel withheld a frown. The people he was referring to were the ones who benefited most from the Path as a social program, from destitute worlds and with detrimental Talents. It was intended to serve as a comparatively harmless route off their homeworlds, but they were the ones who tended to push themselves further than they should and held a commensurately higher death rate as a result. Eliminating them would reduce the overall deaths, yes, but delving was hazardous even at the best of times.

Janet shook her head. “Fifty million may be acceptable to you, but I hold myself to higher standards. Twenty-five million. There is no need to inflict so innumerably many short lives with naught but bloodshed. Plus, a reduction in funding.”

Emmanuel pointed out the issue there. “I would never give you so much access as to enforce a funding limit. I didn’t lose the war that bad, even with the Guilds backing out at the last minute.”

Janet agreed with him after a moment of pondering the issue. “It's true I can’t force it, but I will still insist on it.”

Virgil finally got herself under control enough to speak. “Resources. If Janet wishes to burn her warscore on trivialities, she is welcome to do so. For a start, I want two dozen vials of the Dragon blood you have been throwing around.”

That earned agreement from Winter Hornet. “I am also interested in that resource. I’ve heard of its potency and am…intrigued. My coordinators for the Dao Child program have expressed interest in what it might do.”

Emmanuel had expected such a request and easily agreed. “That can be arranged, though our source is very limited. The price associated is ten times what you seem to expect it to be.”

It took a while, but they eventually hashed out an agreement for the price of the now officially named Primordial Dragon Blood. It was the only source in the Realm of bloodline essence from a creature above Tier 3, and while it carried no other benefits, that sole one was impressive unto its own. During the negotiations, Aoife, Tobias, and JR each independently negotiated trade deals for it themselves now that a price had been established.

The discussion of trade goods had naturally slipped into what the Empire would be getting from the war. Yes, they would be keeping their planets, but the others had expressed a desire to buy out not one, but two Ascenders. That would prove…exciting.

“So, who do you want to buy out?” he asked rhetorically.

Tobias grunted out a snort that might have been a laugh. “Light and Shadow, of course, as well as Waters. Both of them must be removed posthaste.”

Emmanuel had harbored a faint hope they may have also mentioned Matthew, Elizabeth, and Aster, but they had a fairly standard degree of impact insofar as Ascenders went. It would have just been very amusing to have them pay for Matthew’s rapid Tier ups when that only assisted the Empire. Still, it was better this way. The less they looked at Matthew, the better.

“Very well. Then, let’s begin.”

The first stage was straightforward enough. Any Great Power interested in buying out an Ascender had to provide a guaranteed non-aggression and defense clause, wherein any attacks made against the Empire for the next five hundred years would be made against effectively the entire Realm.

Five hundred years was typical, to give the armies a bit of time to re-normalize in the wake of being so warped around a singular entity, and Emmanuel attempted to argue that they should receive a full thousand, to compensate for the fact they were buying out two Ascenders, but was countered by the fact that Light and Shadow hadn’t been present long enough to substantially warp the armies around their presence.

He didn’t mind too much, though. By that same precedent, he’d been able to argue that on account of them buying Zack and Allison out in the wake of their very first war, the Empire’s investment in them didn’t have enough time to pay out, and therefore they needed a fairly substantial degree of monetary compensation as restitution.

They’d agreed, of course. Coming from negotiations where he was very much on the backfoot, it was a breath of fresh air to have so much leverage. Because, unlike the war, where he couldn’t simply walk away from negotiations, the initiative for buying out an Ascender was entirely on the behalf of the others.

They had to convince both him personally and the Ascenders they were aiming to remove from the wars that this offer, here and now, was a better deal for them than what they could get by just continuing as they were and perhaps going on more offensive wars to gain spoils from conquest.

It was his job to serve as an advocate for both his Ascenders and his people, ensuring that neither of them were shortchanged but instead rewarded handsomely for their efforts.

“Now, I hope that this doesn’t come a surprise to you all, because I hold most of your intelligences in high regard.” His slight earned him a few glares, but it was worth it. “But part of this compensation will need to be planets.”

“Planets haven’t been awarded as part of a directed buyout since The Raven Queen,” Aoife glared, “and you’re pushing for them now instead of during the political considerations?”

“Well, because you’re forbidding Light and Shadow from getting any of their own, of course. Come now, three of you attack me the moment they finish the Path, then the moment they begin to snap back you surrender and say that you want to see them never fight again? They’re Tier 25, and Waters reached Tier 32 less than an hour ago. They’ve barely had time to capture a proper Capital for themselves. You know Empire traditions regarding this sort of thing, are you trying to flout them?”

JR gave a cawing laugh at Emmanuel saying that Aiden was ‘only Tier 32,’ but the rest of his point was valid.

“Look, I’ll put it simply. If you want to prevent me from expanding and are denying my Ascenders the ability to win a duchy via direct conquest, I will need to give them lands to rule. I don’t think any of us want to deal with two groups of nomadic Ascenders, looking for excitement elsewhere?”

Each Great Power handled their most excitable warriors differently, to prevent the more nomadic raiding of border worlds that could spark minor conflicts. The Empire had historically promoted any Ascenders to be the new head of their noble house, but when Agatha had opened the Path to non-nobles, she extended the rule such that they formed the head of a new noble house.

His father had furthered that initiative by encouraging each Ascender to make a business and then spread it through the Empire. The old rule had been applied for and by noble families that wanted to expand their influence so it had long been set in precedence.

When the Path expansions came through and far more commoner-born children became Ascenders, peak elites, and pinnacle fighters, the noble families had only been able to grit their teeth at the unintended impact of the old convention. Emmanuel’s father had seen the opportunity to both weaken the hereditary nobles and tie the interests of Ascenders closer to the Empire.

Unlike the noble families that raised their children with the desire to own land and control things, the commoner Ascenders were a little too unattached for his father's liking. Ascenders defecting wasn’t common, but it had happened once or twice, and having them become nobles and start a business tied their interests more firmly to the Empire. Though neither was required, and monetary rewards were possible for those with unstable personalities.

Emmanuel could most certainly find a duchy with a non-hereditary noble family and buy them out for the kids, but why would he do that when he could get his enemies to pay for it?

JR was nodding, but Emmanuel decided to try and push it just a bit further, making eye contact with Janet, Virgil, and Winter Hornet. “And I want the majority of these planets to come from your powers. You were the ones pushing the entire Realm into this situation, I won’t let you escape the consequences of your actions so easily.”

He looked at Janet and let his contempt show. “And with your planets, we can see how best to cleanse the insanity you propagate.”

Janet bristled. “You will destroy the peaceful lives of billions and call it mercy. Those people chose to leave the pursuit of cultivation in the hopes it would lead to a better life for them and their children.”

“Their ancestors did.”

“We all live in the wake of the choices made by our forebearers. And yet you condemn us for creating a place where something other than Tier reigns supreme,” Janet snapped right back at him.

“There are better ways to do that.”

There was a long pause after his last comment where the spiritual fluctuations increased between the other Tier 50s and until Janet waved a hand. “I don’t like it, but so be it.”

“We can negotiate the precise planets which will be provided, as well as any potential transportation logistics later,” Emmanuel deferred. “We can even involve Light and Shadow directly, if you’re so inclined. But I will not allow them to be shortchanged on their rightful due.”

JR tapped a claw on the table. “I suppose we have circled around the subject long enough. Legion, Titan, and Wraith. The peace treaties we are discussing will also affect them. If you desire the Empire to perform no expansion for a lengthy degree of time, how is the Empire supposed to recoup their expenses with them?”

Emmanuel hid his surprise. He’d intended Allister to be the one to bring up that particular point, and he shot the crow a grateful glance.

“We are not buying out a third Ascender simply because they had the good fortune to come about when another disruption occurred.” Janet glared.

“But JR is correct, it does affect them,” Winter Hornet agreed. “And their strength is not something which ought to go unnoticed.”

“A partial buyout, then?” Allister suggested.

“What, are you saying we only buy out half of a Slayer?” Virgil scoffed.

“No, don’t mandate that they must leave war Tiers, just…say, allow them to Tier up as they are wont to do, and purchase an agreement from Emmanuel that he will not delay them at Tier 35. The odds of them remaining long enough to outlast the non-aggression treaty is minimal, especially given they have peers who will be outpacing them. There’s little which drives Hero-types more than being outmatched, and in this way they’ll almost certainly Tier themselves out of the war without needing to directly persuade them.”

Emmanuel hesitated. That was an excellent outcome, all told. That would put the least spotlight on Matthew possible, while letting him not have to explain why he wasn’t holding an Ascender at Tier 35 until he ran out of excuses. “I am amenable to this solution, but only for the appropriate price, of course.”

“As is only right,” JR agreed.

That was when it started getting fun. All of the Great Powers had their own particular treasures and specialties that they normally clung to with an iron fist. They tended to leak eventually, which had happened to the Empire’s bottled concepts, but some things were truly irreplaceable. The spring on a Sects planet that produced liquid essence, the Republic’s twilight-aspected moon, the star in the Corporations which had been harnessed to produce Sparks of Intelligence and Revelatory Mind-Gems, the Federation’s Soul Furnace, and more besides.

Not all of them were useful to the Ascenders— Revelatory Mind-Gems helped one build an Intent, which obviously wasn’t needed for those who already possessed one, but there was always someone for whom they’d be immensely valuable, and Emmanuel got as much of it as he could.

Then, there were the Natural Treasures and skills.

Prismatic Feathers, capable of renewing the bloodline of a child to nearly full potency, so long as their parent possessed at least a tenuous one. They also somewhat increased the odds of a hybrid bloodline, but such things were secondary compared to the immense value they held to his bloodline-holding nobles.

He’d negotiated to get two bushels worth, and with over a hundred and seventy feathers soon to be in his possession, he had a very valuable resource on his hands for rewarding or purchasing goods from many of his internal noble factions. A shard of [Vigorous Thrusts of the Rooster] was shamelessly acquired for Leon, an Ember of Rekindled Stars for Mara, a Seed of the Primal World Tree for Tur’stal, and that was just the start.

Strange realm access for his Ascenders, guaranteed assistance in Tiering up growth items to Tier 45, Legacy access, a Tier 27 fire-aspected planet, custom collaborative work made by the Clans and Corporations, free access to Ancient Masters, the list kept growing.

There was still flex, of course. Without actual input from the Ascenders they were actually buying out, they couldn’t entirely finalize the deal. For instance, if Aiden refused to speak to JR about what a Place, the new piece of an Authority, was, then he obviously wouldn’t be making two completely custom commissions—one for Aiden himself and one for Emmanuel—but the deals between the Powers were complete.

Virgil had pushed quite hard for her own access to Aiden’s information regarding his Authority, but he’d been somewhat noncommittal, and deferred it to when he could later speak to the man. It was probably worthwhile, as JR would likely sell the knowledge once he had it, but there was something concerning about the way she’d asked that put Emmanuel on edge.

That aside, he would also be responsible for providing enough if Allison, Zack, or Aiden wanted substantially more than the current proposal offered, but he wasn’t especially worried about it.

All in all, the treaty was almost everything that Emmanuel could have hoped for.

The Empire officially lost the war and would give up some resources. They would also limit outward expansion to Tier 10 worlds or higher. This was effectively an outright ban on expanding considering how rare those planets were but did put them more in line with the historical expansion rates. They would have to cap allowable deaths on the Path for the duration of the treaty, finalizing at twenty-seven million per year.

Finally, they would have a period of seven thousand years of non-aggression with the Republic, Sects, and Federation. In return, the Empire maintained its pre-war borders and any worlds occupied during the duration of the conflict would be immediately returned to Empire control. Then, of course, they’d be receiving a handsome reward of planets on top of that, plenty to keep some fresh Ascenders busy for quite some time.

It wasn’t quite his hypothetical maximum target of ten thousand years, but it was three thousand years longer than Emmanuel had realistically hoped for. He had fought against the length of the peace deal, saying the restrictions being tied to it were too overbearing, but that only made the others fight harder to extend it, which was exactly what he wanted.

Seven thousand years of guaranteed peace from normal wars with the most hostile of the other Great Powers was exactly what the Empire needed to not just recover but strengthen itself for the upcoming true war.

The others found his insistence upon keeping all his planets odd, yet they didn’t contest it too harshly, not when it worked so firmly in their favor. He could understand their confusion, but they were his people, even if a number of them were simply vassal states or so far out they were mostly autonomous low-Tier worlds. Better yet, their closest ally also got a decent number of planets which would strengthen them once they were fully integrated.

As everyone was turning to leave, Tobias tossed a rolled-up scroll at Virgil. Peeking, Emmanuel wasn’t surprised to see a declaration of war from the Monster Collective on the Federation for past atrocities.

Seeing a war declaration passed out, Winter Hornet looked hopefully at the Clans and Corporations, but neither of them made their own declaration. Once they left, he turned to leave as well. Emmanuel noticed a look shared between Janet and Aofie, which he interpreted as the Republic either setting themselves up to ally with the Clans, or paying them not to attack in their moment of weakness.

Before the other Tier 50s fully left spiritual range, Emmanuel frowned and publicly told Allister to stay while privately telling him they’d talk in a few weeks. He hoped the others would see it as him about to have a fight with the Guilds Tier 50 for the ‘betrayal’ of separate peacing out of the war.

No, as soon as he asked Matthew for his permission, it was time to read Allister into what was really coming, and why.
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Matt tiredly flew over to where Liz and Aster were floating with the rest of Team Zero.

Joy was still flying back to the battlefield, but Darrow was already giving post battle organizational orders. Part of Matt noticed how even those officially surrendered to the other side were staying with their own sides. What was more interesting was how the Great Powers that were just fighting side by side split into three distinct camps while they all waited.

With Tier 50s doing the negotiations, things could be over in seconds. Their perception rates were so fast that exhaustive debates would happen before Matt even reconvened with his teammates. Still, none of that changed the fact that they were all—or mostly all—still human, and key points in the treaties could stall for long periods if no consensus could be reached.

Matt wouldn’t be surprised if the treaty took an hour or two.

He wasn’t going to spend that time idling, though, and he forced his tired mind into action.

He finally let himself take a moment to feel Morgan's loss. Another team member, another friend, had fallen in the last battle. Matt wanted to rage at the unfairness, but he was too drained emotionally to do more than glare at where the last remaining rune soldier stood with the Federation cultivators.

Instead, he forced himself to muster some congratulations for Liz. As much as he wanted to pass out, erupt at Morgan's death so close to the finish line, and be happy that the rest of them had made it through alive, Liz had made an amazing accomplishment, and he didn’t want to ruin that moment for her.

Not that it was hard.

She looked radiant.

Literally.

His wife was glowing, even if only softly.

A bird Liz flapped her way over to him and bounced into his chest, silently squawking and looking for attention. After she got a perch on his left arm, she showed off her new form, striking a few poses to let Matt better inspect her.

“Aren’t I pretty?” There was a smile in the message’s tone, but it was obviously forced.

Still, Matt appreciated the effort, and he wouldn’t rebuff it. “Gorgeous. Now we are matching blondes. Kinda, at least.”

It was true in the same way that yellow was similar to gold. Matt’s hair, while somewhat changed by his Tier ups, was still at its core his baseline mortal blond. Liz, meanwhile, looked very nearly like a golden statue of a phoenix. She was a medium-sized raptor with almost scaly smooth feathers, burning with a golden substance the texture of liquid fire.

Underneath that, he could tell that her feathers had become more golden and orange than the previous red, and her body had lost a bit of bulk in favor of being slightly lighter and more maneuverable. She’d probably be adjusting to the new form for a while, but she already looked spectacular.

Once he reached human Liz and Aster, they pulled each other into a three-way hug.

They held each other for a long minute until Aster sighed and pulled away. “Ugh, the other side keeps asking for everyone in my spirit space, and messages are growing annoying.”

Flying off to the side, she made a gesture, causing ice and wind to appear out of nowhere. Without dozens of layered spatial locks, her spirit space expanded almost instantly, and rectangles of ice started appearing in neat rows.

Over a dozen elites Aster had recently captured appeared and were whisked away. It was at least quiet until Gan Le appeared, shivering with his hands stuffed into his armpits.

After glaring at Aster, who responded by sticking her tongue out at him, he flew away to join the other Sects members.

Through their private chat, she softly laughed. “He was sure I was lying about the war being over and was trying to trick him into something.”

Matt almost worked up a chuckle at the mental image.

Fifteen minutes later, a message went out to everyone all at once. The war was over.

Terms had been agreed upon.

As an Ascender, he had access to high-level information, but Matt didn’t even really need it. The peace deal wasn’t classified in the slightest. If he was reading the transmission receipts right, even the civilian populations had gotten the message.

Seeing the first line, Matt sighed.

The Empire had lost.

He had expected it, but he had hoped their efforts and Aiden’s would be enough to push things the other way.

The feeling that they had failed vanished the moment he dug further into the actual peace deal.

Inside was a breakdown of the warscore earned on both sides, and it was simple to filter by contribution. Team Zero as a unit had the largest war score, with only Aiden even close to their scores.

Almost one fifth of the Empire's total war score had been earned by them, with another seventh earned by Aiden. Together, they had earned one third of the Empire's war score through their efforts.

Digging into the peace deal, Matt felt like he understood what had happened. The Emperor had traded a majority of their warscore to keep all occupied planets under Empire control and even traded for a number of planets from the enemy Great Powers. In return, the Empire would limit expansion, put some undisclosed restrictions on the Path, and a number of resources changed hands.

That was it.

Matt nearly laughed at the peace deal.

They might have lost on paper, but they had undoubtedly gotten what they wanted out of the war. Seven thousand years of peace with three of their greatest enemies in the Realm.

He almost choked while reading the section that talked about buyouts.

Allie and Zack had each been bought out of future wars. He wasn’t privy to everything they’d be getting, but he was sure he’d be able to ask, and what he did see was staggering enough. They’d need to agree, but he couldn’t imagine them ever declining a heap of treasure that surpassed what they’d gotten for completing the Path.

What really surprised him was that Aiden earned an even larger payout, but what prompted that wasn’t mentioned. Still, with this new information, it was obvious that he had won his fight with the armada.

They had fought and bled for the war, and while they had technically lost, the Ascenders’ efforts still made all the difference. Before he could keep reading, a pulse of shadow appeared next to Synoid and Crastor.

Matt didn’t need his [AI]’s screeching warnings echoed in Darrow’s remaining mind-link to recognize Jai Sien when he saw her.

It was fruitless, but he readied himself for a fight. Yet she didn’t even look at them.

Instead, she fussed over the twins, patting their wounds. She didn’t even attempt to hide her words, so Matt and everyone else got a front row seat to the Jai family show.

“Oh, you two did so well! My little boys are all grown up.”

She licked her thumb and rubbed a bit of blood off Synoid’s face in a motherly gesture. He tried to squirm away, but it was futile, as his own shadow wrapped his upper body and held him perfectly still.

“Come now, don’t pull away from Mommy.”

Crastor chuckled at his twin's fate, but that proved to be a mistake as Jai Sien finished up with Synoid and turned her attention to him. He tried to flee, but it was just as futile as his twin's attempt, and he was inspected for any wounds before being let go.

Aster elbowed him, though he barely felt it. “Relax, Matt. The fight is over.”

She was right, so Matt made a mental effort to unclench and watch the show.

Through it all, all Matt could think about was if Mara and Leon were in the wings ready to do the same to Liz, and just how long Jai Sien had been watching them.

The first thought was amusing, but the second was dangerous. He almost never left his armor and its anti-divination wards, but Matt was still worried about her seeing through their lie about mana stones and realizing his true Talent.

As if sensing his thoughts, Jai Sien turned to them and waved. “It is most excellent to greet you in person, though I cannot stay overlong. I have bets to collect on, and the others are being most unkind in their actions, ignoring my clone. Proper introductions, therefore, must wait until Lila inducts you properly. Fare thee well!”

With that, the woman’s form shifted and roiled alongside her children, coalescing into an unnerving black horse made of smoke, and galloping into chaotic space. The relief in the air was palpable, but it only lasted for a moment before sheer presence slammed into him, shifting the world in its wake.

The power was overwhelming in a way that only really happened when he was dealing with the Emperor, but he still readied himself for battle once again, only relaxing when all of Team Zero appeared in Camp Lightfoot.

The moment he realized where they were, Matt activated his armor’s release and let it fall away, hardly noticing the strips of flesh that stuck to the armor when he pulled away. His [Regeneration] took care of that damage in moments.

His good mood was once more quashed with the arrival of Morgan's personal assistant, Pace, who had arrived with a bottle of water and a rag to help Morgan clean up post battle.

Seeing her liege, boss, friend, and possibly lover, lying dead tore a wailing shriek out of her. Dena seemed to have expected something like that, as she was immediately at Pace’s side, cradling the distraught woman even as she clung to Morgan’s body.

It was just as heartrending as Eric’s death, but before Matt could move, the trio were teleported to the hospital.

Less than an hour later, the funeral for Morgan was held. Like Eric’s, it was a quiet, somber, and most of all quick, affair.

Her ashes were given to a still shell-shocked Pace, who hadn’t left Dena’s side.

Matt wouldn’t call himself friends with Pace, but he knew her fairly well. She doted on Morgan any time they were in the rift and would hover ready to take care of any of Morgan's needs. They had all tried to tempt her into joining them as an equal, but she always refused, insisting she was happy to just serve.

Matt had never figured out if the two were romantically involved. Morgan only laughed or joked at the question when asked, and Matt had figured they hadn’t really figured things out yet themselves. None of that changed the fact that Pace had clearly taken true enjoyment out of helping Morgan.

Now Morgan was gone, and Pace was left picking up the pieces.

He shouldn’t have been surprised, but Dena never left Pace’s side and helped her through it all. It must have been all too familiar and raw for her, but Dena kept up a steady stream of reassurances and helped Pace through everything.

When Matt messaged her and asked if she needed or wanted help, Dena responded to everyone saying that Pace needed time, but she herself was fine and would spend a while making sure Pace pulled through.

Matt respected her decision but did stop by with some comfort food to make sure Pace knew she could call on them should she need anything.

It took a visible effort on her part to accept that he actually meant it, and wasn’t making an empty offer, but she eventually thanked him and agreed she’d call upon them if she needed anything.

Orders came down, and they were given two days of downtime, which they all took advantage of.

Matt and Liz slept for close to forty hours and were only interrupted by a furious Allie kicking at their door.

“How could you guys end the war without me? I could have helped. I could have gotten you into the ship. I cou⁠—”

She was still mostly see through, but there was at least a reasonable approximation of a woman there, unlike last time they had seen her as little more than hands and a stomach.

Matt rolled out of bed and helped a boneless Liz pour herself into a standing position before moving to open the door, where he saw Aster choking Allie.

“Sorry, she slipped her leash.”

Matt snorted a laugh. The long rest had done a lot to reset his feelings and emotions, so he didn’t even mind Allie’s antics.

“Nice to see you, too. Well, at least see some of you. How has your recovery been?”

“Boring as shit without anyone else here to spend time with. I’m wasting away being trapped inside here.”

Liz slunk past, now with a sleepy phoenix Liz perched on her shoulder, who squawked at Allie and jabbed a wing at the teleporter.

It was the perfect distraction. “Ohh, I heard you completed the bloodfire thing. Wow! Your feathers are so pretty. Can I have a pillow made out of them?”

Phoenix Liz smacked Allie with a wing , but she seemed unbothered, instead shoving her face into Liz’s feathers.

“Oh, yeah, I need a pillow made of these. They even smell good.”

Liz, clearly offended at the implication that she had smelled bad before, pecked Allie hard enough to draw blood.

“Ow, damn it! That hurt.”

Matt rolled his eyes and steered the teleporter to the kitchen island to distract her with breakfast.

He went all out, going so far as to make half a dozen courses before being forced into a seat by Liz, who wanted him to do more than snack.

Their little breakfast was interrupted by Aiden's arrival. Like themselves, he arrived by what must have been the Emperor teleporting him. They were all curious about the details of his battle and rushed over.

They were in the Capital system, and word hadn’t even arrived to them yet. Allie couldn’t make the jump to the Citadel and get the news there, which left only speculation based on the war score.

Aiden looked almost as bad as Allie, with more than half of his body just gone, until Melinda came over to where he had been teleported in and slapped him with a healing spell that rebuilt his body.

After doing some dance moves around the motionless Zack, he laughed. “I’m the fucking best!”

Allie immediately shot him down. “Yeah right, shit for breath. I earned more war score than you, therefore I'm the best. Plus, I’m the youngest Ascender to ever get bought out. Took you to Tier 32 and nearly a millennium, you old slacker.”

Aiden blew bubbles at her. “That means nothing. I no longer need to hide it. I’m the best in the Realm, therefore I’m the best.”

Suddenly Matt felt a pressure weighing down on him similar to the feeling he had when he first met Aiden back when he was only Tier 14, right before his wedding. It was fear and terror mixed like blood in the tide. Then the pressure fully unveiled itself like an umbrella unfolding.

Matt had felt Aspects, but this was a step beyond.

“I created the next step of my Domain. I shall let you all bask in its presence as you try to name its magnificence.”

“It's called an Authority.” Aster's seemingly nonchalant comment deflated Aiden.

“Who told you!? They ruined my surprise.”

Liz snorted even as phoenix Liz screeched in laughter. “Luna. It was an early, early lesson, before we’d learned to not question all the trivia she insisted was of vital importance to learn. Because like, come on, nobody’s made one in the Realm in how many millennia? She was very smug after we heard about Hastor’s Ascension.”

“Fucking Hastor. This is the second time he's upstaged me.”

Matt was still genuinely shocked at the revelation that Aiden had his Authority, but he did his best to not let it show and reached over to pat him on the shoulder. “It's okay. It's still super impressive. Wow, so cool!”

Aiden shoved his arm off, tears streaming down his face in two rivers. “You don’t have to pretend. It's not the same if you pretend.”

Allie cackled. “You hear that often, Aiden?”

Righting himself, Aiden snorted while wiggling his eyebrows. “As if. I got the motion of the ocean on my side.”

“So,” Liz assessed him, “is this what you keep leaving out that makes everything impossible to understand when you try to teach people?”

“What? No. It’s not my fault you can’t keep up with me. That’s the epitome of what I can only describe as a skill issue. But because I know you’re just dying to find out, I call the new part a Place. It’s⁠—”

“No!” The unifying cry came from nearly everyone present, and Aiden looked slightly taken aback.

“What?”

“None of us have determined so much as a singular piece of our Aspects,” Zack patiently explained like Aiden was a toddler. It probably wasn’t unfair. “Healer Wellspring has yet to even finalize her Intent. Knowledge of the Authority will only serve to hamper our development at this stage.”

“Oh, come on, you kids will be fine, I knew about Tru⁠—”

Allie teleported Melinda to the other room.

“—ths when I was your age.”

“You had your Aspect at our age,” Liz pointed out, “of course, you knew about Truths.”

“Fine. When I was working on my Intent, then. I knew what it was.”

“If you’re going to be unhelpful, at least don’t be harmful,” Aster sighed as Melinda teleported back. They’d started talking at full Tier 25 speeds when Aiden had nearly slipped up, so she probably hadn’t heard anything harmful, but it was still good discipline to be careful.

Liz added, “We’ll be pushing for our Aspects soon enough, tell us all about what you’ve figured out then, when it can’t pollute our thoughts for how we want to build out our Aspects. Not that any of us are likely to actually build out our Authorities in this Realm.”

“Though you have to admit,” Matt pointed out, “getting the Ascension bonus on an extra Domain stage would be amazing.”

“Without substantial aid from the master, of course,” Aster smoothly finished. “But there will be plenty of time after we’re ready and don’t run a risk of making our Aspects to be even harder to form. Got it?”

“Fine, fine,” Aiden waved them off, then slowed himself to Tier 17 speeds, an example followed by the rest of the room.

Melinda blinked. “Sorry, what? Also, you said you’d developed the thing after an Aspect? The Tier 75 Domain stage? That’s really impressive. Congratulations.”

That seemed to be exactly what he was waiting for, as he dropped the effect and wiped a nosebleed away. “Thank you. A proper reaction. I can’t hold it for long, though. I’m fucking tapped on willpower.” Elbowing Allie, he added, “I’m moving in with you in the willpower recovery unit.”

“Yeah, fuckin’ right. It's my wing of the hospital. No leaky sinks allowed.”

“So kind of you, Allie. I appreciate the invite.” Before Allie could explode at him, he continued, “Not that we will be here long.”

“Oh?” Aster asked the question that was on the tip of Matt’s tongue.

“End of the war ceremony. In a month or so real time we, and everyone else who did exceptional in the war, will get pulled to whatever system Minkalla is in and be given rewards for how well we did. Considering there’s two of us getting bought out, all the Great Powers will be sending representatives. Wouldn’t be surprised if we get all the Tier 48s and 50s, and even a good chunk of the Tier 47s attending. It was pretty cool last time I got to go to one. More importantly, it’s a chance for you guys to meet the other Ascenders.”

That didn’t quite seem feasible, and Matt asked, “Seems dangerous to have everyone gathered like that, no?”

Aiden waved his concerns off. “The Tier 50s will show up in person with at least one Tier 48, with everyone else usually sending clones, so the actual combat power is a bit lower than one would expect. And with the Boss there, what can anyone do? Any action to kill us would start a seven on one beatdown. Considering we are being bought out, they obviously don't want that.”

Matt wasn’t entirely sure he agreed, but it seemed like this was a common occurrence, and he didn’t really have a choice then. Still, he would be staying as close to Manny as possible during the trip and using as little mana as possible.

With both of those precautions, there was almost no chance anyone would realize his mana generation. After all, if his mana was mostly full, he made no mana, which would fit with the profile of someone who relied on absorbing mana stones for mana.

Aiden demanded all the combatants of Camp Lightfoot get together to celebrate, and while it wasn’t quite as boisterous as some of their other celebrations, everyone was at least in a good mood. Eventually, everyone went their separate ways, still exhausted from the fighting.

Matt snuggled in closer to Liz, warping his body thanks to his Rubberfruit so that he half-engulfed his wife as they lay in bed together.

“Hmmm. You’re warm,” he teased. Since her transition to an ichor bloodline, and ichor blood, Liz’s core temperature had gone up quite a bit. She’d never been cold but now cuddling her felt a bit like hugging a burning log, albeit not quite that hot. It also came with a faint tingly feeling, which Matt was still making up his mind on how it felt. “But could you turn down the lights a bit?”

The other main side effect of her ichor bloodline was that she now glowed a faint yellowish-gold light.

“Jerk,” she flicked his nose but turned on her side to return his hug. “I’ll have to pick up some makeup soon. I do not want to be corralled into serving as a heating lamp for Allie or Luna until I can fix my appearance.”

“But you’re so radiant,” Matt pushed back, kissing her neck. “Why would you ever want to change?”

“I’m not sure if yellow is really my color.”

“Mmm. I like it, though. Very striking.”

She laughed. “You always think I look striking.”

“Well, that’s because you do. Especially when your blood finally looks on the outside the way it’s always been on the inside, my double princess.”

“Oh, you’ll pay for that one,” she snapped at his ear, then rolled on top of him, pinning him to the bed. She playfully glared at him for a moment, kissed the tip of his nose, then collapsed on him in an embrace. “Long day today.”

“No kidding,” he agreed, returning the hug and tracing the outline of her shoulder blade. “It’s hard to believe it’s all over. It feels…good?”

“Good question mark, or just definitely good?”

“Well, we lost. But Manny seems happy with how it turned out?” They’d gotten a brief message from the Emperor during their celebrations confirming that he was quite ecstatic with how it had all gone in the end. “And I suppose I can’t really argue with peace. We won, in that way at least.”

“Seven thousand years of peace will bring us to almost a third of the way through Uncle Manny’s reign. It’ll give plenty of time for a new group of elites to come to power, for him to have and raise his kid, and for us to build out our family if we choose.”

“Oh? So soon?” Matt wasn’t against the idea of having children but the idea seemed…distant. They had spent so much time fighting and progressing for a dozen reasons that children were both improbable and ill timed. But now? Now there was truly time for it, if they so chose.

Liz glanced off to the side staring at nothing and everything. “Maybe. It's not like we need to decide any time soon. My main point is, you’ll be able to build out your guild without having to worry about being called to defend the Empire at a moment’s notice, we can find our footing ruling our duchy and properly consolidate all of our power. My bloodline just changed. Actually, that’s an understatement. My blood’s state of matter just changed. I have so much to learn about what I can do now, yeah, I could use a few decades to settle into our new normal, figure out if I want to go back to my old appearance, maybe try something new… Peace is exactly what we need.”

“But seven hundred decades?”

“Hey, that’s seven hundred decades where you can work on getting stronger. Seven hundred decades where there will be no Ventillyria’s. Seven hundred decades where we don’t need to look over our shoulder for the next disaster.” At Matt’s snort, Liz corrected herself. “Or at least look over our shoulders any more than normal.”

When she put it that way, Matt couldn’t help but agree. He did need to get stronger, to grow in Tier, and he could help the Empire with his mana without needing to be chronically fighting. It wasn’t like he wasn’t protecting the Empire, he had protected the Empire. Even if Aiden and Allie were getting most of the spotlight, he’d done his part…or at least he tried to tell himself that. And the parts of him that disagreed he shoved into a corner and did his best to ignore. It was inevitable that there would be another war in time, a true war at that. And every scrap of peace they could squeeze in before that was all for the better.

Seven thousand years was just a long time. He’d honestly lost track of how old he was exactly, though the answer would be just a quick query away on his [AI] if he cared to find out. Between time in the rift and in the war, he understood why immortals stopped bothering to keep track. But no matter how he counted it, seven thousand years was more than twenty times his current age, and that thought was daunting.

He rolled over, turning Liz on her back and now pinning her to the bed, their faces mere inches from one another. He gazed into her golden eyes, seeing as the color flickered and pulsed like an electric flame. As he watched, her content adoration took on a distinctly more predatory look, as though the phoenix underneath was peeking through.

She smiled. “That’s enough about the future for now. My body changed a lot today, and I’d like some help getting used to it.” She wiggled slightly at how proud she was at that line.

Matt winked, “Hmmmm. You know, I do think that I noticed your legs seem a bit longer, it’s definitely worth looking at.”

Grabbing the appendage, he started running his hands over it. “Yes. I can see. I can see so many interesting things. Let's start with your calf.”
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As though they were trying to drive home the degree to which the war was truly over, Camp Lightfoot started being dismantled the very next day. The first to go were a lot of the lower-level personnel. Those who weren’t just the families of more critical individuals were still quite skilled in their own right, and with Project Breach reaching its conclusion, they were being either reassigned or allowed to go on indefinite leave and return to their civilian lives. Plenty had happened in the millennia that had passed on the inside of the rift, but they were all quite eager to get back outside.

For their service, they would earn a number of things, from preferential treatment when entering Imperially owned rifts to merits that could be exchanged for rare resources. These resources included essence stones, skills, Natural Treasures, higher-Tier upgrade orbs, or really anything else that was buyable.

And even if it took a little while for the stock to recover the items they wanted, they were immortal and would eventually get their desired rewards. It would take Matt some time to get used to life without the urgency and pressure of the Path or a war, and he was looking forward to the process.

Then, the buildings themselves started going away, and that was…weird. They certainly hadn’t looked temporary during the decades he’d spent in them. But now, they were all being carted away one section at a time, and Matt was suddenly faced with the fact that his home was coming apart right before his eyes.

Matt had felt restless and helped in packing some of the science gear up with Erwin and his team. He then helped other research groups so he was able to hear all about the things they were excited for. What made him feel even better was the knowledge that he would be appreciably contributing to those rewards.

Manny had already messaged him and asked if Matt was willing to increase his production of mana stones for the next few years to a trillion mana a day. That would mean Matt needed to spend close to six hours a day making mana stones, but he was more than willing to do so. In fact, he went as far as making mana for double that a day.

He had gotten good enough over the years to create mana while doing other tasks, so long as the task wasn’t too complicated. With his ring to dump the mana stones into, he was happy to help the Empire start the post-war recovery process.

For all the good things on his personal horizon, he wasn’t blind to the broader picture and had heard about the mana shortages that had been only growing worse as the war drug on. Almost four percent of the buildings on the Capital had to be shut down due to lack of mana, and all the heavily populated kingdom capitals had been suffering similar fates.

A few trillion mana wasn’t going to immediately change the situation, but it would help stem the bleeding. Now that the war was over, Matt was sure part of their orders would be to reach Tier 35 as fast as possible, which would turn his mana generation from 42 million a second to 43 billion a second.

The difference would be astounding. In the same six-hour period, he would go from making one trillion mana to one quadrillion mana.

That would make a significant difference to even a capital planet's mana deficit.

Matt was looking forward to it. Fighting in the war had been necessary, but it came at a cost. While his mana would undoubtedly cause a war in and of itself, it was a pure benefit to the Realm. It would make things better for those who struggled and for those who simply did their best in the system they found themselves in, like those who volunteered to assist in the wars.

More than anything, Matt was happy the Emperor had put them back inside the rift with its eight times time dilation. Having close to eight months to decompress helped him prepare himself for the upcoming awards ceremony. He wasn’t sure how he felt about the idea of being so close to the most powerful people in the Realm, but like Aiden had said more than once, the Emperor would protect him.

It was just one more thing to get through before the war was truly over, and they could officially leave active duty. Matt really wanted to delve into his guild in the decade or two before they would officially be given their duchies to rule. He was looking forward to being a ruler, hopefully a good ruler, with how many things he had considered throughout the years. While there were Imperial laws he couldn’t change, he had his own ideas and hoped at least a few would pass testing phases and actually make things better for those he ruled.

Ideas and plans.

He had too many of both.

He at least secured Erwin’s agreement to join his guild as soon as it was officially formed. Zack even made some noises about being interested in collaborating as some sort of freelancer. Matt had made it clear that he was willing to fund any tests that Zack wanted to do whether or not he joined the guild, but the other Ascender seemed a bit adrift with being bought out of the war Tiers so soon after his entrance to the wars. Matt suspected he and Allie would end up just traveling the Empire, but he also suspected they would be doing it separately.

Both of them needed some time to reframe their worlds after so much change in a short amount of time. Especially after being so closely linked to each other for nearly a millennium straight.

But before he knew it, it was time to go to the ceremony.
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Matt wasn’t looking forward to the celebration, but between Allie’s excitement and Aiden’s waxing on about the event, he was at least interested in going, if for no other reason than to see the strongest people in the Realm. Part of that was the Tier 48s and Tier 47s; they would undoubtedly be powerful, and uniquely so at that. But most of his interest was targeted at the Realm’s other Ascenders.

They were his peers. The people that could fight him on an even level.

While he was fought out after the war, Matt was already feeling the itch to pick up his sword again, after just their short eight-month break.

Getting there was as simple as waiting around as a group until a presence surrounded them, and they appeared in the Palace.

Mara and Leon were restrained in bands of hardened air as they squealed and tried to break free, to the obvious embarrassment of the other Royals, who avoided looking at the duo.

That brought a chuckle out of Matt, who walked over and gave both of them a hug before letting Liz and Aster make their rounds.

“It's good to see you guys again.”

Their reactions were unintelligible blurs of words as they failed to lower their perception to an understandable level, but they didn’t seem to notice and kept speaking.

Liz’s chuckles turned into outright laughs until the bands of air faded, where she blanched and tried to run to Allie, who just looked panicked at the happenings.

Liz didn't make it more than a few steps as Mara and Leon split into three and nearly tackled them.

Matt just let it happen and smiled as he was inundated with kisses and hugs. He might be hundreds of years old, and he was sure if it happened too often he would get tired of it, but after everything they had gone through in the war it was nice to be treated like a kid for a few moments.

He could feel Aster's agreement through their bond, but it was far more entertaining to watch Liz struggle against her parents preening over her new bloodline form.

Leon kept zapping her bird clone with tiny bolts of lightning while repeatedly saying ‘that's my girl’ while a phoenix Mara kept grooming phoenix Liz despite the bird's desperate squawks.

At the same time, Liz was also being peppered with hugs and kisses like Matt and Aster.

It lasted for almost a full minute until Rusty tackled Aiden and started giving him a noogie, ruining his perfectly floating hair. “I can’t believe you held out on me. How could you?”

Aiden never got a word out edge wise as all the Royals ganged up on him, including additional copies of Mara and Leon.

It took Manny clearing his throat a few times for everyone to separate, but it did eventually work, and they were able to regain some level of dignity. Or, everyone but phoenix Liz, who wasn’t able to escape the claws of phoenix Mara.

“We have five minutes before we need to leave. Then I expect some minimum level of decorum from my Royals.”

Matt was almost offended by the clear belief that the Ascenders and elites couldn't handle themselves with decorum, but on reflection, it was better to not ask for the impossible.

The Royals bullied Aiden until he apparently shared some information about Authorities, after which they turned to the rest of them.

Harper greeted Matt, Liz, and Aster with a short nod. “It is good to see you three again. I hope the rigors of war haven’t been too onerous.”

Matt was about to say something polite about how they just did their jobs when a second Harper spoke with far more exuberance. “And hello from meeee!”

Matt nodded to the intelligent mask, Lyre. “And good to see you too, Lyre.”

“It is good! I⁠—”

Their talk turned to the general state of the Empire in a polite small talk fashion, but it became clear that wasn’t entirely true when all the other Royals made their way to Matt’s orbit.

It didn’t take a genius to guess they wanted something from him. Matt didn’t expect it to be his mana; he already had deals with Manny for that. And while he would be happy to give the Royals more, he wasn’t quite making so much mana that they should be interested yet. No, it had to be something else.

It was Tur’stal who broke the awkwardness. “We are all interested in the aura rifts. You have said you intend to release them via your guild, but we are all eager to get access to them. Bottled Concepts aren’t cheap and are subsidized by the government with various incentives. Even just a few aura rifts could relieve some pressure and be a great post-war boon for our local economies at the same time.”

Matt smiled at that and nodded. “I can’t really speak to it until I have my guild set up, but after we do some more testing I’ll release them, and you can make as many as you'd like. I’m sure you all have a copy of my mana.”

That seemed to take Tur’stal and the others aback, and Matt raised an eyebrow in return. “What?”

Frederic cocked his head slightly in what might have been a nod or a light bow. “We are willing to pay. W⁠—”

Matt held up a hand, causing the Royal to stop. It was rude, but Matt wanted to make his stance clear. “Unless something is considered an Imperial secret,” he nodded to the Emperor where he stood off to the side, “I don’t intend to hide or restrict what my guild is doing. At least not in terms of making a profit. I’m not trying to make money here. I’d open the aura rifts up to creation now, but from my talks with Erwin, I think there is still some ground to excavate with them. That is the only reason I’m waiting. I may have said it when I was young and naive, but I truly don’t want to profit from my guild. I want to make the Realm a better place.”

That improved the mood substantially, at least until Aiden draped an arm over Matt’s shoulder. “I, on the other hand, want money and riches. Pay my— Hey, don’t walk away! I was monologuing!”

Matt smiled at the interruption but didn’t complain. It felt weird to be dictating terms to the Royals. Sure, they could take what they wanted, but he didn’t think they were the type to do so, even if they could. When he was younger, he didn’t really get it, but he now had a much better understanding of the Empire and how things like aura rifts would fit into the larger picture.

That, and he genuinely didn’t want to hoard knowledge. He wanted the Realm to be a better place than he left it when he inevitably Ascended. Aura rifts and things like it were the first steps toward that goal.

Manny stepped forward at that and nodded to Matt before saying, “It's time to leave.”

And then they were somewhere else.

Matt looked around and immediately found the massive copper planet surrounded by seven planets and one massive space station.

They were in the Minkalla system.

Not the same one where he had ventured into the planet, but even from here, he could feel the essence and mana being siphoned to the planet.

That wasn’t their destination, though. They couldn’t enter Minkalla again, and as much as Matt wanted to see just how much mana the planet could absorb, he wasn’t about to do something so stupid.

No, they flew toward the Corporations space station and entered the top level, where they were greeted by their hosts. The Royals and Aiden quickly blurred through their own formalities and vanished deeper into the station, leaving Matt alone with his fellow Team Zero Ascenders.

If Matt was going purely based on physical appearance, he would have assumed that Ortizimanin was the Corporations’ Tier 50, and the golden-skinned woman standing next to him with a raven perched on her shoulder as the draconic man’s assistant.

He may have only been about Matt’s height and thus didn’t loom in quite the same way as was common among Empire dragons, but the way his white scales seemed to blend almost seamlessly with his advanced armor left quite an impression. It drew Matt’s gaze to him almost magnetically as he wondered just how far off his own armor was from the Minkalla bound version.

Matt tore his attention away from the dragon before it could be construed as rude, and respectfully inclined his head toward the trio. “Chief Executive Official JR, Violet Paladin Ortizimanin, Chief Logistics Official Kal’dire. It is an honor to meet you all.” To his sides, his fellows echoed their own formalities.

“Likewise, Ascenders Shadow, Light, Titan, Legion, Wraith. You have been most impressive,” Kal’dire replied. “It is our honor to welcome you.”

Before any of them could respond, JR fluttered over to Matt’s shoulder. He froze, the weight of one of the eight strongest people in the entire Realm literally resting on him. What was he supposed to do in a situation like this? JR’s beady eye studied Matt intently, and he had to fight his heart rate from spiking. Had he seen something about his mana regeneration, even though he was at full mana, was wearing a mask hyper-focused around that area, and generally had done everything he could to protect his secret?

The raven’s beak gleamed, a deadly Tier 50 weapon sitting mere inches from Matt’s exposed neck. But as Matt opened his mouth to speak, JR finally broke the silence.

“Have you enjoyed your Pair-Linker? It was quite the clever gizmo, if I say so myself.”

Relief flooded Matt’s body, but he still kept himself very still outside of nodding in gratitude. Fortunately, it wasn’t hard to show that he was thankful, the gift had been immensely appreciated. “I have appreciated your gift, honored JR. I and my assistants have had many substantial breakthroughs thanks to it, to the point that one of my friends even experienced an Inspiration. It has also been an invaluable tool as I have practiced with my newest Talent and allowed me to work on creating talismans out of pure mana stone, something I would have otherwise thought impossible.”

The Tier 50 bobbed his head in a nod. “Good, good. I am always quite saddened when my gifts go unappreciated. You ought to speak with your Emperor, I’m certain that we could arrange for some nifty little tools for you as you grow stronger.”

With a few flaps, JR returned to Kal’dire’s shoulder, and Matt felt like the weight of the Realm had been lifted from his shoulders. From his typical perch, he turned his calculating gaze toward Matt’s fellows. “Before the ceremony begins, I also wish to express my sincerest congratulations to the two of you. Presenting a threat large enough to encourage a buy-out with your first war? Absolutely marvelous! A true exemplar of what a Chosen can do. Chosen Legion, congratulations upon developing a bloodfire element. What do you call it?”

Liz kept her cool quite well, far better than Matt managed, and smoothly replied with, “Ichor, honored JR.”

“Ichor?” He seemed slightly taken aback, but then let out a screech that Matt supposed was laughter. “Well, I suppose it’s quite fitting! And Chosen Wraith, lest you fear I’ve forgotten you, allow me to express that should you ever desire assistance developing your ‘space ice’ aspect, I am quite willing to collaborate. I even offered my assistance to your Emperor, but he declined.”

JR swept his head from side to side. “What a short-sighted man. You really ought to persuade him to reconsider. My prices aren’t that high. Not for him, at least.”

Matt fought back a grin. Manny had warned them that JR was always looking to make a sale, but it was still amusing to see the bird’s tactics on display.

“Well, I suppose I shouldn’t keep you too much longer! I’ve marked your quarters, as well as several other locations of interest such that they should be obvious to you, Chosen Shadow, when teleporting. As for the rest of you, and Chosen Shadow, of course, should you decide to walk, we have an [AI] module you may download right here. It will automatically help you find your way around, inform you of events of interest that are occurring, and provide additional information about nearly anything you find yourself curious about.”

“It’s also fully private to you and de-obfuscated,” Kal’dire added. “Simply touch any of the maps, such as that one, to initiate a download, and it will guide you to only install the modules that are of personal interest to you. And if you prefer to not install anything onto your personal [AI]s, the station itself can provide all of the same functions simply by querying the onboard AI.”

She hadn’t even finished when Allie teleported over to the holographic map by the wall, tapped it, giggled, and teleported away once again.

After a moment, it became apparent she wasn’t coming back, and Zack inclined his head toward the trio. “Thank you for your accommodation of my partner’s eccentricities, and your general hosting of this event.”

The three foremost Corporations speakers returned their pleasantries and guided them along their ways. Aster downloaded a copy of the onboard AI, but the rest of them stuck with simply messaging the station and loosely marveling at the way it responded to their requests for direction.

The station was capable of providing full-sensory guidance perceptible only to the person asking for it, and Aster had fun making their rooms smell like ice cream, while Matt instead settled for a tether of blue light racing off into the distance of the white hallways. They’d seen similar things before, but the Corporations’ version was impressive in a number of ways they’d never thought to imagine before.

With their personal guides, it didn’t take them too long to find their quarters. They checked their messages to determine where Allie was now and where they should be going next for their network.

As it turned out, they didn’t need to look very hard, as Lila swooped in almost immediately with Aiden and Allie in tow. They were swept up in seats made of sand and relocated in the blink of an eye to a massive sandstone cavern seemingly open to the stars above. Matt had to use his [AI] and connect to the LocalNet to determine where they’d ended up, only to find that they’d scarcely moved at all. He was in what he’d assumed was a minor amphitheater near their quarters but was now highlighted as ‘Ascender Worldwaker’s Quarters’.

Matt started. The huge space was far bigger than what he and Liz had, let alone what Allie or Aster had, and was far more personalized than the sleek and stylish, but generic rooms they had been in. He opened his mouth to ask, but Lila preempted his question with a draconic grin. “You can customize your quarters pretty easily. Yours won’t be this big, but I’ve still got a few lingering perks with the Corporations after capturing Maxie.”

There was a snort from nowhere and Matt found the apparently empty room now filled with a number of other people.

Aiden immediately pointed and laughed at a stunning blonde. “Ha! Fuck you, Maya! How’s it feel to get your ass kicked? I wasn’t able to rub it in before, but now I can! Does the knowledge that I could have kicked your ass at any time burn at you? Does it irritate you? Ha!”

Maya rolled her eyes and made a rude gesture, but Matt’s attention was pulled to the massive dragon who had snorted.

Matt had met a fair few dragons in his time, but the enormous red dragon was on another level beyond them. A crown of horns ringed his head, surrounded by a halo of bright blue plasma, and his simple presence tickled the back of Matt’s mind with a sense of fear unlike any other he’d experienced. He felt the presence trying to persuade him to kneel and submit, beg for his life, or run for the miniscule chance of survival it might impart.

Even without the dragon being identical to the videos and pictures he’d seen, Matt would have been able to identify him from that alone. The elder dragon, Eclavorn. He and Gideon, the large man sitting in a chair next to him, had been the Federation’s last Ascenders before the Monster Collective’s war of independence, and their defection to the Monster Collective had been a very dramatic turning point in the war, and was sometimes cited as the reason the fighting grew past Tier 35.

Lila transformed into a dragon even larger than Eclavorn and dismissively flicked the younger Ascender with her tail. “I’m doing the introductions. Stop spoiling the fun. If you interrupt, I’ll punch you into the local star.”

Eclavorn growled at her, but otherwise didn’t say anything.

“Grumpy-scales here is Eclavorn, of course. That’s Gideon next to him, and despite what the Monster Collective may tell you, they don’t mind it if you refer to Gideon as Eclavorn’s rider. Just make sure you don’t mistake that for one of them being stronger than the other. Eclavorn gets all the press these days, but good ol’ Giddy does half the work himself.”

“Next to them, the self-proclaimed ‘deadliest woman in the Realm’, we’ve got Maxine. Don’t worry, no matter what you may have heard about her, she won’t blackmail you about stuff she reads off you.”

“Unless it would be funny!” Olivier butt in.

“Unless it would be funny,” Lila confirmed. “She’s also the only one of us who really likes politics, is our de facto therapist, killed her boyfriend, and got captured like a punk by yours truly and will never be allowed to live it down. Also, if you value your wallets, don’t make bets with her or play any kind of bluffing game, poker included.”

Maxine stuck her tongue out at Lila, and Matt fought back a wave of fear. Cosmind’s abilities were the stuff of literal legends, and her confirmed feats included making an army kill itself to the last man, killing the Master of All in single combat, and wiping out another army with a hail of projectiles that she had launched six months before the army even arrived in that particular system.

Her rumored feats were even wilder, including mind-reading and mind-controlling people ten Tiers above her, allegedly blackmailing entire Great Powers into buying her out of war Tiers, and more. If there was anyone in the entire Realm more likely to figure out his secret, he didn’t know who it might be.

He’d heard legends of the cold and calculating woman and was completely taken aback by the truth of the matter; that was a friendly woman who looked a bit younger than him, reclining in a plush beanbag chair and giving a jovial wave. Her colorful hair was draped all across the beanbag, winding in on itself and glowing slightly, but it didn’t seem to be under her direct control. It paired well with her dusky skin, bright clothes, and cheery smile.

“Sup, guys? Good to meet you, you can call me Max. No, I’m not reading your minds, just your faces. Yes, y’all are like open books, but don’t let that bother you. No, I won’t actually blackmail you about anything I read off you, no matter how funny it would be. They’re just being mean. And yeah, I make a pretty awesome therapist, you can tell me anything. I promise, I’ve heard worse from some very loud thinkers. And if you want something to stay a secret, it’s between you and me.” She winked, then made a finger gun at Aster and winked again while clicking her tongue.

Lila snorted at that. “Nobody’s ever fessed to taking her up on the offer of therapy, but supposedly she’s done it a few times. Next to her is Sien, who you’d know as the Lady of Ill Dreams.” Lila leveled a glare at the Sects woman, who just waved. “You’ve met her kids, and I’ve had money riding on her kids being Gideon’s since they were born, but neither of them are fessing up, and Max refuses to say anything either.”

Matt was shocked at the thought the twins had been the children of two Ascenders but simply nodded. If that was true, he couldn't imagine growing up with two Ascenders as parents. Unless Sien raised them alone. It didn’t seem like anyone had proof of who the father was, which implied Sien raised them alone or in secret.

Maya snorted at the comment though, and interrupted Matt’s thoughts. “Count yourself lucky, I’m still certain they’re Balster’s. The timing works way better.”

“We can get back into it after I finish introductions, Maya. Wait your turn. Sien, want to say anything?”

“It is a pleasure to meet you all formally. I am certain that our forthcoming interactions will be most delightful and productive.”

The Sects woman smiled at them, and Matt tried to match the twins to the woman in front of him.

He could at least see where the twins got their coloring from. Blue and green skin were far less common in the Sects than they were in the Empire, where they already weren’t the most popular skin colors. But while her kids were fairly vibrant with their blue and green skin, each a deeply saturated hue contrasted by the reverse color of their hair, Jai Sien’s skin was a dark midnight blue, framed by flawless, long, and straight black hair which faded into smoke at the tips. All three shared the same glowing red eyes, an already-striking effect made all the more striking on their mother.

“You’ve met Olivier, who’s currently taking great delight in sitting in Wun’s normal seat. Wun’s been delving for nearly five centuries now, and there’s currently a betting pool as to whether he’s napping or just ended up stuck in a rift challenge.”

“Wun is Goldenrod, right?” Allie asked.

Lila nodded.

“Isn’t his entire thing that he’s crazy lucky? Why would you bet against him getting a rift challenge?”

“That’s what I said!” Olivier pitched in.

“It is not a constant,” Eclavorn rumbled. “And he certainly enjoys lazing about at times when he feels safe. Were he to not get a rift challenge, it is likely he would have taken the opportunity for respite where no one can bother him.”

“We’ll see. But next to him, we have On the Last Line—the ‘On’ is important—with Krodag, who you know as Lifegiver, but prefers Bottle. He’s way too loud, but is the best healer here. Greathammer, or Moe, or Lug… Don’t challenge him to an arm-wrestling match, even Gideon can’t match him. Ellen, or Jack, is next, and she’s probably the third smartest person in the room, never mind what the Clans might tell you about her being a Mastermind.”

“Oi!”

“You’re right. Fourth at best. Moe clearly beats you. If she and Max ever get going at it, just enjoy the show. And then we have Brian. No, The Deadlord is not a skeleton, that’s just when he’s acting as Boney. He’s easily bribed by interesting dead bodies. Don’t let him talk you into giving him any of your corpses, Liz, it’s not worth it.”

“Spoilsport!”

“I don’t…leave corpses anyway. They just melt into blood,” Liz replied, clearly a bit unnerved.

“Spoilsport anyway! Also, Aiden, I don’t suppose you actually stuffed the body of that one Feddie merged guy somewhere, did you?”

“Nope, sorry.”

“Ah, I figured, but it was worth a try.”

Matt cast an eye over the four Legends.

“And last and certainly least is Maya, who just got whooped by someone three tiers weaker than her even with massive support.” The blonde woman made a rude gesture, reinforced by an illusionary hand.

Lila turned as if to introduce the still-standing group but was preempted by Aiden as he stepped up and waved, as though volunteering to go first. He was swatted with an errant tail, sending him flying into the back wall. “New to the group, we have Allie and Zack, the most impressive Ascenders to be bought out this generation and officially making them the youngest retirees in any of our records.”

At the mention of the buyout, Max glared at Allie and signaled that she had her eyes on the younger Ascender. Shortly thereafter, there was a whoop and faint cheer emanating from multiple points of the room, and Matt caught a glimpse of Allie teleporting between said points, cheering wildly for herself.

“Then finally, Matt, Liz, and Aster, officially becoming the fastest group to ever follow up another Ascension.”

Krodag whooped, cheering on Aster. “Finally, another support! We get [No Respect]!” A burst of aura flared around him at the shouted skill name just for the sand to engulf him.

“I swear, he’s an idiot.” Lila shook her dragon head back and forth before settling down. “Of course, it’s a common affliction here. I’m just happy that I got to do two introductions. That never happens. Anyways,” she swung her head back at Matt and those around him, “this group formed a few generations back, as a way for us to actually appreciate time with peers. Each generation’s own abilities change the texture a bit, but right now we’ve got occasional meetups and an AI group chat mainly courtesy of Max and Brian.

“Anyway, your first war was a bit skewed, in that you actually had a bit of a challenge, but you’ll figure out soon enough that it can be tricky being at the top. So, this is a place to unwind, swap tips, and appreciate the fact that we’re not all quaking in our boots about the dreadful and fearsome Ascender in our midst. You can be as formal or as informal as you like, but the only real rule is that there’s no shop talk if you’re currently in a war. That said, if there’s someone you’d rather not die in a war, we can try and accommodate it, within reasonable limits of course. And if they do die, well, try not to take it too harshly. We’re Ascenders, people die. The main goal is to keep the group going, getting us the best fights possible, so don’t screw it up too badly.”

Matt approved of the idea and just wished it could have saved Eric or Morgan’s life.

The other dragon snorted and looked at Matt. “Can you handle that boy? Losing your temper over just one dead mentor.”

Matt didn’t even hesitate and punched the dragon right in the nose. Manny had told him there was no reason to hold back with his mana usage and he would block any signs, so he had no issues throwing a full forty million [Breach] into the blow as well.

The explosion didn’t even move Eclavorn, but the scorch marks on his scales gave him pause.

The rest of the energy was absorbed by the collective power of the other Ascenders.

A tail came down out of seemingly nowhere and cut a deep furrow into the dragon’s flank and sent him sliding back in the sand hard enough to cause the entire space station to tremble.

Lila stepped over Matt and loomed above Eclavorn. “I told you not to taunt him, Eclavorn. Apologize.”

Matt was running hot, but the anger was quickly cooled by Lila’s back up and Eclavorn’s nod. “At least you’ve got spine.” He stood up and shook himself, the wound quickly filling and closing. “And I won’t apologize. None of you were willing to test the boy, and if he was going to be all hissy about it any time someone stepped on his feelings, it would be a problem. I refuse to have a new Charl, and I said that I’d test him, so I did. He passes, at least provisionally.”

Matt considered that. He supposed it did seem like they were broadly all right with basic physical violence as a commonplace conflict resolution, and if that were the case…yeah, he could see how this would be relaxing for them. Being able to just punch someone had to be good to keep conflict at a basic level.

Mindful of his cover Talent, Matt withdrew a good-sized mana crystal from his ring and absorbed it, refilling his mana pool before he absentmindedly used any more mana and started having his regeneration really pick up.

Maya regarded him with a bit of a hungry expression. “Oh, who I wouldn’t kill for that kind of Talent. Do you know how strong of a Law I could make if I could throw around that much power whenever? I’m jealous.”

Aiden finally crawled out of the sand, just to be flung back by Moe this time.

Sien walked over and explained the confusion. “A number of us are pissed at Aiden for hiding such a big secret for so long. Quite a few of us lost a ton on the bets on who would win their little fight.”

She chuckled and fanned herself. “I, on the other hand, was smart and bet that Aiden would shock us all. That made up for my losses in the other categories.” Glaring at the place Aiden was crawling out of the sand, she sneered. “Fucker nearly cost me half my fortune by not Tiering up via Inspiration in the fight, though.”

Aiden spat sand out, “It's not my fault that I already had my Authority Inspiration.”

This time, Gideon kicked him to the other side of the room. Liz raised an eyebrow at the action, and he shrugged. “He pulled one over on all of us and this is pretty much our only chance to pick on him until one of us figures out our own Authority.”

That made a lot of sense, and Matt nodded along even as Olivier ran Aiden all the way to the other side of the room before appearing right back next to them.

“So, you guys are going to try for it before Ascending?”

Maya snorted at Allie's question. “Obviously. We wouldn’t be very good Gladiators if we gave up on such an impressive source of power before Ascension. After all, everything gets strengthened when you Ascend, from Talents to Domains, Skills, Natural Treasures, all of it. Plus, there’s a theory that the stronger you are overall the better all the upgrades are. None of us are ever going to Ascend at Tier 50, so an Authority’s our best bet at actually boosting it all. Aren’t you planning on getting one?”

Allie shrugged. “Can’t say I really thought about it. Need my Aspect first, ya know.”

Olivier nodded. “Touche. But yeah, pretty sure all of us want to make a go of it. Sure, it's dangerous but what isn't? We are Heroes after all. With Ellen to translate, maybe we can actually wring a few drops of knowledge out of Aiden’s spirit after all.”

Matt smiled at that. While he didn’t plan on sitting around forever until he got an Authority, he fully agreed with the thought process. If there was power on the table, why wouldn’t he reach for it? It was the same for Liz and Aster. It was surprisingly nice to be around people who shared that mindset and didn’t need such things explained.

He suspected that was the reason for the Ascender chat, if nothing else. If he and his team were the only Ascenders in their Great Power, things would probably get very lonely, very quickly.

Moe sauntered over to him just as Aiden begged off getting tossed around again. “So, I ‘ear you are ‘trong.”

Matt looked down at the dwarf and raised an eyebrow. “Pretty strong, yeah.”

Moe smiled, not minding his accent vanishing. “Fantastic. When you reach Tier 35, we need to have a spar. It's so hard to find others who can match me in melee. It's usually just magic users dodging around and never getting in melee range. I’m begging for a good brawl. I punch you, you punch me, I punch you, you punch me. Eventually we’ll find a winner, and it will be a jolly good time.”

Matt grinned. He couldn’t help it. He had seen the reports and knew he would be weaker than Moe in a pure melee, but he had so much more than pure melee, even if it was his preferred range.

Maya rolled her eyes. “Have fun sticking around then. I’m out of war Tiers in three hundred years. Janet begged me to stay longer, but fuck that. If Aiden is leaving and has his Authority, there is no reason to sit. Better to advance up to where it's marginally safer to try for an Authority. Plus, better senses and the whole shebang.”

Aiden, finally having crawled out of the sand, spat, “I take offense that you guys want to try for Authorities. It's my unique thing and you can't have it.”

Lila rolled her eyes even as she settled down next to Eclavorn, slightly off to the side. “Then, why did you make us pay through the nose for the information? I bet you are already working on the next step.”

No one took her up on the bet, and Aiden didn’t bother to hide it. “Of course I am. What do you expect me to do? Sit and watch as other people use me breaking the mental barrier to catch up? I still bet that none of you manage it. It’s fucking hard. I can’t wait to hear about one of you blowing yourselves up mid-attempt. I just hope you survive so I can laugh in your face and not just at your body.”

Ellen leaned forward as if whispering a secret. “I hear all the Tier 50s are salivating at getting their hands on the info. I bet a personally customized AI that one of them kills themselves in the attempt.”

Allie leaned forward. “Ohh. I’ll take that bet. Not sure what I have to offer, though.”

Maya slipped into the group. “Teleportation, obviously. You don’t need to tell us your actual range, but like…we basically never get to meet up in person. Anything you’ve got or could build out would be great.”

Brian pitched in, “I wouldn’t mind a bit of collaboration to try and reinforce the chat infrastructure, either. Don’t know how your portal-making is, but some better synchronicity would be great.”

As Allie was chewing her lip, Max caught Matt’s attention, and she beckoned him over to where she was leaning against the wall.

“Can I talk to you for a second in private?” she asked once he got closer.

“Sure? What about?”

“One moment while I throw up a privacy shield.” She reached out her hand, clenched her fist and suddenly all sounds of chatter were silenced. The outside area was even muted to his spiritual sense though not entirely cut off, like it was on the other side of a wall.

”There. Nobody can hear what we say, and trying to read our lips won’t work, either. I figured you wouldn’t want anyone overhearing this, but it's clear we need to have a chat.”

“What did you want to talk about?” Matt asked more than a little wary. He had heard a lot of things about Cosmind and without Manny being within spiritual range, he would have never allowed this.

“That, that right there. Like seriously dude, chill. I haven’t seen anyone so tense since…doesn’t matter.” She made direct eye contact and shot him a wink. “You’re worried about your secret getting out, I can tell. But, hey, hey, relax, okay? Your boss already paid me not to go digging and to keep it to myself if I do figure anything out. I usually figure them out because surprisingly people are really bad at keeping secrets. ‘Cept Aiden, anyway. Can’t believe he managed to blindside me, I’m so mad. Not actually, it was a great show, but still. Point is, I don’t go digging for them. Everyone has secrets , and I respect that. Besides, they’re usually wayyy less important than people think. At least to me. After the dozenth super special growth item, private super-special rift, or unheard of Natural Treasures, you stop caring. And I’ve seen thousands. I’m sure your secret is great and all , but I genuinely couldn't care less about it.”

“Thanks for the concern?” Matt was a little uncertain on how best to respond. It wasn’t often that someone out of the blue said that he shouldn’t worry about keeping his secret. He did remember Manny saying that he had paid some counter-intelligence people to help keep his Talent hidden, but that was fairly basic precautions that all Ascenders had, so far as he knew. And she seemed genuine in wanting to set him at ease but even if she had seen rare secrets she hadn’t seen one on the magnitude of his, so her reassurances fell flat.

Ultimately, he wasn’t sure why she was bothering? Was it an act to get him to lower his guard? Was it genuine?

Matt had no way to figure it out besides outright asking so that was exactly what he did. “I’m not sure why you’re singling me out?”

“Well, mostly because of how stressed out you are. Most people’s body language isn’t practically screaming about how worried they are about their secrets getting out. And sure, out there, maybe it’s worth worrying about. But here? You could be Damien Duskblade himself reincarnated, and they’d just toast you. Whatever it is, it’s not a big deal. Not here, not with them. So, don’t stress, and enjoy the party.” She bumped his shoulder playfully and added, “Sound good?”

Matt didn’t think he was on edge, and even a check of his physical body said he was perfectly at ease. He was incredibly nervous, but he wasn’t showing any signs. He was sure of that because Manny had said he’d cover for any slip ups short of outright stating his Talent if Matt made any.

“But I’m not stressed.”

At Max’s disbelieving look, he gestured at himself. “This is me relaxed.”

Max bit her lip and shook her head. “Ask your healer about chronic stress and hypertension, then. I haven’t seen a bigger bundle of nerves in centuries. And now you’re worried about me reading your mind, stop that. I don’t mind-read friends, full-stop. Besides, not even I can read your mind without you feeling it. I’m just that good at reading your face, I promise you. I’ll sometimes phrase it like I can hear your thoughts, but that’s because it’s easier to talk like that.”

Stepping back, Max held up her hands. “My goal here is to have friends. Nothing more, nothing less. Yeah, I know I’m the big scary mind mage, but the point of this group is that all us big scary Ascenders can be friends, and that’s the only reason I’m mentioning all of this.”

Matt nodded, still a bit hesitant, but he tried to laugh it off. “Thanks for the heads up. I’ll keep what you said in mind but, of course, I’ve got secrets, who doesn’t?”

Max winked. “That’s the spirit. And if it continues to bother you, I’m happy to give anti-mind mage lessons.”

Around them, the privacy screen dropped. Max gave Matt a fist-bump, and wandered off to start chatting with Zack, leaving Matt a chance to rest with his thoughts. Shortly thereafter, Sien elegantly swept in to sit next to Matt.

Sien took a sip of tea and let out a satisfied sigh. “So, you were one of the ones most commonly engaged with my children, and I must know how they did. What was the experience akin to? Did they conceal themselves adequately, or were they brilliant embers clearly outshining their dull fellows? And do you have any advice or ideas in regard to how they may better master their capabilities for future fights? I could certainly see about arranging for a fight with them, if you want.”

Matt ran over his interactions with Sien’s kids and nodded. “Sure. I have a couple comments. Once I figured it out, it made sense, but we really struggled to understand where the boost was coming from at first.”

Sien nodded even as Liz, Aster, and Zack joined him and added their own observations.

“Oh yeah it's a super cool power set but I’m more interested in why they don't just buff each other?” Aster's comment spurned on a few more as Sien happily bragged about her kids.

This…was kinda fun.
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Contrary to his expectations, the older Ascenders were content to spend the entire two weeks leading up to the ceremony lounging around in Lila’s room. He had half-expected them to have their own things to do, but all of them seemed more interested in hanging out in person.

Matt, Liz, Aster, Allie, and Zack, on the other hand, had never been inside the Corporations Minkalla space station and wanted to explore. Which matched up with the rest of Team Zero who had already been exploring.

Zack left with Susanne fairly quickly off to go do their own thing; it was the first proper date they had been able to have in at least twenty years, subjective-time. Seeing that, Matt and Liz decided to copy them and split off from the others who decided to keep together.

He hadn’t expected to see anything interesting. After all, he had already been in Minkalla, but that thought was killed almost immediately.

The very first floor they entered was centered around selling skill shards. There were hundreds of people showcasing the skills they had inventory of as well as others rushing from person to person, buying things up.

Matt wasn’t too interested in any of the actual skills, but he enjoyed walking around absorbing the ambiance.

Phoenix Liz cocked her head and sniffed a few times before squawking quietly. Human Liz translated the thought. “Oh, I smell something interesting in this direction.”

Together they weaved their way through the crowds until they found a room filled with dozens of games of chance. Following Liz’s nose, they made their way through a dozen more rooms until they found a beauty care section. Phoenix Liz had to flap her wings to stop from falling forward as the two humans were too slow.

Matt just looked on in amusement as Liz grabbed a small jar of orange lotion. Matt had to nudge human Liz to the side as she and phoenix Liz were seemingly trying to inhale the substance.

It smelled slightly citrusy but that was the only smell he could identify. Leaning back, he shrugged. “What's so interesting about it?”

Both Liz’s looked at him like he was crazy. “Can’t you smell it?”

Matt shrugged again. “Not really. It's light citrus.”

Both Lizzes looked at him with pity. “Rub a dab on your neck.”

As he did so, Liz turned back to the smiling shopkeeper who Matt finally noticed was only a Tier 15.

“What is this stuff?”

The young man beamed. “It’s Famila’s newest product and designed with bird bloodlines in mind, especially those with an exceptional sense of smell. It's made with a proprietary blend of a few herbs as well as everything listed on the back.”

As Matt rubbed a small dab of the lotion on his neck, phoenix Liz fluttered over to him and started nuzzling his neck with little coo’s.

Human Liz seemed to have a better handle of herself. “What's the price?”

“Five hundred ninety-nine kilocredits a bottle. What size order are you thinking about purchasing?”

“What are your sizes?”

“A box comes with fifteen bottles and a pallet comes with twenty-seven boxes. We can even do large-scale orders and arrange shipping with an Empire merchant, though that comes with additional cost. Alternatively, we can simply deliver here, and you can arrange your own transportation.”

Liz nodded and asked a few follow-up questions while Matt tried to reframe what they had purchased. He knew that the Corporations used credits instead of mana stones, even for higher-Tier transactions, but that wasn’t how he thought normally so he did some mental conversions to put the price into Empire standard.

Current exchange rates, which did fluctuate, put six hundred kilocredits around…a Tier 18 mana stone. Or it could be a few Tier 8 skills because they also usually sold for around a megacredit.

The core of the issue was that the Corporations didn’t value things based on Tier. Unlike the Empire, where a mana stone of that Tier served as the fundamental unit for a given Tier’s economy, in the Corporations, mana stones were valued primarily on how much mana they held. There was still some markup for the higher-Tier stones due to their mana to size ratios, but it still meant that a Tier 18 mana stone might only be worth a few dozen times more than a Tier 8 stone in the Corporations.

Amusingly enough, it meant that he actually created more value for unit of time with his Talent in the Corporations’ economy than the Empire’s.

While he was busy trying to figure out how much they were spending, Liz finished her transaction for three pallets, which came to about two hundred and forty megacredits. Translating that to Empire standards, it was one Tier 32 mana stone, if directly converted, which they weren't doing.

They had thousands of Tier 8 skills lying around in their portable house and that was how Liz paid the salesman, which made the price feel downright cheap.

But that didn't explain what she needed over a thousand bottles of lotion for. That much would last well over a century, and it seemed excessive to buy that much at once.

When he asked she simply replied. “Do you think I’ll get my chance to buy any of these once mom smells this? Not a chance. She's going to buy millions, if not the recipe itself.”

Shoving her face into his neck, she took a deep breath. “Oh, that smells soooo good.”

She tried to go in for a second sniff but got smacked then pecked by phoenix Liz for her efforts.

Seeing that, Matt just considered it money well spent.

Grinning, he pulled her along to check out some of the other stalls. They didn’t find anything else quite so interesting but it was fun just browsing through the random stalls together, seeing all the odd bits and bobs that had either been pulled out of Minkalla or brought into the system by the Corporations.

It was a great way to spend an afternoon and better still when they met up with the rest of the group and did some exploring together.

Liz was also proven right and the moment they arrived at the Empire quarters, a blur of fiery chicken raced at them trying to smell Matt’s new lotion.

Liz tried to hide the source but cracked almost immediately as Mara started grooming her phoenix body.

Answers pulled from her daughter, Mara vanished for a whole ten seconds before she came running back, wings trying to hold a dozen bottles of the lotion as she speed waddled back to her and Leon’s room.

Aster leaned forward and took a sniff but shrugged. “I don’t get it. Is it an aphrodisiac?”

Liz rolled her eyes. “Not technically. It just smells really good.”

A chortling chuffing sound came from the other side of their quarters’ hallway and two non-human figures came walking their way with Manny escorting them.

The first was a turtle-like man, complete with scaly skin and a massive rocky shell on his back. The shell itself looked almost like a miniature world, mountain peaks and lakes and forests spread out, wisps of clouds drifting through the landscape.

If there were any people or cities, they were too small to see, but he didn’t dare look too closely at a Tier 50. Tobias, the First Shepherd of the Monster Collective, wasn’t an enemy of the Empire, but politeness was always the best policy for people twice your Tier.

Next to him was a very large lion-like person he didn’t recognize, and needed to query his [Library] to recall notable individuals before he had any luck. He was fairly clearly a chimera, with very pale yellow fur contrasting strongly with metallic bronze wings folded along his back, but Matt didn’t know all of the Collective’s super soldiers.

After a moment, he got his answer: Kar’tan, the first chimera and the only one the Federation had managed to make. He was a fairly reclusive figure, and while he’d had a fair few impressive stories from their war of independence and some tragic ones from before, he hadn’t been seen much in public since then.

That he was here was surprising.

Manny made the introductions before he and Tobias turned and left, leaving just the chimera.

Kar'tan dipped his head to them. “Good to meet you all. If I could talk to you two privately, that would be ideal. Matthew is welcome to join us, of course.”

Matt and Aster followed Liz into their room where they all took a seat, watching as one of the chairs adjusted to match Kar'tan’s size.

His smile, while ostensibly friendly, set Matt on edge as the hand-sized teeth came into view. “You are a spitting image of your mother, Elizabeth. While I don’t have the honor of calling them close friends, both of your parents fought in the war when we were freed , and I owe them a personal debt of gratitude for that. This is why it pains me to come asking for more instead of bringing gifts.”

They had been warned that the Monster Collective would be interested in their new bloodlines by Mara when Liz and Aster had decided to advance down that path. As far as he knew, neither of them were too interested in sharing, but that may have changed.

Liz nodded politely. “My parents always expressed regret that your people weren’t helped until it became a good political excuse, despite their advocacy.”

Kar'tan shrugged a wing as if he wasn’t bothered, but even Matt could read his anger at the fact. “It is simply a truth in the way the Realm works, but I still appreciate their efforts. Without them and people like them, the cause would have been crushed long before any help would arise.”

With a full body shake, the large lion man changed the subject. “Onto happier topics! I was overjoyed when news came forward about you two having evolved your bloodlines. Aster, your creation of a Rank 1 Aurora bloodline astounded even my greatest researchers. We had thought the possibility of making a Rank 1 bloodline with a Level 4 mana type a distant possibility at best, but you managed it. I know the pressures of modifying one's bloodline, but to do so while resisting the pull of advancing up a rank? That is something I don’t believe that even I could have managed. Let me express our heartfelt congratulations on your success.”

Matt thought that was just a figure of speech but Kar'tan let out a long low roar.

Once he finished, he looked over to Liz and repeated his roar. “And another for you, Elizabeth, for your feat of creating both a bloodfire mana type and bloodline. A wondrous Level 4 mana type that combines the best aspects of both of your parents, as well as your own uniqueness. It is truly a marvelous accomplishment.”

Liz seemed uncomfortable at the praise, but Aster preened under it. “And I intend to make the jump to space ice as well, though I don’t know if I want to stay Rank 1 for that or advance to Rank 2 with the breakthrough.”

Kar'tan nodded. “Both have their advantages and disadvantages. Be aware that Level 5 mana types, like your space ice would be, are oftentimes even more challenging to integrate with a bloodline than is normal. I wouldn’t call it impossible, certainly not in the presence of Alphas, but such a thing would be very difficult indeed. On the other hand, advancing to Rank 2 with the creation would greatly lessen the strain on you, while remaining Rank 1 would increase the difficulty many fold. All that being said, if I may be so bold, I’d recommend staying Rank 1. The advantages of creating the bloodline at Rank 1 are less so for yourself but more so for any descendants. The lower the Rank of a bloodline innately is, the longer it can last without supplements to bolster it before being bred out. It will also give you more control over the actual power that manifests at Rank 2. When the time comes, I would even be willing to add my own insights for free and more help can always be traded for.”

Aster considered that before agreeing. “It's a way off, but I’ll keep your offer in mind.”

Kar'tan chuffed in what Matt interpreted as happiness. “Wonderful. Now, Elizabeth, while you have set up your own research guild, I’d like to offer a partnership of sorts. The advancement of bloodlines is something the Monster Collective is very interested in. We will not allow our people to be ostracized again and part of that is learning all we can about such a fundamental part of ourselves.”

“While it's a generous offer, I can’t accept something so binding.” Kar'tan seemed a little upset, but Liz held up a hand, forestalling any comment. “I intend to take a feather out of my husband's cap and publicize my research initiative’s findings for the wider public.”

That turned Kar'tan’s full attention to him for the first time, and Matt explained. “I created a rune while I was younger for the [Bandage] skill after seeing how a local guild was monopolizing something so helpful. Now that the war is over, I intend to pursue those ideals on a larger scale with a guild of my own, with the express purpose of creating things without the expectation of making a profit. My intentions aren’t limited to runes but anything and everything that can help people.”

Kar'tan’s wings flapped lightly in unison with his nods, and it seemed like he was working himself into a bit of flight before he finally said, “An admirable goal and one I will keep an eye out for. One does wonder if those inventions will make their way out of the Empire, though.”

“For most things, I don’t intend to just sell the product at cost but make the creation of it public. That should ensure that prices remain low. If there is enough interest, people will flock to creating such items. I’m sure there will be exceptions, but my core ideal is to better the Realm itself. Not just a single Great Power, even if that is where I’m sure most of the inventions will be clustered.” Matt corrected Kar'tan’s misunderstanding with a smile.

Or at least his pretend misunderstanding. Kar'tan, for all that he was affable, was a warrior forged to be a super weapon by the Federation and now led a research group of his own. The man was anything but dumb, which made Matt question the legitimacy of his ‘misunderstanding’.

“A wonderful intent. I look forward to both of your findings then.” Settling back in, Kar'tan looked between Liz and Aster once more. “The last thing I would ask is that you two allow me to take a sample of your bloodlines back to the Collective. We will provide resources to make up for the removal, of course, but it is important that we don’t allow such unique bloodlines to fade because of an early death no matter how unlikely. We would handsomely compensate you for such personal information as well.”

Liz and Aster shook their heads in unison, but Liz spoke for both of them. “We are going to have to decline. We have thought about it, but we just don’t feel comfortable giving so much information about our bloodlines to anyone else.”

When Kar'tan looked like he was going to try and persuade them to change minds, Aster spoke up. “We are willing to revisit the topic before we Ascend, but not until then. As for death, it's always possible, but we aren’t so easy to kill.”

Kar'tan nodded and stood from his chair saying. “That will suffice.”

He quickly took his leave, and Matt followed his Monster Collective etiquette training and did the polite thing, escorting him out of the Empire’s quarters. There he found one of the Monster Collective Tier 48s waiting for them.

Martin may have been physically the exact opposite of Kar’tan, a roughly humanoid mouse all of eight inches tall, but the Giant Slayer hadn’t earned that title for nothing. Around him, a lingering aura of righteous bloodshed filled the corridor, making his presence impossible to miss.

Kar’tan greeted the mouse with a friendly bow, then extended his furred paw out. In a blur of motion, Martin jumped first to the outstretched appendage, then scampered up until he was sitting on the lion’s head.

However, before the man could say anything, another figure appeared in a way that high-Tiers often did when they stumbled across an interesting scene and wanted to readjust their cultivation speed to take part, but Matt highly doubted that this particular encounter had been by chance.

The First Leader of the Federation, Faith. Like many other high-Tier Federation citizens, her physical body was sculpted past perfection with a metallic sheen, giving the illusion of them being a sculpted statue. Not a single hair was out of place, and she had an all-too-elitist smirk carved into her face, a disproving glint in her eye.

“Hello, Martin, Kar’tan. Good to see you two after so long.” The words were casual enough, but Matt didn’t even need his Tier 25 senses to feel the mood in the area plummet. A few other people nearby vacated the area as well before anything dramatic could happen, and Matt couldn’t blame them. Faith’s prior title was The Beast Master and was a potent mind controller with all the associated implications those two facts carried.

Kar’tan didn’t even acknowledge the woman but simply turned aside and walked down the hall without a word. As he did so, Martin simply sat atop his fellow’s head and faced backward, his eyes fixed on Faith until the duo vanished, returning to their Tier 40 speeds.

Faith tsked slightly, shaking her head. “Such rudeness is unbecoming of civilized creatures. But if they don’t wish to speak, allow me to simply wish you firm congratulations upon your showing in the war.”

With that, she walked away, as though the entire encounter hadn’t been set up purely for his viewing. She had come in already slowing down to Tier 25 speeds, but the question was why Kar’tan and Martin had played along. At their Tiers, they could have been gone long before she finished uttering her first word. That they all chose to remain at speeds perceivable to a Tier 25 meant they wanted Matt to hear her snide comment.

He doubted they were working together, but they were both playing their own angles. He suspected Kar’tan wanted to look sympathetic and hoped Matt used that to convince his wife and bond to share their bloodlines. That explained Kar’tan’s motivation, but he didn’t get what Faith got from being so clearly antagonistic in front of him.

He very much doubted she was so truly evil that she would do something which would only make her look bad without a dozen reasons, which all played into whatever game the Federation was playing as a whole.

That was why Matt simply turned around as if he hadn’t even noticed her.

He probably wasn't doing anything she hadn’t accounted for, but he also didn’t care. He just wanted to stay out of their games as much as possible. He did make a mental note to take Max up on her offer to give him some extra lessons on resisting mind control. It was unlikely that it would do much against a Tier 48, but if anyone had knowledge on how Tier-jumping and mind magic interacted, it would be Cosmind.

As he turned around the corner, he was startled to see Harper and Frederic waiting for him. Neither said anything and vanished before Matt could ask what game was being played but it was nice to know he wasn’t alone in it.

Thankfully, that was the last thing of note to happen while they waited for the ceremony to commence.

Matt was ready for a lot of things, but he hadn’t expected the way the collective Great Powers liked to show off. The ceremony only had immortals so it could have been held even in the depths of space, but that wasn’t good enough. No, the Clans invited the attendees into a massive teardrop of glass which was lowered into the local star once everyone was inside.

The plasma of the star was caught and funneled into channels and runes which both powered and illuminated the station like the entire thing was a light rune.

Being made out of high-Tier materials, it wasn’t so impressive that it was possible, but that they bothered to do it at all. The star was only Tier 2, but the work that went into the structure had to be immense. Doubly so when it couldn’t be stored in any system Minkalla resided in for long or the planet would drain the essence out of the materials, and moving around something so large and high-Tier would be difficult at best.

And they did it all to make a grand stage for a ceremony.

It seemed…extravagant.

Thankfully, Matt didn’t have too much to do. As an elite and Ascender, his participation in the ceremony was minimal, and after that little bit, it was made clear he could leave on his own or remain as he so chose.

As the ‘losers,’ it was their turn to go first and one by one all the notable Tier 15s made their way down the roaring stage to where the Tier 50s awarded the participants a special gift for their outstanding efforts.

A few even caught Matt’s attention.

Benny Silverstan, a fresh recruit in the early stages of the war, had joined as a Tier 15 and played an incredibly key role in helping his squad hold their position on a fortress world against three assaults by Federation soldiers, which bought enough time for the rest of his battalion to focus on repelling the other attacks.

For his heroism, he was awarded a Tier 26 upgrade orb as well as ten thousand army contribution points.

Next was Tianyna Forglow, who snuck behind enemy lines and killed the higher ups of an assault before leading the pursuit off on a wild goose chase buying enough time for her to slip out in the chaos. Once free from her pursuers, she was easily able to return to command.

For her efforts, she was awarded a Tier 26 upgrade orb and two thousand army contribution points, as well as time with a smith who could affect growth items.

The Empire's army was massive, and it took hours to get through each person one at a time but Matt didn’t really mind. After the first few, he enjoyed the insights to the army and its typical heroics. Each and every one of them earned their moment of fame as did everyone who they represented.

Who knew how many people had done similar heroics but hadn’t succeeded, or hadn’t lived to tell the tale.

Before he knew it, it was their turn, and he detachedly listened to Manny as he spoke of their accomplishments. It all felt so distant, as if someone else had done all of that.

The only thing really worth paying attention to was the names of the planets they were going to be provided with for their duchies. He’d been a bit surprised when he’d first learned they were effectively getting paid to not be paid to not advance past Tier 35, but he didn’t care that much. Tier 35 seemed so far away as to not matter even if he was sure time would fly.

Also, what he hadn’t expected was that they were getting residual benefits from the massive pile of goodies that Zack and Allie were getting, mainly from the Sects in the form of access to hidden realms and the like. The way it was presented made him wonder if that had been a last-minute addition.

What did wake him up a little was the other Ascenders cheering for them.

They had all been quiet up until that point , but they broke decorum and cheered with the Empire’s people even as their Great Powers politely clapped.

The reception for Allie and Zack was slightly more elaborate considering they were being bought out of the war Tiers altogether but it was ultimately the same song and dance.

Aiden, on the other hand, interrupted his ceremony to monologue for fifteen straight minutes about how great his accomplishment of making an Authority was. He probably would have gone on for longer but, magically, his throat got dry, and he needed to take a break.

Even as he was given his accolades, he complained relentlessly in the Ascender chat about being stifled less than a tenth of the way into his prepared speech and how his wife and Cammie wanted to hear more from him while he was onstage. None of the other Ascenders believed a word of it and simply drowned out his complaints with messages of their own.

Then, the ceremony concluded, they returned to the station, and everyone filtered out, allowing for the next ceremony to start up.

Before he could go to the Ascenders’ box, Matt dedicated some time to make a pass through some of the award recipients. He might be exhausted by the politics and Great Power grandstanding, but he knew it would mean a lot to those present to get some face time with an Ascender.

He was even pleasantly surprised when he got a handshake from a Tier 15 elite who had been in Minkalla at the same time as him and had acted as their rearguard when they had made their final dash to the exit.

It took Matt aback that the man was still Tier 15 for a moment, but it had only been a few hundred years and elites advanced much more slowly than Ascenders on the Path.

The conversation did serve as a good reminder of why he was fighting so hard for the Empire, and it was a lesson he took to heart, acting as a balm for his exhausted spirit.

For the rest of the time, he was able to hide in the Ascenders’ box, watching as the other Great Powers had their own concluding ceremonies in turn while chatting with the others.

The Guilds had technically won, as their separate peace was decided just off their own war score which had been overwhelmingly positive. The rewards given out to their people weren’t any more interesting than the stuff given to the Empire soldiers, but there was a bit more pomp and ceremony in it all.

Then there was another changing of the guard, as the Republic cycled in for their ceremony, and Matt just let himself tune everything else out, and he only started paying attention once again when the elites he had fought were brought out to be shown off.

He glared at Valentina, but she never looked at him or where the rest of Team Zero stood, which was a smart decision, all things told. He wasn’t about to rush out and kill her, but if she’d tried stirring the pot any, a fight would have broken out.

It was at least more interesting when Gan Le, as part of his prize, was being brought under Yun Me’s tutelage. A number of other Sects members showed outward expressions of jealousy but Gan Le’s expression never wavered from his flat stoicism.

Aster chuckled even as she sent a message through the Ascender group chat. “I bet he's fuming inside. I get the feeling he really wants nothing to do with wars. It was half of what he complained about when I had him trapped in my spirit space.”

Max sent back a quickly sketched Gan Le, tearing his hair out. “It's all he can do to not run away. Poor guy. He’s got a creative breadth of profanity, I’ll give him that, though.”

Sien didn’t even try to defend him. “He’ll get over it sooner or later. I had a talk with him, and while he’ll never make for anything but a defensive specialist, he’s going to become a force to be reckoned with after ten or twenty thousand years of training with Yun Me. I’ll bet he can take a full force punch from Moe at that point.”

“I’d sha’er em with a ‘ingle blow.”

Everyone weighed in on whether or not he would survive such a blow, and even Matt couldn’t help but add his own bet to the pot.

That last thing of note was the complete absence of the rune soldiers from the ceremony and when Matt raised that question in the group chat, Gideon replied, “If they are alive this time next month I’ll be very surprised. Virgil is like her grandfather in all his worst traits. I’m sure officially they sacrificed themselves for some project, but we’ll never know the truth about it.”

Allie replied almost immediately. “Really now? That seems super interesting. Maybe I need to go snooping in the Federation’s backyard. They sent me on a wild goose chase into a shit bucket , and I still haven’t forgiven them about it. Maybe I'll go see if I can find the rune squad after this stuff settles down.”

Ellen immediately replied. “Oh, you need to take me. Or at least take a skeleton that Boney can shove me inside. Their systems are cleaned super regularly so I need to physically bust in to get a more permanent back door into their systems.”

As their conversation devolved into how to best hack into secure systems, Matt let his attention wander back to the rest of the ceremony which was more of the same.

There was some more chatter, but none of it particularly pivotal. Matt couldn’t help but feel like he was being pulled into a den of inveterate gamblers with how fast and loose everyone played with what were objectively immensely valuable items…but hey, what did he know?

Eventually, the final reward was given to the final Federation elite, and with that, the ceremonies came to a close. Nominally, they could have stayed for a while longer, visiting and shopping in the Corporations station, but Allie announced that she was heading back to the Capital that very day, and that if anyone wanted teleportation back home, they’d need to let her know right then.

With none of the other Ascenders indicating that they were going to stick around terribly long, Matt decided to take her up on the offer.

Of course, right before they left, Matt got an interesting message.

He had already agreed once, but the second check in warmed him.

While this would be one more person who knew his Talent, this one at least was one who truly needed to know.
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Allister waited in his office, fingers steepled and orbs spinning behind his head in an orbit so slow, they seemed to not move at all.

The inertial energy was harvested and then fed back into the orbs in case anyone was foolish enough to fight him. Allister wasn’t bad at fighting, but that wasn’t his specialty.

He was a planner, preferring well-laid plans and careful execution to hasty action. It came from his time as a two bit villain, where heists and theft were his main source of income. Those early lessons were the ones engraved the deepest.

Though, just because he preferred indirect methods of problem-solving didn’t mean he couldn’t slug it out.

As more than a few heroes had learned the hard way, ‘Orbit’ was perfectly willing to brawl. Especially in the earliest Tiers, when magical skills had been lacking and everyone was reliant on fists, blades, and ranged weapons.

His ability to harvest the kinetic energy out of the blows of his enemies had made him a force to be reckoned with. Their building-leveling attacks had been as effective as a mortal striking a mountain.

Those had been the days, and the brawls had been exactly what an angry teen had needed. Slowly losing those advantages had also forced him into the man he was today. As they Tiered up and spells became more common, he became more vulnerable and started losing more and more. It wasn’t until his Tier 50 Talent that the ability to steal the inertia in magic had developed but, by then, he had long since learned that the most direct path was rarely the best one.

Sometimes, it was the only path, and that was why he had never let his combat prowess slip and why, even as a Tier 50, he never stopped storing inertia.

It was also why he was willing to play second fiddle to Emmanual and the Empire.

Not that they were evil, since the last three Tier 50s had been the kind of leaders any Great Power could hope for, but that didn’t stop their growth. Especially not in his generation.

His predecessor had copied a number of Empire policies, which thankfully ensured they were doing better than the other Great Powers in terms of finding elite fighters. But they had been categorically unlucky with their limited expansion, which limited their population growth. Still, they were growing slower than the Empire, which came with the threat of being consumed in the Empire's rapid growth.

If Emmanuel wasn’t both competent and honest in his deals, Allister might have considered helping the other Great Powers slow the Empire's momentum rather than protect its flank.

It wasn’t that he didn’t appreciate the turnaround from feudal control to civil liberties, as those were more in-line with the Guilds’ ideals, but it was simply a matter of independence. Why would he spend his people's lives to raise a hegemon who would swallow them all?

Emmanuel at least had a good head on his shoulders, and could both scheme and act. Too many people could make plans but failed to execute them, while others never planned and simply did. The capacity to do both was what made someone competent, even if Heroes typically leaned to the side of brute force.

That could work, as proven in the latest war. The Empire had stalled the war, and then staged a clean turn around in the third act, which let them end the war exactly where Emmanuel said he wanted it to end, all thanks to their Heroes.

If Allister didn’t know better, he would have suspected that Emmanuel had planned the whole thing, but not even his father’s Tier 50 Talent could so accurately read the strings of fate. With Tier 50s making decisions, everything was in flux and impossible to foretell.

The war at least had been a net win for the Guilds. The planets, once their cultures had been shifted, would be a handsome source of new expansion routes and well of populations ready to contribute.

Emmanuel telling him to agree to a separate peace deal had been a bit of a shock. Allister had rolled with it, as it benefited the Guilds, but he wasn’t particularly happy with the suggestion. It felt a hair too much like an order, and one didn’t order allies around like subordinates.

It was why, when Emmanuel had told him they needed to talk, he had agreed.

They did need to talk.

And if the Emperor didn’t have a good reason for his actions, Allister would do what was best for his Great Power and its people.

That was doubly true when he considered the true war that Emmanuel kept hinting at. No matter how expensive the Primordial Dragon blood was, it wasn’t worth letting his Great Power burn.

He felt the teleportations and shook his head, interrupting his musings. The Tier 50 in the Empire had gone from their Capital to the edge of the Great Power in a single move.

That Talent was ridiculous.

A few hundred more normal teleports later, Emmanuel arrived near the Guilds' Capital, and Allister waved him in with a pulse of spiritual perception.

Emmanuel phased into real space, sitting in the seat across from Allister with a nod.

“It's time I came clean.”

Allister raised an eyebrow, indicating for Emmanuel to proceed.

“I suspect you are confused why I asked you to make a separate peace deal, and the answer is simple. I wasn’t joking when I said there would be a true war. Two reasons, really, but one main reason. I found it.”

Emmanuel paused with a small smile and Allister played his part, asking the obvious question. “Found what?”

“The answer to all of our problems.”

When it became clear Emmanuel wasn’t going to say more than that, Allister raised his eyebrow again. “All of our problems? I have a lot of problems. And if the solutions will create a true war, I’m not sure I want the answer.”

“Sleight of hand. Hide the impossible behind the absurd. It’s a trick that worked for Aiden, and it works for me as well. Of my Ascenders, who would you pick as the most disruptive?”

“Aiden, of course. The sheer breadth of possibility that has opened up by having a functional Authority before us is staggering. It doesn’t matter how bad of a teacher he is, we’ll learn incalculable amounts about Domain development simply through passive observation,” Allister answered without a second of hesitation.

“That’s what I was hoping you’d say. Remember, I’m hiding the impossible behind the absurd.”

Allister narrowed his gaze. That the Empire had four Ascenders was already impossible and absurd. Were he to make a second guess, he would list Allison, of course. That wouldn’t be his secret, unless Allison’s teleportation was even more powerful than they’d thought. There was a not-uncommon theory that she could teleport anywhere she had a clear enough image of in her head, so the truth would have to be even more extreme than that.

It also wouldn’t be the solution to all their problems. The solution to all their problems would be…some way to Tier up planets cheaply and easily. Create a Tier 50 world, raise up an army of universe-crushers, and conquer the known Realm in an unstoppable avalanche.

It couldn’t be Lila. The dragon’s toolbox was vast and powerful, but her existence wasn’t something new. She could have found a new world in her explorations, of course, but that still didn’t fit.

Zack, perhaps? The Empire had created two new mana types this war, and that was already impressive. But not the solution to all their problems, or even most of them. Hmm, hiding the impossible behind the absurd. The absurd was the actions taken by Aiden Waters, Allison Shadow, and Zack Light.

So, the impossible was hidden behind them. Elizabeth Legion, Matthew Titan, and Aster Wraith, then? What could be impossible about them?

If he looked past the absurd and into the impossible, what was the maximum power that he could imagine each of the three having? It was difficult to speculate how a Hero could be even more powerful than they already were. Perhaps Elizabeth could raise the dead? Perhaps…

He looked at Emmanuel, meeting the man’s gaze. He noticed and returned a questioning look.

Did you figure it out? he seemed to ask.

Look past the absurd and into the impossible. Perhaps Matthew’s Talent wasn’t about wrenching every last drop of mana from that which was around him. Plenty of theories had abounded, of course, from taking the show at face value and assuming that his mana reserves were infinite, to those who dug just a bit further and found that he absorbed mana from mana stones, and those who looked even further beyond.

Allister hadn’t given the matter too much thought. There was no need to concern himself with the details of the boy’s Talent, especially with all of the insanity the Empire was generally experiencing. But when he had thought about it, his primary theory was that he could re-use mana from his surroundings in some form or fashion, creating a feedback loop with his Domain wherein he gave mana to his fellows and took some portion of that for himself.

If he were to assess the impossible, then…

“Matthew. There’s no trick, is there?”

Emmanuel responded with a small shake of his head.

“It grows, then?”

“Doubles.”

Allister took a sharp breath, despite himself. Doubling? Doubling? There were practically no growth Talents that doubled each Tier. Those which did were incredibly restrictive, or functioned as some kind of cap to an extraneous method of growth. They were the kinds of tantalizing promises which the Power Assessor sometimes spat out, and some people would waste their entire lives trying to reach their theoretical limits. The idea that someone could double their mana regeneration every Tier was absurd.

No, not absurd. It was impossible.

Then, a thought occurred to him.

He had just watched Matthew along with all of the other Tier 50s. A chill ran through him, and he glared at Emmanuel.

“Why would you ever let him enter a fight? Why would you let anyone see him? Why would you risk him or his secret? W⁠—”

Emmanuel’s smile turned slightly smug as he interrupted him. “There’s a simple truth at play. I Am Not a Tyrant. I refuse to rule over my citizens, telling them what they can and cannot do.”

The way he said it made Allister think he may have just learned a portion of Emmanuel’s Aspect, but he still couldn’t accept it.

There was one thing he needed confirmed. “What's the timeframe? Per hour? Per minute?”

Instead of answering, Emmanuel started dumping mana into the office at a steady rate of forty-two million mana per second.

Allister's throat went dry as his mind raced.

“You're an idiot.”

Emmanuel let out a deep belly laugh at the comment, but at least stopped dumping mana into the air, letting Allister think. His orbs spun with an unbecoming fervor , but he didn’t have the spare mental capacity to control them right now.

Forty-two million mana per second was impressive— it was more than he personally made a second— but it wasn’t Realm changing. Not yet. But if it kept doubling, then it would truly be the solution to all their problems.

If the boy made it to Tier 50?

One quadrillion four hundred seven trillion was beyond Realm changing. Even ‘just’ forty trillion mana a second, what Matthew would have at Tier 45, would be Realm changing enough that anyone who controlled that much mana could catapult their Great Power into Hegemony.

A Tier 50 Capital, or even just a few Tier 50 rifts on a Tier 49 world. The very thought was mind-boggling. The resources needed to just keep the Capital planets running were enormous, but with Matthew’s Talent, they could finally not just fix that issue but make strides to correct a fundamental imbalance in the Realm itself since the Shattering.

It was undoubtedly the answer to all of their problems. And the cause of so many more.

It was there that his mind started putting together pieces of seemingly unconnected information.

Emmanuel alluding to his Truth was the first thing that came to mind, if he’d understood the man correctly. Emmanuel was not a tyrant. It was his Truth. It was a core fundamental part of his being forged into his very spirit. Into his Domain. Into the core of his cultivation. It was the pillar on which everything else was forged.

Of course, that wasn’t entirely true. Cultivators weren’t wholly slaves to their Domains, though acting at odds to them could have consequences. Even then, could that be sufficient for him to pass over the opportunity to stand Hegemon?

Allister genuinely couldn't say yes without a hint of doubt rearing its head.

What if Emmanuel wanted to use this to take over the Realm? Could anyone stop him? With that Talent set and the ability to create higher Tiers without digging into reserves? Allister wasn’t sure it was possible to stop the Empire's ascendancy anymore.

And even if Emmanuel said he didn’t want it, could he trust that? Could he risk his Great Powers' freedom on the word of a competitor?

Allister didn’t know.

He did know that if Emmanuel was telling him about this he was, at least as of now, intending to share. But the villain inside of Allister was looking for a double cross or betrayal that he was sure would follow. A younger him would never trust anyone but himself with such a resource, and he would have fought to the death to secure or destroy it.

It was also the same thought that he was sure his fellow Tier 50s would have.

There was no chance any of them would be willing to allow another Great Power to have access to such mana. They would rather kill the golden goose than let someone else have its eggs.

There would be a true war, and it was just a question of where the Guilds would stand.

His initial gut reaction was to try and grab it for himself. But Allister wasn’t a fool, and more than that, he wasn’t blind.

If Emmanuel was willing to mention it, he must be willing to share.

If the Guilds could get access to such mana reserves without a fight, why would they bother?

That was if that was Emmanuel’s plan.

This could be a subjugation attempt.

Still, he couldn’t get over the fact that Emmanuel let Matthew anywhere near a battle, let alone the frontlines, where death lurked around every corner. Hero or not, Allister would never let someone of that value out of his sight, let alone spiritual perception.

It did speak well to Emmanuel’s willingness to put his actions to his words.

He wasn’t a tyrant.

Leaning forward, he spat out, “I reiterate: You're an idiot.”

Emmanuel nodded. “There is an element of risk, but Matthew’s greatest fear is rightly being shoved into a box. One of his Minkalla-folded reflection lives, where he had this Talent, revolved around that fear. It’s Realm changing, but I won’t force anything from him.”

A spike of fear at the loss of such a resource rippled through Allister, and he couldn’t help but smile at it. He was a villain, through and through.

“Thankfully, Matthew is cognizant of his power and its intrinsic responsibilities. He sees his Talent as a way to help people and even intends to open a guild with that intention. While he was on the Path, he already created a way to mass produce aura rifts. He seems to have a knack for aperology, and was the one to create the rift that originally dropped the [Bandage] skill. With this resource, he intends to make other Realm breaking discoveries and make them available for free.”

Emmanuel tossed Allister a mana stone with a sample of mana and a data packet, which he quickly reviewed. It explained how to best use the provided mana to create aura rifts. The first pages of information were…sloppy, but the follow up tests were clearly done by a proper research team and were far more thorough. They pointed out a number of pitfalls to avoid, as well as best practices to maximize chances of successful aura rifts.

“Don’t be surprised if there is an update to those, as Matthew intends to make that the personal focus of his guild, but it's enough to get started. I’m serious when I say I see the Guilds as an ally.”

Allister nodded. There was now no denying Emmanuel’s sincerity. “I still think it's the height of foolishness to allow him to fight, but I won’t comment on it further. And you are right that this will kick off a true war. I have no doubts that even us Tier 50s will be pulled into direct combat, and while both of us are strong, I don’t think we can fight six other Tier 50s with just the two of us.”

Emmanuel's smile turned feral. “I won’t pretend it will be easy, but I also managed to snag Hastor’s Talent mid-ascension. So, I have a single strike Tier 51 blade. It will only work once, but it will let us seriously injure at least one other Tier 50. Besides that, I believe that we can get JR to our side. Access to that much mana should be enough to buy his allegiance. And I’m not looking to win the war, to be honest. I don’t need us to be the final side standing. We just need to be strong enough that they can’t take Matt or force him to Ascend. We need to be strong enough to negotiate terms. Terms which I offer to you now. After I raise the Empire's Capital to Tier 50, I will raise your Capital. Eventually, we can all have Tier 50 Capitals.”

Emmanuel’s eyes narrowed, and he caught Allister’s gaze. “I don’t want the Empire to stand above the others. I just want the Empire to better itself and not be destroyed for daring to upset the status quo.”

“The others will never agree or believe you. Maybe if we can hold them back long enough, some of them might come around, but Virgil is unhinged, and Tobias hates humans. He’ll never let anyone get any perceived power over him or his. Janet hates the Empire something fierce, and Aoife will try to preserve the Clans as the strongest Great Power. I agree JR will possibly be willing to side with us but, even then, our chances aren’t good. Please tell me there is something more.”

Allister had bought in, but they needed far more power if they were going to survive this war, and suddenly, he found himself wishing they had lost this last war a little worse. It might have given them a longer treaty, and while treaties wouldn’t matter in the case of a true war, it would force the others to turn their blades to each other, which would keep them occupied and out of their houses.

Emmanuel nodded, a wry grin growing on his face, and Allister felt hope, only for it to come crashing down with his next words. “I have a healer whose Talent grants Overhealth to all cast skills.”

“Is that it?” Allister wasn’t sure why Emmanuel bothered to mention something so trivial. Every Great Power had access to Overhealth healing in some form, and Emmanuel should know that.

Emmanuel looked confused. “You sound disappointed.”

Wanting to clarify, Allister asked, “You have only a single omni-skill Overhealth healer?”

“I feel as though I’m not explaining myself properly.” Emmanuel was smiling again. “It’s a Tier 3 Overhealth Talent that expands its range as it's pushed before Tiering up.”

“Overhealth from anything but a cracked skill is immensely rare, yes, but we figure each Great Power as at least one in some capacity as well as cracked skills. Mostly Domain based—the Clans are rumored to have a Talent-based one, but it’s pure speculation. Ours is Domain-based. Still, it’s good you have at least one. What’s their specialty? Domain healing? Is that how Aiden pulled off making an Authority?”

“No, it’s physical healing. But it’s completely perfect healing, no cooldown whatsoever. It can even cleanse existing healing cooldown.”

“What Tier range can they act on?”

“All of them.”

Now that was mildly surprising. “Okay, that’s at least something. So, I’m guessing they’re Tier 44? 46? Is…is it Harvest Moon?”

That would make sense but didn’t quite explain why Emmanuel was so impressed with it.

“No, it’s not Baxter. And they’re Tier 17.”

That caught Allister’s attention. “They can heal people three times their Tier? How do they have the power to affect anyone at that Tier, never mind provide Overhealth?” Allister had one Domain Overhealth healer, and that sort of range was impossible for them. The same was true for the few dozen with cracked Overhealth skills.

Emmanuel gestured and a healing spell formed in the air. “They act indirectly. They have a lingering heal effect, and it serves as a buff to any healing cast upon the patient, letting even very crude healing land with no cooldown and yet also with the full effect.”

“And under Tier 25…I see. A healer capable of granting Overhealth, that would persist through all other healings…that is unique, and useful. As far as our very limited knowledge of the other Great Powers’ Overhealth users, none of them can do that much and need to perform the healing themselves to get the effect.”

Allister nodded to himself. A proper skill to pair with the healer’s Overhealth-granting, which he had no doubt that Emmanuel had already provisioned them with, unless they were also somehow on the Path of Ascension. With proper exposure to said skill, they could fight a war wherein none of their losses were permanent, their Overhealth healer never exhausted themselves, they had unlimited mana, and with nearly as many Heroes as the rest of the Realm had combined.

It would still be an uphill battle, but it was looking possible.

Steepling his fingers and letting his orbs return to their slow circling, he nodded. “I’m trusting you. And this is a lot to go on pure faith. That said, are you sure you have no way of averting this war? Even if you think you’ll win, the risk is almost incalculable, and the damage will be tremendous.”

Emmanuel looked off into the distance instead of immediately responding.

Eventually he spoke. “What other option do I have? Just ignore it and ask Matt to not use his Talent? To just keep the status quo by not capitalizing on the work of my father and grandmother? I can only fight hard enough that the others are forced to listen and not just react. Only when they know they can't win or take Matt from me will they be willing to accept any sort of compromise.”

Allister shook his head. “Great Powers will burn. Mostly likely ours.”

“Most likely.”

There was a long silence before Emmanuel looked over to Allister with a gaze that asked if he was in or out.

It should have been a hard choice, but Allister had never been one to hesitate in the decisive moment. Everything came with risk, and even with conservative estimations this was the greatest payday the Guilds had ever had. After all, they weren’t the main target, only an ally.

“We’re in.”

Emmanuel stood up and proffered his hand, which Allister shook. “I’ll deliver seventy-five percent of the mana I produce on our decade visits. That should be enough to keep you guys ahead of the curve, and I’ll make sure you are informed of any new breakthroughs we come up with. But that will take a while with the post-war stabilization.”

Seventy-five percent was a generous amount of the mana, especially given that Emmanuel would be providing his own mana, and the mana of a Tier 50 would be far more useful for what he had in mind.

Namely, his own war coffers. Without needing to concentrate lower-Tier mana to fuel the mana stones of himself and the strongest Guildmasters, they could stockpile a truly immense degree for the war to come and accelerate their delving by a fair degree while freeing up even more mana for other projects.

With a true war coming, he needed to bolster his more important worlds in preparation for attacks that would no doubt devastate core regions of production once the fighting really started. That would be where the lion’s share of the new windfall would go toward. The rest, well, there were some previously rejected project proposals that might be worth reconsidering.

He also needed to do it without rousing too much suspicion from the other Tier 50s, but at least he had a few ideas regarding that.

“How quickly do you see Matthew reaching Tier 45? I hope you intend for him to advance quickly.”

“No, I can’t pay them to wait at Tier 35, but I wasn’t going to do that, anyway. I hope they voluntarily leave the war Tiers in the next few thousand years, but I know they will advance to Tier 35 quickly. After that, we'll see. I won’t order them around, and even if I could, you know how Ascenders react to orders. And for Matthew, being ordered to Tier for his mana is a particularly bad sore spot. We have twenty-five thousand years before we need to Ascend, and I hope any war happens later in my reign.”

“Time is on our side,” Allister agreed. “That said, the faster Matthew advances, the more mana we make. I know you aren’t a tyrant, but a good prod or two will help keep the boy moving in the right direction at the right speed. Seconds might not matter, but decades sure do, especially when considering the doubling.”

Emmanuel simply nodded. “I have some ideas, but for now, I need to return and help stabilize the Empire. I’m also working on some ways we can really abuse the Talents we have without showing our hand.”

After a little more small talk, Emmanuel left, leaving Allister to sit and ponder.

Everything made so much more sense with the revelations made today. He even considered following Emmanuel’s example of stopping funding to their Farm, but he couldn't bring himself to make such a drastic change. That was going all in and would see their true destruction if their gambit failed.

The Empire might be willing to go all in, but he wasn’t. And besides, if they succeeded, and he didn’t need the Farm anymore, he would have a plethora of higher-Tier worlds to distribute, so it wasn’t a waste so long as the cores weren’t harvested.

While Emmanuel hadn’t outright stated it, Allister suspected he wouldn’t be Ascending at the end of his reign. Not if his ambitions to make all the Capitals into Tier 50 worlds was true. There just wasn’t enough time, and no one would complain too loudly about Emmanuel lingering if he was Tiering up their planet.

Especially not if they had just won a true war. To the victor went the spoils.

Allister shook his head free of idle thoughts and got himself back on track. He needed to plan. For the upcoming true war, his careful attempts at an Authority, and most of all Matthew’s mana. So much work. That was life though, the rewards could be enjoyed once they were in hand, and he needed to ensure they secured the rewards. Which meant work.

It would be his grandest heist, and he couldn’t wait to see it play out.

[image: ]


Janet pushed her palms into her eyes as she went over the fifteenth report from a senator who wasn’t happy that she had sacrificed so much of their war score in ‘ephemeral’ demands such as limiting deaths on the Empire’s Path.

Her campaign promises were apparently nothing more than dust in the wind to them. The people voted her in because she promised the improvement of lives, because she swore to fight injustice and ensure that all interests were represented, that all lives were protected, and that she wouldn’t stand for the abuses from petty people in power.

Now that she’d done that, the petty people in power she had beaten out were mad. They wanted resources, and were angry they didn’t get many.

Apparently, they had thought all of her indignation had been nothing but a show, a tactic meant for raising sympathy while she plundered the Empire’s coffers to enrich her own pockets. They had supported her because they thought it would line their coffers as well, while taking down their age-old enemy several notches.

She’d be reconsidering who was in her Cabinet after this. She’d been disgusted by the blatant hypocrisy of so many of her fellow politicians as of late. Not that she’d ever thought too highly of her fellows…but attacking her because she kept her promises was a new low.

With allies like that, who needed enemies?

Mere resource penalties were practically ephemera when extracted from the top of the incredible war machine that the Empire was. What was more, they had agreed with her that they needed to starve the Empire of its fuel, the blood of children that it ran upon. They had agreed with it, apparently, until the very moment they found out that the war was not to be won so decisively that they could cripple the Empire and line their own pockets.

Now, they were turning on her.

Not everyone, but an annoying few who pretended they could have done better.

No, Janet was sure they couldn’t because there was nothing they could do that she hadn’t as a Tier 50.

The stress was like a weight pressing down on her. It simply added to the stress and fear that another one of the Tier 50s would create an Authority before her and the internal struggles were adding to it in the worst way. She didn’t dare attempt even poking around at an Authority until she was in a more stable mental space, and that would take decades.

Decades she didn’t have. They only had a hundred years before the Clans would attack them, but it was to be a tame war, a means by which they could more evenly test one another’s mettle and skills. It also helped each of them try to wrangle their Gladiators, tempting Maya and On the Last Line to not retire for a few more decades yet, and ward off any similar probes from the other Great Powers in the meantime.

But mostly, Janet wanted to use this as an opportunity to grow closer with the Clans, something her predecessor had been unable to do with Hastor.

The real question was, what to do with the Empire?

“Abigail, please compile me a write up of the Empire’s history for the last three…no, four rulers. Make it as analytical as possible. Actually, no. Make one from a Republic perspective, one from the Empire perspective, and the last as analytical as possible.” As her aide moved to prepare the documents, Janet turned her gaze outward.

She hated the Empire, that much was true. How much of that hatred was manufactured? The Empire of old, of her young womanhood, that certainly was worthy of dire contempt, a tangled nest of vipers that put even her Parliament to shame. But this new dynasty had been doing things differently.

She couldn’t deny what was in front of her eyes. It was the why of it that she was uncertain of. Her instincts told her they were true believers who refused to bend. Both Agatha and Georgios had been obstinate leaders who had never suffered a slight without reprisal, and Emmanuel, it was clear, was even worse. He was the type to let the Realm burn rather than to cede a single inch.

Still, she wouldn’t let herself become blinded, stuck within her own ways. Emmanuel had used her distrust of him as a weapon, and she would not allow that weapon to be used twice. Given the only weapon against falsehoods was the truth, that was what she would arm herself with.

If Emmanuel claimed to care about those weaker than himself, she would put that to the test.

Was he a politician, a visionary, or a liar?

Only time would tell.
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Virgil ran her hand down the glass tube containing the first of Charlie Team. She’d reconstituted their bodies herself for this, their greatest service for her yet. They deserved that much from her. That and lab work should always be done from a baseline to normalize results.

Ah, such tender little masterpieces. Part of it was her Talent and its connection, but she felt far more attached to them now than before, and they truly were beautiful. At the tips of her fingers, she could feel their spirits, the intricate sculpture of their Domain as familiar as the day she’d crafted each of them their Intents. This was, she thought, the best part of children. She disagreed with her Talent that the early stages were worth anything, when emotions were a mess and so were they, but by now…

Yes, these were some of her finest creations. A perfect sculpture, immaculate down to the atomic level. And so obedient and cheerful, just like perfect children ought to be. They’d been aghast at the idea that the Empire had managed to beat them with such trickery but had leaped at the chance to provide her one final service.

It made her so proud. Their sacrifice would make this so much more convenient than creating new subjects from scratch. Though, of course, that would come in time. This experiment would take many, many iterations to master.

This one was her little knight, the eager little sword so delighted to be in her service. It was such a brilliant Intent she’d made him, it was a shame that he’d never have the ability to fully master her gift.

Oh, well. Maybe the next one would. It was such a good template, no need to waste it.

Not hesitating for even a second, she reached out with her Aspect, cradling her delicate little flower in her Domain, then gripped it tightly. It spasmed involuntarily at her vice-like grip, but she ignored the reflex. This would require intense precision, and such squirming wasn’t allowed.

The Image of him swearing vows of service to her was so precious, and she committed it to memory, a suitable memorial for the valiant little boy. It would also function quite well as his Truth.

I Serve My Mother.

She assembled the first part of his Aspect with care, fusing it onto his spirit as gently as she could. Yet she did something wrong, and needed to suppress a most undignified growl as the boy’s spirit writhed and recoiled, collapsing. Damn fool. Too weak to be truly useful. She supposed she would need to be even gentler with the next. Granting an Aspect to Tier 25 fighters would be a tremendous boon once she had mastered it. She just needed to find candidates sturdy enough to withstand her efforts while she refined her technique.

Ah, well, no sense dwelling on the past. The glass tube that had once held the child was now clouded with black and red, but it cleared itself as she moved onto the next one.

Ah, this one already was acting as her outstretched hand. Perhaps he would be more compatible.

This time, she began with his Image. His Intent’s image had merely been her hand resting upon his shoulder, but now she would make for him the ability to be her hand.

He lasted no longer than his brother, and Virgil moved onto the next.

It hadn’t been this difficult for her to create Aspects within her Alpha and Bravo children, but that was because their spirits were more resilient from the additional ten Tiers. That and she had substantial practice granting Aspects to those of the appropriate Tiers. Attempting to do so this early was novel, but once she had accomplished this, she could see about granting Intents to Tier 15s, maybe even Tier 10s.

Another failure, though perhaps she had some insight into the nature of the failure.

When she eventually achieved success, they would dominate the wars, were she to ever allow them to fight. But she couldn’t, not when the other Great Powers had made such an unwarranted fuss over these children. Bah. They served their purpose, and it was a far higher calling than any of the countless no-names they each sacrificed in their war machines. They were simply jealous that she was seeing results.

Failure again. It seemed her previous insight had been incorrect.

Well, it was no matter. This war had proven beyond all doubt the validity of her tactics, and while the current war with the rebellious scum was annoying, it could provide its own opportunities. Proving that even battered, her people were better than mere beasts. If the old stone-headed turtle had thought he’d find them severely weakened and that he could take advantage of their vulnerability to exploit them, he would be sorely mistaken.

Another failure but, this time, progress had been made.

She would find many willing volunteers for her experiments in the coming decades regardless, those eager to improve themselves at any cost. Willing participants were always so much easier to work with, after all.

Of course, willingness was not sufficiency, and she moved on from the latest failure.

She should raise a new set of children. She had learned oh so much from her latest progeny, and her next set of spawn could be even more effective and far more subtle. No need to divide them into full teams of ten, standard squads of five to six could be sufficient, especially if she taught them how to operate in larger groups. Perhaps some alterations to their runes would be in order. And, perhaps, she ought to create their Concepts as well, giving her a firmer base upon which she could work.

She was faced with another failure, and moved on. She was improving, however lacking the material may have been. The first tube was all but clear now, no trace of her sworn soldier to be seen beyond her treasured memories of him.

Her experiments had been enlightening. Attempting to create a Domain stage well in advance of when the spirit could normally support it was tricky, but enlightening. The costs would be steep, but that was a price she was willing to pay.

Today, Aspects. Tomorrow…Authorities.

A grin stretched across her face. She would make the sacrifice of the children worthwhile.

For her Great Power, for her people, and for herself.

Seeing the last tube drain, she nodded. She had learned a lot from both the war and her tests. The program might have failed, but it showed her the right path.

Yes, this would do nicely.

A new round of elites, entirely her handiwork and with no weaknesses to be seen…that could work. She was also rather interested in how Minkalla might interact with her sculptures. Yes, her handiwork was already perfect, but Minkalla could improve upon even perfection. That was the premise behind the Paladins, after all. Perhaps she might find inspiration in that place of miracles.

She would certainly need all the assistance she could get, she noted, as she stepped away from the final failure. This experiment had been enlightening, but it was only the beginning.

Soon, the Federation would stand triumphant, calling the Realm to order and restoring the proper hierarchy.

She simply needed to find better base material for next time.
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Emmanuel couldn't help but be happy as he returned to the Empire. The Guilds were informed, and Allister was all in.

The war wouldn’t be easy, but it was looking more and more possible by the day.

As he returned to the Empire, he took a moment to float above the Capital. With Matt’s Talents and a Tier 25 that gave him ten times more mana generation, he pushed his father’s Tier 50 and started looking through possible futures. He wasn't looking for specifics so much as just sensing general trends.

There were disasters coming. There were incidents that his people would need to overcome. There was triumph and joy. All of that would forge his people into a steel strong enough to withstand what was coming.

The Emperor’s job wasn’t to coddle them, but to make them strong enough to stand on their own. Not just survive, but thrive.

Finally, he descended and made his way over to see Carissa. He had a little time before he needed to dedicate some time to another attempt at teasing out a part of his Authority. He had a headstart he couldn't allow to be squandered , but he would take this bit of time to spend with his wife.

The Emperor’s job might be never-ending, unrewarding, thankless, and impossibly hard, but Emmanuel’s job was to see to their growing little family.

It was these little moments that gave him the strength to face what was coming.

[image: ]


Wun Miloan stretched and yawned as he exited the rift. That had been an excellent nap. The rift challenge had given him an entire world of clouds to fight through, and there were some golden clouds that had felt absolutely phenomenal to sleep on. It had been the perfect end to a phenomenal fight, a wonderful set of loot, including an undoubtedly epic cracked skill he couldn’t wait to identify, and just overall a stellar experience.

Absolute five-star experience, would delve again. ‘Course, he’d never see it again, but that was just the winds of luck for you. The highest of highs meant you’d never hit the same thing twice.

He picked a bit of food out from between his teeth with his tongue while he scanned his messages. Buncha official correspondence about the Saint changeover, yadda yadda, the whole reason he’d gone delving then was to avoid that. What about what was new?

“Yo! What’s new, dudes!” he sent to the Legend chat, “Goldenrod is back, baby! Ready for all your lives to be made exciting once again? Tell me about all the dull mundanity you’ve been putting up with while I’ve been gone!”

Max responded almost immediately. “Turn on your video. Now.”

Wun smelled danger. Something had happened, and he tried to scroll back into the chat’s history, only to find that it cut off before he entered the rift.

“I disabled you from getting messages. Now, video or I spill the beans on that thing.”

With a bit of hesitancy, Wun started projecting his reactions to the Legend group chat. Whatever prank they were about to pull couldn’t be that bad, right?

As he read, a sense of dread overtook him, and he kept looking for the prank he was sure had to be there.

But there was no prank.

Five? Aiden. What?

…

…

…

That had been the worst nap. Ever.

The Path of Ascension continues in Book Twelve
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Make sure to join our Discord

(https://discord.gg/aethon)

so you never miss a release!


THANK YOU FOR READING THE PATH OF ASCENSION - BOOK ELEVEN


We hope you enjoyed it as much as we enjoyed bringing it to you. We just wanted to take a moment to encourage you to review the book. Follow this link: The Path of Ascension - Book Eleven to be directed to the book’s Amazon product page to leave your review.

Every review helps further the author’s reach and, ultimately, helps them continue writing fantastic books for us all to enjoy.
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Want to discuss our books with other readers and even the authors?

JOIN THE AETHON DISCORD!

You can also join our non-spam mailing list by visiting LitRPG Books: https://aethonbooks.com/litrpg-newsletter/ and never miss out on future releases. You'll also receive up to five full books completely free as our thanks to you.

Don’t forget to follow us on socials to never miss a new release!

Facebook | Instagram | Twitter | Website
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Looking for more great LitRPG and Progression Fantasy?
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A fast-paced Isekai LitRPG Adventure perfect for fans of Arcane, Return of the Runebound Professor, and Rune Seeker! Master the runes. Gain power. Reign supreme. Ethan was just a plain old engineer, but everything changed when he was reborn into a world of skills, levels, and magic. With advanced knowledge far ahead of the time period he now finds himself in, he's primed to succeed. Especially because he can construct, deconstruct, and reconstruct runes — something no one else can do. But with royal politics, looming tax collectors, a mountain of debt, dungeon incursions, cults, and hostile fantasy races mixing together into a cocktail of problems that threatens to bury his dreams, Ethan must bridge the gap between steel, science, and sorcery to grow stronger. Jump into a fast-paced new Isekai LitRPG Adventure featuring a rune-based magic system, dungeon delving, an intelligent MC, deep worldbuilding, unforgettable characters, kingdom-building, and so much more. Perfect for fans of Arcane, Return of the Runebound Professor, and Rune Seeker!


Get Industrial Mage now!
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A captivating new LitRPG Adventure featuring an Overpowered Healer MC with plant-based magic. Break his chains. Grow his strength. Heal the world. For almost half a century, Elijah had kept his Core sealed. It allowed him to stay in the shadows, to run his little alchemy shop on the outskirts of the slums without fear, but it also limited him. It made him weak. When he finds two people half-dead in an alley, both too young to have had a chance at life, he removes the chains from his magic to help them. The time to step into the light — to feel the call of the world — has come once more. Experience the start of this new LitRPG Adventure featuring an OP Healer MC with plant-based magic. It's perfect for fans of Unexpected Healer, The Healer's Way, and Wraithwood Botanist!


Get Rules of Biomancy Now!
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A new low-stakes Cozy Fantasy Adventure filled with wit, charm, lovable characters, and magic. Welcome to the new caretaker of a Druidic Grove. Being a cog in the machine of an uncaring corporation has dulled Shawn's desire to see his dreams come true. He has accepted that he will never be a park ranger, fire watch, or anything fun. Instead, he works his keyboard to clean up other people's messes. Working late one night, Shawn is visited by a strange woman... With wolf ears and samurai armor. She says his soul belongs to her, but the last time he checked, his company didn't have a LARPing department. He watches the clock as the time of his prescribed death draws sooner. Turns out, she was right. Shawn is thrust into a strange ritual with a bunch of weird forest creatures. "Plant the seed!" they chant. And plant the seed he did. Now he finds himself in a fantasy world with druidic powers and a new name and body. Rud is now the caretaker of a sapient tree and the grove it encompasses. As if interacting with the local 'mortals' wasn't hard enough, he'll need to recruit help from intelligent forest creatures to make this work. From the bestselling author of Newt and Demon comes this new low-stakes Cozy Fantasy LitRPG adventure oozing with wit, charm, and lovable characters. What to expect: - Druid MC who is not overpowered. - Sapient tree that generates production buildings and grows with the MC. - MC helps others fight, but does not engage in combat himself. - Low-stakes and cozy, with LitRPG Elements. - Lots of talking animals, healing nature, and helping people. - Tea. Lots and lots of growing, brewing, and selling tea. - A house made from a mushroom. (A really big mushroom).


Get Gladesbale Grove Now!
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For all our LitRPG books, visit our website.
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GROUPS


Don’t forget to join LitRPG Addicts and come hang out with me!

I’m also very active and thankful for Redditserials, LitRPG Books, GameLit Society, Western Cultivation Stories (Xianxia and Wuxia, etc), Cultivation novels, LitRPG & GameLit Readers, and LitRPG Books Group!


LITRPG


To learn more about LitRPG, talk to authors including myself, and just have an awesome time, please join the LitRPG Group.
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